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Empty Promises

One
 
   Everyone agrees that my decision to go into town that day cost one person his life. Attribution for the other deaths wasn’t clear-cut, although I thought I also bore that guilt. And it so easily could have been otherwise. 
 
   I was pulling my seatbelt over my shoulder when I had second thoughts. Muttering an apology, I left my family cooling their heels in the car and hustled back inside. Elliot was where I had left him, watching a morning financial show in the TV room. “You’re sure you’re okay being here by yourself? I—” 
 
   “Seamus, we discussed this. I’ll be fine.” He waved me away with both hands. “Have a good time.” 
 
   “You’re positive?” 
 
   He leaned back in the chair and looked at the ceiling. “Go, already.” 
 
   “Okay, okay” My misgivings melted before his certainty. “We’ll be back in four hours. Tops.” 
 
   As it turned out, we both had lied. 
 
   I jogged back to the car. Paddy had plugged earbuds into his phone. Megan, my three-and-a-half-year-old granddaughter, was belted into her car seat in the back, “reading” The Little Engine That Could to Raff, her stuffed giraffe. 
 
   “All aboard for Crystal Falls,” I called like a conductor. Paddy shot me a questioning look and Megan ignored me. 
 
   Starting the car engine brought up Dylan’s “A Hard Rain’s a-Gonna Fall” from my MP3 player’s random queue—appropriate, given the glowering skies in the southwest. As a teenager struggling to find my way in the world, I had thought of myself as the blue-eyed son being asked by my dead father where I was going. After I became father to Paddy, my own blue-eyed son, the song pivoted to me asking the questions. 
 
   I was very contented with the family part of my life. Paddy and his wife were settled and doing well, and they’d given me the most wonderful granddaughter in the world. The business aspects were something of a challenge, but I put thoughts of Elliot behind me and hummed along with Dylan. Life was good. 
 
   A couple of miles down Shank Lake Road, right before the switch to the A Grade, a broad-winged hawk flashed through the trees. I followed its flight, taking my focus from the road. Paddy’s “Watch out!” startled me back to attention. A blue pickup towing a trailer steamed toward us, punching a dust cloud into the air. We were both taking our half out of the middle. I slammed on the brakes, steered right, and skidded to a stop at the edge of a drainage ditch. He flashed his lights at me and swept past, enveloping me in his dust. 
 
   “Asshole,” I muttered under my breath so Megan couldn’t hear. My heart thumped wildly in my chest, echoed by beating pressure in my ears. After the dust cleared, I drove through the switch and onto the A Grade. 
 
   “That’s the guy from the mining company,” I said. “I’ve seen him around, towing his ATV. Driving like that, the only pit he’ll find is his own grave. Unless he kills someone first. What a—” I cut myself off. No reason to introduce Megan to words she shouldn’t repeat. “I went to a big meeting at the library in Iron River a few weeks back to hear about their plans. Half the audience favored anything that might mean a return of the old mining jobs. The other half worried mining will ruin the woods, pollute the water, and destroy everything they value. Feelings ran pretty high.” 
 
   “What’s your take, Dad?” 
 
   I puffed a blast of air, feeling my frustration. “I’d force them to post a bond large enough to cover possible environmental damages. Never happen though, so the taxpayers get stuck paying for their empty promises.” 
 
   “You going to protest it?” 
 
   “I’d prefer it somewhere else, but I’m not a NIMBY. We rely on minerals and need to extract them. My issue is I want the full costs to be borne by the mining companies, not the taxpayers. I understand they’ve been collecting samples, but there’s a long road before anything will happen.” 
 
   The next song was a Judy Collins classic, and I switched to falsetto and sang along. Paddy replaced his earbuds. Megan hadn’t stopped reading her story to Raff, which is how we traveled for several miles until Paddy startled and pulled his earbuds out. 
 
   “Dad, listen to the radio.” He punched the FM button, silencing Grace Slick in full wail, and hit the preset for WIKB, the local station in Iron River. I wondered what treasure he had heard about on Telephone Time, the local swap show he had been listening to. It had better be good for him to interrupt my duet with Grace, asking if you want somebody to love. Paddy increased the volume. 
 
   “. . . severe damage. Winds up to eighty miles an hour. This storm is fast moving, traveling at more than forty miles an hour. Take shelter. The national weather service gives this system its highest alert status. To repeat, this is not a tornado. It is a front of direct wind currently located in Bates Township and heading northeast. Accompanying the wind is heavy rainfall. Areas likely to be affected are Amasa, Deer Lake, Witch Lake, Republic, and points between. Reports are coming in of massive forest destruction.” 
 
   We were right in the path. Two miles from Deer Lake. Seven from Amasa. 
 
   My first reaction was to race the eight miles back home and hunker down. But with a better road going in, I’d reach Amasa quicker than I could return home, and I wasn’t sure how fast the storm was moving. If we were caught in the woods, one decent-sized maple or popple or evergreen hitting the car, and we were goners. The Amasa Post Office, squat and brick, would protect us from the wind—if I could get there. I jammed down the accelerator, causing us to fishtail. 
 
   “Careful,” Paddy said, looking back at Megan. “The road’s a giant washboard. Don’t lose control.” 
 
   Behind us, the dust cloud thickened. We hit a dip and went airborne. Megan squealed in delight. “Do it again, Grampa Seamus!” 
 
   My mouth was dry with the taste of fear, but at least one of us was having a good time. I eased off the accelerator a titch. 
 
   Using Telephone Time’s frenetic outpouring of information about damage, I tracked the storm’s path. It would be close whether I’d get us to Amasa in time. Through a break in the forest, I glimpsed a southwestern sky that reminded me of boiling black clouds over Tolkien’s Mordor. 
 
   Two miles from safety, the first drops of rain smacked the windshield with fat plops. The treetops were barely moving. Picturing the stretch of straight road ahead of me, I accelerated to sixty-five and forgot the little rise caused by a new culvert under the road. The Subaru became airborne again. My stomach tightened and I squeezed the steering wheel to control the wheels as we slammed to the ground. 
 
   Megan clapped. Even while I fought to keep the car on the road, a piece of me smiled in recollection of encouraging my father to take hills fast enough so we could feel our stomachs rise and fall. The lumber mill came into view, and in my relief that we were almost out of the trees, I forgot how bad the stretch immediately before the first blacktop could be and nailed a pothole. The car juked left and skidded right, nearly going off the road on both sides. The ABS prevented the brakes from locking, which probably avoided an uncontrolled skid into the trees. I white-knuckled the steering wheel and we rattled through until finally the tires gripped the hardtop in front of the mill. 
 
   Skidding with too much speed through the turn onto Corral Road, Paddy and I had our first unrestricted look at the storm front. Coal-black clouds boiled directly in front of us. Pale blue showed at the edges. In seconds we would meet the southern edge. I blurted the words as the realization came to me, “The post office is too far.” 
 
   I slammed on the brakes and skidded into a wide arc, barely missing a pile of logs waiting to be loaded onto railcars. Rain changed into a steady downpour. Even with the wipers on high, I could barely see well enough to weave past the piles of logs to an open area next to the mill. The heavens unloaded a torrent of water, turning day into night. I stopped and keyed off the engine. 
 
   “Grampa Seamus?” Megan often spoke my name with a question mark. “Raff’s scared.” 
 
   “We’re perfectly safe in the car, pumpkin. This will be over soon.” 
 
   Megan held her stuffed giraffe close to her and told him not to be afraid. 
 
   The winds hit with a howl; the rushing air pulsed from around the piled logs, rocking us from side to side. Megan cried in fear. Paddy unbuckled and reached back, caressing her hand. A sixty-foot spruce succumbed to the wind, falling directly across the road we had just taken, its impact so heavy we felt the reverberation. 
 
   “Ho-ly mack-er-el,” Paddy intoned under his breath. 
 
   Lights outside the mill flickered once and went black. The disk jockey of my mind offered the first verse of Dylan’s “Shelter from the Storm,” with its references to darkness, mud roads, and coming in from the wilderness. At least we were safe, but if these winds struck camp, it would suffer major damage. My earlier glimpse of blue edges to the storm suggested the band was not wide. But how broad was it, and exactly what direction was it taking? Would my house be okay? It had a metal roof—plenty strong to repel a flying branch or two. But it wouldn’t survive if the large trees surrounding the house crashed onto it. My guest cabin didn’t even have the protection of a metal roof. 
 
   Would Elliot, the guy I was supposed to be protecting, know what to do in a wind storm? His accent sounded Midwestern. Maybe he understood tornadoes and was smart enough to take Atty with him to the safety of the basement. What if he’d gone to the cabin where he liked to read? Had I told him he could access the four-foot cement crawl space from the screened porch? I didn’t think so. 
 
   Twin rivers ran down the street. Any direction I looked, the woods provided rain-blurred images of downed trees. Time crawled until eventually a shaft of sunshine split dove-gray clouds and illuminated a massive pine tree still standing tall. Although it felt like a decade, the meteorologist timed the path through Amasa at under five minutes. The rains petered out. The sun returned in full glory. The rivers on the road narrowed to streams. 
 
   I drove to the downed spruce blocking our way to camp. It had taken two maples with it. Beyond that, a mess of broken popple trees splayed across the road. No way we can get back to camp anytime soon. I wanted to kick myself. “I should have given Elliot a burner phone in case of emergencies.” 
 
   “Didn’t you tell me that Abigail specifically ordered you not to allow Elliot anywhere near a phone to protect him from himself?” 
 
   “Right. Boss’s orders. Nothing we can do until the loggers clear a path.” I gave Megan’s foot a tug. “That’s enough excitement for one day. Right, pumpkin?” 
 
   “Right!” Megan parroted. 
 
   Except it wasn’t. Not even close. 

     
 

Two
 
   Jason Graham’s whole body relaxed once Seamus and his family left. Not that he didn’t appreciate what they were doing for him, and he’d surely go stir crazy if he were out in the woods all by himself. Despite how much he had loved his wife, they had gotten along best when they were both working. Wasn’t there one of those humorous country and western songs, something like “How Can I Miss You If You Won’t Go Away?” 
 
   He clicked the TV volume ten levels higher to hear it wherever he was in the house. How to enjoy this time? He’d promised to be circumspect and make sure no one had any opportunity to even sense his presence, let alone actually see him. He wanted to return a book to the cabin. Maybe he could extend that jaunt to the cabin to include a hike around McCree’s property. Where was the danger? He’d be able to hear a truck or ATV from a mile away and have time to hide. It’s not like anyone could sneak up on you in this forsaken wilderness. 
 
   Atty came into the room, circled a spot on the rug twice, and settled down with a big sigh. Jason gave her a couple of pats, stroking the long, soft fur. Golden retrievers were such satisfactory dogs. 
 
   At a commercial break, Jason trotted upstairs to use the bathroom he considered his. While he took a dump, Atty started barking and he heard tires crunching gravel in the driveway. The engine rumble marked it as a diesel. The dog’s deep woofs might scare the intruders away unless they saw her. Then they’d discover her tail wagging, as friendly as could be. 
 
   He wiped his butt and silently lowered the lid, not daring to flush. Even though no one could see in through the bathroom’s frosted bottom window, his shadow might give him away. He lay on the floor and wriggled pants over his hips, zipped up, and fastened the button. 
 
   On the first floor, Atty charged from the TV room to the kitchen. Soon, knocking came from the back door by the kitchen. Even with the dog’s barking, they could no doubt hear the TV blaring and know someone was here. Would they go away if no one answered? The doors were unlocked; they could walk right in and he’d be trapped. 
 
   Loud knocking resumed from the kitchen door. To tamp down his fear, Jason worked up some saliva and forced the fluid down his constricted throat. Had to be a neighbor or someone driving by. They could not possibly know he was here. Unless there was a leak—then they could know. 
 
   To give himself more options, he snaked his way from the bathroom to the bedroom. He’d heard the thunk of one vehicle door shutting, and the dog would have reacted to someone on the deck. He’d risk it. He climbed onto the bed and stood to see out the eyebrow window facing the driveway and garage. 
 
   Atty and her bark returned to the TV room, so the visitor must be leaving the stoop and heading back to the truck or around to the screened porch. Leaning against the wall, Jason rose on tippy-toes to increase his chances of seeing the intruder walking close to the house. No go. He eased down and checked the truck, a blue Dodge Ram with a white decal or logo on the passenger door, towing a trailer with a matching blue ATV. This looked like a local working rig. Jason told himself to calm down and make a mental picture so he could describe the vehicle to Seamus. 
 
   The truck had a light coating of dust. Its bed contained two aluminum cargo carriers, like construction guys use for tools, and another much larger container of unknown use. Attached to the trailer sides were digging tools and pointed wood stakes with variously colored flags blowing in the wind. Sure felt like a local stopping by to visit. If Seamus saw the guy later, he could make a proper excuse to explain the weirdness of the TV being on with no one home: kid had forgotten to turn it off when they went to town, or he’d been in the basement working on a project with ear protectors on—whatever Seamus decided. 
 
   Atty’s barking stopped. Jason caught a glimpse of a baseball cap heading toward the kitchen door again. The dog’s toenails clicked through the dining room into the kitchen, but she continued to be quiet. In the relative silence, he heard footsteps: one, two, three up the steps to the landing. Two more to the door. Then nothing but the TV commentators talking about the sell-off in Asia and how it was spreading to Europe. So far US stocks were shaking it off, down only a tenth of a percent. 
 
   The screen door creaked open. Jason forced himself to breathe through his nose. He was sure he’d puke if he opened his mouth. He closed his eyes to hear better. If the door opened, Jason’s only hope was to get onto the deck outside the bedroom, climb down the six-by-six posts, and slip to the other side of the garage while the person was occupied inside. Using the garage as a shield, he could disappear into the woods. He looked down at his bare feet and realized how unprepared he was. 
 
   Why had he been so complacent? McCree had harped at him to keep the TV sound turned down to make sure he could hear anyone on the road and have time to go silent. Like a rebelling teenager, the first thing he’d done after Seamus and family drove away was to crank up the damn volume. The screen door squeaked shut. Footsteps on the porch, down the stairs. He raised himself on tiptoes to try to get a look at the intruder. Ball cap, hair down to the neck of a blue T-shirt, blue jeans, wide leather belt, work boots. 
 
   Just a guy working in the woods. 
 
   The visitor knelt and removed a stick wedged under his truck’s chassis. With stick in hand, he turned and Jason got the first view of the intruder’s face. 
 
   Jason’s knees wobbled and he nearly fell off the bed. He ducked below the window, leaned into the wall for support. His mouth was a desert. His armpits an ocean. His vision grayed and a tinny ringing assaulted his ears. Never had he felt fear like this. 
 
   Frank Cabibi. In McCree’s driveway. Just the kind of sycophant the big dogs would send. 
 
        
 

Three

   Every store we entered in Crystal Falls had WIKB on. Telephone Time reported massive damage north of Amasa. The storm’s path had crossed US-141 north of town—we’d witnessed that—traveled north of Deer Lake before hitting Witch Lake head-on. Since my place was eight miles mostly north and west of Deer Lake, I had hopes the storm had missed me entirely. Sketchy information suggested another front had crossed US-141 south of Covington. That might have struck a direct blow. Only being there would answer the question, which didn’t stop me from constantly worrying about Elliot and my place. 
 
   We ate lunch in town. Paddy and Megan chowed down, but I worried my food around my plate, not feeling hungry, and anxious to return to camp. Lunch done, Megan reminded me that I had promised her moose tracks ice cream. We stopped at Tall Pines in Amasa. 
 
   I chatted with the proprietors while Paddy made the ice cream purchase. They didn’t know how far north the damage extended. They had two rooms available in their motel if we wanted them. A group of loggers had heard the storm warning in time and returned to town before it struck. They were cutting a path up the Grade toward Deer Lake. If I couldn’t drive to camp, I’d send Paddy and Megan to Tall Pines and I’d hike in. Not getting back to make sure Elliot was okay was not an option. 
 
   While Megan was finishing her ice cream outside the car (I had already made the mistake of thinking my granddaughter would be neater with food in the car than my son had been at her age), I monkeyed with the chainsaw stored in back, making sure it started and was full of fluids. If we caught up to the crew, Paddy and I could at least help clear the way. 
 
   Talking to the folks at Tall Pines gave me a little hope, which drained in a flash seeing fifty trees down next to US-141 right before our turnoff onto Corral Road. Evergreens with huge root balls lay on their sides or stretched out at a low angle. Maples had snapped off twenty or thirty feet up. Seventy-five feet past that massive blowdown, the forest appeared unimpacted. The damage hadn’t been caused by a wall of wind, but by a series of microbursts along the front. But where the wind hit, the damage was much worse than I had expected. 
 
   Dread joined us in the car. Even normally bubbly Megan grew silent. 
 
   Loggers had cut a narrow lane through the sixty-foot spruce I had watched come down at the beginning of the Grade, leaving most of the tree in place and towing the cut section to the side. They’d wasted no time on smaller branches littering the road and were opening up a one-lane path. I tiptoed the Outback over the debris and moved through the gap. 
 
   At first the downed trees were scattered, although limbs and branches dotted the entire road. But the further north we drove, the worse the damage became until the downed trees were a nearly continuous hazard. Paddy frequently left the car to remove branches with sharp breaks that might puncture a tire. I was regretting we hadn’t taken my old beater truck into town with its multi-ply tires. The Outback carried a donut spare, which wouldn’t last thirty seconds on the gravel roads. We had yet to see any other cars or people. 
 
   By the time we passed the five- and six-mile markers without any letup in the damage, tightened metal bands had taken up permanent residence around my chest. I feared for Elliot. I feared for my property. I worried whether I’d get a flat. Whether there would still be a hotel room if I had to send Paddy and Megan to Tall Pines. Megan, on the other hand, had given up her concerns and was in the back seat, singing along with a CD, a cheerful canary amidst the devastation. 
 
   As we continued up the Grade, I made a concentrated effort to channel her lack of concern. Eventually, we reached a recent clear-cut that provided a quarter mile of respite from the carnage. I never thought I would see any positives in a clear-cut, but not having any trees to push onto the road was definitely a good thing today. 
 
   “Thank God for the loggers,” Paddy said. “What’s your guess, will they follow the road toward Deer Lake or take the A Grade up toward camp?” 
 
   “If they headed toward Deer Lake, I’ll send you and Megan to Tall Pines, and I’ll hike in. If we did get hit, Elliot might need help, and even if we didn’t, he’d likely panic if we didn’t show until tomorrow. He must be wondering where the he—” I remembered Little Miss Big Ears was riding with us. “Where the heck we are. I told him four hours tops, and we’re already past five. Even if the road is open, it will take us the better part of another hour. I just hope he doesn’t do something stupid.” 
 
   “Like what?” 
 
   I crept through the detritus of a white pine. “He’s a city boy and I sense he gets panicky without me around. I can’t tell you how much better his mood has been since you and Megan arrived. He’ll be depressed when your two weeks are over. I’ve taken him ATVing a bunch of times. He bristles because I make him use the helmet with the smoky glass to prevent anyone from seeing his face, and I won’t tempt fate by leaving the house Friday night or the weekend. Too many people wandering in the woods. We’ve argued about his going anywhere alone, which I forbid. I hope he remembered everything I told him and didn’t do something dumb.” 
 
   “He seems like a smart person to me.” 
 
   “Paddy, there’s book smart and there’s life smart. Elliot is book smart, which I suspect is what got him into trouble in the first place.” 
 
   “You don’t know?” 
 
   “Abigail’s reasoning is, the less I know, the less I can accidentally give away. Given the way he reacts when I call him Elliot, I’m sure it’s not his real name. And I don’t know where he’s from or exactly why we’re protecting him. He’s to be a witness in a trial, so I assumed bad people don’t want him to testify. Abigail’s going to be pissed that I left him alone.” 
 
   “You talked it through with him. It even sounded like he was looking forward to a little time by himself.” 
 
   I offered a wry smile. “All true, but I’m telling you, Paddy. She’s going to be ticked off even if nothing bad happens. She’ll say I should never have left him by himself. I put family ahead of the job.” 
 
   “Papa, I have to tinkle.” 
 
   “Sweetheart,” Paddy said, “on a scale of one to ten, how bad do you have to go?” 
 
   “Papa. I need to go now!” 
 
   I suppressed a giggle at their exchange and pulled the car to the side of the road. “I stuck a roll of toilet paper in the side door pocket.” 
 
   Paddy extracted Megan and scooted into the woods. Megan thought peeing in the woods was a fine thing. She hadn’t mastered squatting, so after pulling down her panties, she held onto Paddy’s hands, leaned back, and peed.

   I’m not sure which she enjoyed more, the novelty of doing it outdoors or kicking dirt to bury her few sheets of used toilet paper. The process fascinated her. Walking the woods, she could get Grampa Seamus to stop five times in an hour to allow her to squeeze out a few drops and bury her toilet paper. 
 
   Nothing can take my mind off concerns more quickly than spending time with my granddaughter. I wondered if she would soon have a brother or sister, but I wasn’t the kind of father to ask. They’d let me know if they became pregnant again. 
 
   Paddy fastened Megan into her car seat and started an audio book. Whispering behind his hand, he said, “She’s ready for a nap but doesn’t want to admit it. This will do the trick.” 
 
   Good news: the loggers had worked up the A Grade. Bad news: the devastation continued. With each obstruction we passed, my concern heightened––would it continue all the way to Shank Lake or would we luck out? A mile before we reached our turn, we ran into the road-clearing crew heading our way. I parked at the side and hopped out to get the scoop. 
 
   I plugged my fingers into my ears until one of the four guys spotted me. Two guys were using heavy-duty chainsaws, and the other two were lugging debris to the side of the road. A quarter mile behind them, I spotted Dick Tanni, one of my Shank Lake neighbors. Looking like a toothpick in hunter orange sitting on his John Deere tractor, he was using its bucket to push smaller branches to the side of the road. The air smelled of freshly-cut wood infused with chainsaw exhaust. 
 
   One of the loggers noticed me and they killed their saws. Three of them were loggers I had used to selectively cut my property several years ago. The fourth guy was Owen Lyndstrom, an ancient coot I had become friends with the year I wintered up here. 
 
   Owen, senior to the others by at least forty years, was my model for how active I wanted to be in my eighties. Choppers had replaced his teeth decades ago, but he still had all the rest of his original parts and his back remained as straight and strong as a pine. He’d been handling one of the saws. “Howdy, Seamus. Helluva mess.” He waved vaguely at the woods. 
 
   Owen’s elephantine ears were useful for catching all the gossip for miles around, so it wasn’t a surprise that he wanted me to relate our harrowing race against the storm. Owen had been out Lukes Road west of Shank Lake when the storm hit, and the logging crew had been working an area near Ned Lake. Between them, they had cleared more than a mile and a half of Shank Lake Road, leaving me only three-quarters of a mile to home. If need be, we could leave the car and walk in, although transporting the groceries might be problematic. 
 
   “Look,” Owen said. “Damage by youse is scattered, but youse need to check your woods pronto and see where you need cuttin. Wait too long and the big owners’ll tie up all the loggers. Unless you get them trees before rot sets in, you’ll lose most of their value.” 
 
   Good advice, but while hiding Elliot, I didn’t want people working close to the house. I’d have to deal with my eighty acres once Elliot was gone. Owen’s advice triggered another thought. In a generation-skipping estate tax move, I had given Megan several sections of land that might have been affected. I asked Owen about damage on Lukes Road where those properties were. 
 
   The logging crew was resting nearby and saw an opportunity: if I let them know by the end of the weekend, they’d be happy to put me at the top of their list. 
 
   Owen said, “I dang near forgot you bought them sections. I got nothin else planned. I’ll come by first thing tomorrow and we’ll scout that out, eh? Then I’ll give these boys an estimate of how many cords of work they got.” 
 
   “Paddy’s actually the trustee.” I pointed to my car. “He’s here with my granddaughter. You won’t believe how much she’s grown. Let’s lock it down with him.” 
 
   Owen followed me to my car. We used the opportunity to let Megan run around. 
 
   “Growin like a weed, she is,” Owen said. “Where’d she get the carrot top from?” 
 
   “Mailman,” Paddy said. “Actually, most of the gray in Dad’s hair used to be red highlights, and her mom’s family also has some redheads, though Megan’s is the most prominent.” 
 
   Megan ran circles around us, arms stretched, pretending to be an airplane or fairy or who knows what. Her squealing abruptly ended. “Does it hurt?” She pointed to a dried bloodstain the size of a russet potato at the bottom of the wool shirt Owen wore in the woods regardless of the weather. 
 
   Owen tugged his shirt around to see what we were looking at and removed a work glove. “Cut myself changing the chain on the saw.” He showed me the still-oozing wound on his hand. “Didn’t have no hankie, so I used the shirt. Good I got me a tetanus shot last year. Ain’t got no time to go to the clinic.” 
 
   One of the loggers fired up his chainsaw. Break time was over. We quickly agreed to meet Owen first thing in the morning, meaning around six o’clock central time—or seven o’clock eastern time, which was what I went by at camp. Since they would evaluate Megan’s land, I’d send Paddy with Owen, and I’d stay home with Megan and keep Elliot under wraps. 
 
   We do-se-doed past the loggers, and I stopped to talk to my lake neighbor. Dick had come up for a long weekend of fishing. After the storm blew through, he cleared his driveway and eventually linked up with Owen. 
 
   “It mostly missed me,” he said. “Maybe ten trees across the driveway, but nothing near the house. It’s real spotty though. I knew you were up and figured I’d motor over to your place to make sure you were okay.” 
 
   “Are trees down between us?” I asked. 
 
   “I figured there were, which is why I used the boat. Anyhoo, your house and cabin are both fine, though you got a bunch of trees down here and there. I’ve tried to scrape the road pretty good, but drive careful, ’cause I might have kicked up some gravel. You know what them sharp edges can do to a tire. And if you can’t get in all the way, go ahead and borrow the boat.” 
 
   What a relief knowing the house and cabin had survived unscathed. That brief respite was followed by a new fear. Where were Elliot and Atty when Dick Tanni had stopped at the house and cabin? 
 
     
 

Four
 
   Our progress toward home stopped at a downed tree a half mile from the house. The massive hemlock had uprooted. It would take forever to clear with the little chainsaw I had in the car, and I’d run out of fuel before I succeeded. My anxiety over Elliot was increasing by the second, and I decided our best bet was to turn around and drive to Dick’s and take him up on his offer to borrow his boat. Megan would like the ride and, once home, I’d have access to my larger chainsaws and could fire up the Bobcat to help clear the road from the house. 
 
   For all the wind we’d had earlier, the lake was dead calm. The trolling motor started on the first pull, and we were glad to leave the cool of the shady shore and feel our skin warm under the full sun. The motor’s drone blocked the whine of the mosquitoes accompanying us onto the lake. The first we knew of them was the prick of their sting. Megan’s hand-waving to ward off the mosquitoes rocked the boat, leaving Paddy to steady it with hands on both gunwales while I steered with one hand and slapped with the other. 
 
   I’m sure we looked like crazy idiots flailing our arms in our war with the mosquitoes. After a couple of minutes, we settled in to enjoy the slow boat ride. Megan dragged her hand in the lake, soaking her arm and half her shirt. Soon enough, I brought us into the dock without incident. After tying up, we left the borrowed life jackets in the boat, and Paddy and I each grabbed two bags of groceries. Megan led us up the path carrying her library books cradled in both hands and Raff’s long neck tucked under her chin. Cute, very cute. 
 
   “Hey, pumpkin,” I said once I could see the cabin wasn’t damaged. “Why don’t you run ahead and see if Mr. Elliot is in the cabin.” 
 
   With her arms full, Megan’s dash was more like a fast waddle. I wished I could take a video of her, but our hands were full and the moment lost. Elliot wasn’t in the cabin, nor did I catch any whiff of his aftershave. The picnic table still covered the trapdoor to the half-basement, so he wasn’t there. “My guess,” I said, “is he’s in front of the TV watching one of his financial shows.” 
 
   Megan asked if she and Raff could race to the house. Permission granted, they took off, and I tucked her books under my arm and followed. Through the trees we watched Megan open the door and seventy-five pounds of golden retriever bound down the steps and into the wildflowers to relieve her bladder. Atty ran up the path and greeted us with her big grin and wagging tail. She led us to the house, where we found Raff propping open the screen door, letting in the last of the season’s mosquitoes. From inside came Megan’s call, “Mr. Elliot. Mr. Elliot. Come out, come out.” 
 
   Elliot wasn’t answering Megan’s hide-and-seek calls. The dog had desperately needed to pee. The TV was blasting. The only way he was in the house was if he were dead or comatose. Leaving Paddy to put away the groceries, I raced after Megan, confirming Elliot was not on the first or second floor. On the way to check the basement, I turned off the TV, which was indeed tuned to one of the financial channels. 
 
   Megan followed me to the basement where we double-checked the nooks and crannies. She lost interest and plopped down on the rug to play with the wood blocks I kept in a box stored underneath the futon. 
 
   His leaving the TV on made no sense to me. He understood the need to conserve energy with my solar panel and battery system. I supposed they might have interrupted the show for the storm warnings, and Elliot was worried enough to forget the TV. Or he could have turned the TV up to hear the bulletins while he hid in the basement. But that was hours ago and didn’t explain his continued absence. 
 
   My growing anxiety produced an image of my charge killed or trapped by a toppled tree. Had Elliot been curious about the storm damage? He’d taken walks with me in the woods, but preferred ATVing. With the trees down, though, he couldn’t have gotten far, and again, it didn’t explain the TV. 
 
   He sometimes read down by the lake, so I checked the likely spots and hollered his name in case he had somehow missed our arrival. Nothing. On my return to the house, I passed the pole-barn garage where I stored all the “toys.” The garage doors were open, as we had left them, but inside a bare section of the gravel floor highlighted that the yellow Polaris ATV was missing. Anger replaced anxiety as I realized the fool had disobeyed my instructions and gone off on his own. 
 
   I followed the tracks in hopes of determining which way he went. Fifteen feet from the garage, they crossed marks made by a truck, or at least a vehicle with truck-like tires towing a trailer, which had made a three-point turn in front of the garage. 
 
   Through it all, the ATV tracks remained visible, meaning they were the most recent. I followed the various tire marks up the driveway. The truck had come in and gone out from the direction of town. The ATV drove the opposite way, heading up Shank Lake Road toward its end at the Net River. 
 
   The teeter-totter of my emotions dropped anger and embraced anxiety, combining it with embarrassment about how quickly I had become angry at Elliot. What had caused him to leave the safety of the house so abruptly that he hadn’t turned off the TV? Had the visitor’s arrival spooked him? Maybe something on the TV caused his panic. I had no clue how to tell the age of tire markings. I ran to the garage, hopped on my other ATV, the red Honda, and zipped up the driveway, following Elliot’s trail. Great idea until in less than a quarter mile I encountered a tangled mess of hemlock, maple, and popple pushed down across the road. 
 
   I clambered around the blowdown and confirmed the tracks continued on the other side. Whatever Elliot’s reason for leaving, he left before the storm blew through. Another blowdown blocked the road a couple hundred yards ahead. I could track Elliot and my ATV by foot, but that might take too long. Using the other ATV, I could find a way through the woods to skirt the roadblocks, but that wouldn’t be fast, either. 
 
   I slapped my head with my hand. Think, Seamus, think. Elliot’s gone. Tracking him would take time and effort. With Megan visiting, my priority had to be to open my road so we could get out in case of an emergency. Once we accomplished that, we could return Dick Tanni’s boat and retrieve my car. With luck, Elliot would have returned from his jaunt to wherever. 
 
   I briefly considered calling Abigail to let her know I had lost the person I was supposed to be protecting. To what end? It would just upset her, and she couldn’t help find him. Once Elliot showed up, I’d learn the whole story and then consult with Abigail. 
 
   What a mess. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   Atty whimpered when Paddy, Megan, and I left her in the house again. Paddy operated the chainsaw. I kept Megan on my lap and she “helped” me run the Bobcat, pushing debris to the side of the road. We finished clearing our path to town shortly before dinnertime. I hoped we wouldn’t need it. 
 
   Elliot remained a no-show. 
 
   I still had daylight and intended to use it to try and find him. 
 
   “I hate you going into the woods with all those widow-makers waiting to fall,” Paddy said. “Let’s eat dinner and then Megan and I can return the boat and pick up your car. While we’re there, I can ask your neighbor to go with you. He seems like a nice enough guy.” 
 
   “I understand your concern, but I can’t let anyone know Elliot’s here. I’ll take a come-along to extract myself if I get stuck. And a gas can in case he ran out. And the first-aid kit. And I’ll have my cell phone and a walkie-talkie. Man, I wish I knew where he was.” 
 
   I filled two water bottles and grabbed several granola bars to gobble while I loaded the ATV. Dinner. When I went to fill a two-gallon traveling gas can, I made a disconcerting discovery. Elliot had taken the full five-gallon gas can with him, leaving me with only a gallon sloshing in the bottom of the other container. Huh. Sure enough, the funnel had been recently used and smelled of gasoline. A full tank would take him eighty miles or so, well beyond the range of any place I had shown him. Why did he need extra gas? 
 
   He hadn’t thought to turn off the TV, but he had found time to fill up the Polaris’s gas tank and take an extra five gallons. This felt more planned than I originally thought. What else had he taken? 
 
   Back inside the house, I checked the mud-room closet. The ATV helmet with the smoky face guard and a pair of work gloves had grown legs. Also missing were his lightweight jacket and my wool one, which would look ridiculous on him. Our chests were roughly the same size, but he was four inches shorter than my six-two, and the sleeves would swallow his arms. Besides, it was too warm to be wearing wool. 
 
   That perplexed me until I discovered empty spaces in the bedroom closet: missing were the new clothes Abigail had purchased for him on their way to meet me in Green Bay, as was a large backpack I stored there. 
 
   I told Paddy of my discoveries while he washed dishes from their supper. 
 
   “He got curious and is lying injured someplace?” Skepticism poured from him. “That’s your theory? What if the mysterious truck and trailer had two guys and they snagged him. Their trailer was pulling ATVs. With Elliot they needed a third. Maybe they threw Elliot in the truck and one of the guys stole your ATV. And they had a long way to go, which is why they grabbed the extra gasoline.” 
 
   “You’re suggesting someone found him and kidnapped him? But the ATV went in a different direction from the truck.” 
 
   “Kidnapped or he didn’t want to stay hidden anymore and staged his own rescue. They could have taken the ATV in a different direction to avoid being seen together. They’d meet up later. As long as you’re standing around, let me heat up some leftovers for you. Won’t take a minute.” 
 
   I didn’t think Elliot left voluntarily and I wasn’t hungry. “He’s the one who wanted protection. He could have asked me to take him home any time he wanted. He wasn’t a prisoner. What else would you take?” 
 
   “I’d take my blankie,” Megan said. 
 
   I leaned down and ruffled her hair. “What else would you take, pumpkin?” 
 
   “Raff and Momma and Papa and Suzie. Can Suzie come here?” 
 
   Paddy wiped his hands on the dishtowel and gave her a big hug. “Thanks for taking your Momma and me. We’ll see your friend Suzie when we get home.” 
 
   “Megan’s blankie got me thinking,” I said. “If I were running away, I’d want a sleeping bag and a tent and food.” 
 
   Megan tugged at Paddy’s pant leg. “Can we FaceTime Momma?” 
 
   “I need to get her ready for bed or she’ll have a meltdown.” Squatting to Megan’s level, he tousled her hair. “Bath first and then we’ll FaceTime Momma, okay?” 
 
   Megan solemnly nodded and marched to the bathroom, disrobing along the way. Paddy followed and I soon heard the tub filling with water. 
 
   “Dad?” Paddy called down while I was checking the first-floor closets. “He left a turd in the upstairs toilet.” 
 
   The Elliot I had known had been fastidious. Even using the outhouse by the guest cabin, he threw in lime. 
 
   Revised conclusion: he left in a hurry—TV on and unflushed toilet—but not so much of a hurry that he hadn’t provisioned his trip. Further sleuthing revealed we were missing a sleeping bag, plus several boxes of various flavors of granola bars, a large bag of gorp Paddy had concocted to take on walks in the woods with Megan, and two water bottles. He’d taken both a flashlight and a headlamp, found a hunting knife, and added a can opener to his provisions. Empty hooks revealed he’d scarped up my hatchet and bolt cutter. 
 
    Face it, Seamus, this is not the behavior of someone about to go for a walk. These are the acts of someone so panicked that he left the TV on and didn’t flush the toilet, but somehow had enough time to think about and collect supplies. Who or what had arrived with that truck? 
 
   Paddy had come downstairs during my internal musing and interrupted my thinking. “Maybe you should talk to Abigail and get her take on the best approach.” 
 
   “It’s clear that Elliot intentionally went on the lam and left before the storm hit. Regardless of why he left, he might have been injured by the storm. I owe it to him to use every second of daylight to rescue him if he’s hurt. There’s plenty of time to talk to Abigail.” 
 
   Paddy held up his hands in surrender. “I just thought . . . she is the senior partner and the one who picked him up. She might know something.” 
 
   “Give Megan a goodnight kiss for me and say hi to your lovely wife. I’ll be careful. I promise.” 
 
     
 

Five

   My return found the house dark, the garage light on, and the missing ATV still missing. I backed my ATV into the garage, where mosquitoes attacked with the whine of kamikaze fighters. My sprint to the house left the blood-thirsty critters behind. Bursting into the screened porch, I startled Paddy, who had been reading on a Kindle, and Atty, who had been sleeping. 
 
   “No Elliot?” I said. 
 
   Paddy shook his head. Atty came over to receive a scratch behind her ears and to be let outside to do her thing. 
 
   “Megan FaceTimed Cindy, and after I put the kid to bed I called her back. She thinks someone knows Elliot’s here and I should take Megan home—out of danger.” 
 
   “I can’t disagree. I need to tell Abigail and get her advice.” Because it might make the conversation go smoother, I added, “You can listen in if you want.” 
 
   Paddy excused himself, saying he’d check the nightly news. With a good cell signal and privacy, I had no more excuses and called Abigail, punching on the speakerphone so I wouldn’t fry my brain holding the phone to my ear. 
 
   “Elliot disappeared?” She sounded incredulous. “He left? And you don’t know where he is? That makes no sense.” 
 
   I told her everything, probably repeated myself because I was so nervous. “Do you think I should contact the police and have them search?” 
 
   Her “No!” was emphatic. I waited for more, picturing her pacing a room somewhere in Louisiana where she was protecting a crooked cop while he negotiated with prosecutors, trading his testimony on kickbacks within the department for a new identity under the witness protection program. 
 
   “I can’t believe you left him alone. What were you thinking? You need to fix this yourself, Seamus. We cannot involve any official police agencies. If one word gets out about his location, it could be his death sentence. You need to find him and learn why he rabbited. Then we can decide how best to protect him. Are you sure no one’s seen him?” 
 
   “No one has seen him. Or I should say, no one has seen his face. At least until today. Cindy wants Paddy to bring Megan home.” 
 
   “The whole reason I agreed for you to do this on your own, and Elliot agreed to be with you instead of me, was because your place is remote as all hell and he wouldn’t have to be cooped up inside some hotel room or safe house and go stir-crazy for a month. Paddy and Megan shouldn’t have been there in the first place. 
 
   “Elliot enjoyed their company, especially Megan. He was much happier after they arrived.” 
 
   “That’s not the point. Despite their best intentions, they could have accidentally done or said something to jeopardize our client.” A deep inhale and long sigh came over the line. “Look, Seamus, my Louisiana client will not trust someone else to take over for me. You are on your own and you need to fix this. Our reputation—my reputation—is on the line. You can’t involve the police—they probably wouldn’t help anyway. You can’t say some guy whose real name you don’t know stole your ATV. You need—” 
 
   “Got it.” Testiness had entered my voice. I didn’t think I’d screwed up. Paddy and Megan had not jeopardized anything. They hadn’t mentioned Elliot to anyone. My whole reason for suggesting the business partnership with Abigail had been so we could spend more time together, and that hadn’t worked out either. 
 
   Abigail was still talking and I had tuned her out. 
 
   “. . . and for all those reasons. That’s what I think.” 
 
   “I wonder if something on the television might have been his trigger. You’re not aware of anything current that intersects with whatever Elliot is involved in? Nothing to spook him today?” 
 
   “I can’t exactly go to the prosecutor and inquire. They’ll immediately wonder what’s wrong and start asking questions. I’ll sniff around, but you wanted this job, Seamus. And now you have a problem I have never experienced. Go solve it.” 
 
   My face burned from the heat of her words. “Yes, ma’am.” I disconnected and immediately regretted it. I did not want to go to bed mad at Abigail. I called her again, but it went to voicemail. “In our business dealings angst, I forgot to tell you that I love you. I do, and I do appreciate any suggestions you may have in the morning concerning ways I might find Elliot. I’m leaving my cell phone on in case he calls.” As soon as I heard the words from my mouth, I knew she’d think I had given Elliot a phone. “He doesn’t have a phone, but he may get to one. So, feel free to call whenever. I’ll start tracking him again tomorrow at first light.” 
 
   Atty patiently waited to be let in. I opened the door sufficiently to allow her to squeeze in and rubbed my hands down her back to try to brush off all the mosquitoes I could. Between Megan and the dog, a lot more mosquitoes were getting into the house than usual. A small price to pay for the family’s visit, but an itchy price nonetheless. 
 
   The dog circled her bed three times and settled in with a long sigh. I needed to follow her example—sleeping, not circling the bed three times before settling in. Before I could go horizontal, I needed to return Dick Tanni’s boat and bring my car home.

      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   There’s no visiting Dick Tanni at night without chewing the fat and drinking a beer. I didn’t get home for nearly an hour and found Paddy still watching TV. 
 
   “Learn anything from the news?” I asked. 
 
   “I assume,” Paddy said, “you weren’t the one recording all the stock market and business shows.” 
 
   “I told Elliot to feel free to do what he wanted provided it didn’t interfere with the few PBS shows I like.” 
 
   “I’ve been checking today’s recordings for any startling criminal news. Or a picture of him. Nothing. How can anybody watch this stuff for hours without going bonkers?” 
 
   He was pulling my chain, knowing I could get sucked into defending myself. I tweaked him back. “The same way some people can write code for hours and think it’s fun. I take it nothing popped?” 
 
   “Hardly. I don’t know if we’ll need it, Dad, but maybe we should put together a dossier of everything we know or observed or guess about him.” 
 
   “Under Abigail’s orders, he and I never discussed his personal stuff. He was very knowledgeable about markets, and he spent a lot of time watching the real estate shows—investments, not the makeover ones. He’d talk back to those. I wish I had paid more attention. The way he related to Megan, I have a feeling he has kids of his own. I take him for midforties. No wedding band. No tan line where one had been, so probably divorced for a while.” 
 
   “Or he’s one of those guys who never wears a wedding ring. But he definitely grew up someplace like Kansas or Iowa. He throws an ‘r’ into words like wash, makes them ‘warsh.’” 
 
   I acknowledged Paddy’s observation. “He is or at least was Catholic. He’s made comments only a former altar boy would make. You know what else I want to do? Let’s capture his fingerprints while we can. Right now, I can’t think of how we might use them, but if we ever need to know who he is, that would do it.” 
 
   Paddy looked surprised. “You think he has a record?” 
 
   “Well,” I said. “He is hiding out. But I was thinking that with his interest in real estate and finance, he might have been fingerprinted for his job.” 
 
   “Right, like when you sat for your Series Seven exam at the investment bank. You know how to capture latents?” 
 
   I snorted at the idea. “Not a clue. But every night he takes a clean glass to the bathroom. It might have a few clear prints. I’ll use a tripod to get a good digital photo of the prints. We’ll need some kind of powder.” 
 
   “I have talcum power in Megan’s bag.” 
 
   “They use black on TV. I have fine charcoal in the pills I keep for an oogie stomach.” 
 
   It felt good to be doing something. We left the TV running in the background—just in case. Paddy searched the internet to learn the process of raising a latent print. We practiced on a glass and our own prints before working on Elliot’s glass. We raised a partial thumb print, full index and pointer prints and smudged ring finger and pinkie prints, all from his right hand. 
 
   By the time we finished collecting the fingerprints and watched the last recorded business show, our observations about Elliot had grown substantially. 
 
    Elliot (pseudonym) - White male 
 
   I printed a copy of a cellphone picture of him reading to Megan that captured his dark eyes and brown hair receding into a widow’s peak. 
 
    Right-handed. 
 
    5’ 10” - 180 lbs. 
 
    Midforties 
 
    Probably divorced. 
 
   He knew several Sandra Boynton books by heart and gave animated performances for Megan. He also liked playing hide-and-seek. 
 
    Either has children or had younger siblings. 
 
    Catholic upbringing

    Probably from the Iowa/Nebraska/Kansas area (“warsh”)
 
    Well-educated. Uses proper grammar. Large vocabulary. 
 
    Eclectic reader. Primarily interested in nonfiction. 
 
    Spent most of his time indoors. Hardly any tan, but gets antsy being in one place for long. Did not like boats, did not swim in lake, preferred ATV to walking in woods. Didn’t exercise, but used strength equipment in basement. Former Boy Scout, so may have some outdoor skills. 
 
    Has no phone. Has no credit cards or identification. 
 
    Has ATV, clothes, sleeping bag, tent, compass, headlamp and flashlight, hatchet and bolt cutter. Limited food. Spare gasoline. 
 
   “Not a lot,” Paddy observed. 
 
   “Let’s look at a different question,” I said. “What would you do if you were escaping from here?” 
 
   “Get help. I’d go someplace far enough away to feel safe and contact someone to help me. Of course, I know the area, which he doesn’t. How far did you take him on your ATV rides?” 
 
   I whacked my forehead with the heel of my hand. “I showed him how to use the plat books.” 
 
   Both the Iron and Baraga County plat books were missing from the drum table in the living room. 
 
   “With those,” Paddy said, “he might look for a vacant camp and hole up until he can get help. He has no cell phone, so he needs a place with electricity and a phone line.” 
 
   “At the point I had to give up following him, he was heading west on logging trails. A few more miles and he’d reach camps with utilities.” I glanced at the clock. “Dawn arrives in three hours. I’ll pack now and go find him. The night’s clear. I can easily follow my path as far as I went. I’ll take my sleeping bag and sleep out. Come first light, I’ll be closer to him and can get an early start tracking. I agree with Cindy. You and Megan should leave.” 
 
   “Remember, Owen’s coming to check on the damage on Megan’s tract. We’ll meet him and leave from there. Megan will be really disappointed, especially since you won’t be around to see her off.” 
 
   “She’ll live. Take some of the food with you. There’s no way I can eat it all.” 
 
   Paddy gave me a searching look. “You giving up on Elliot?” 
 
   “Nope. But even if I find him, I doubt we’ll return to camp.” 
 
     
 

Six

   An ATV’s headlights, even combined with light from the stars, do not have the same illumination as the sun. In typical Seamus fashion, I underestimated how long it would take me at night to cover the same ground I had covered the previous evening. And I had not anticipated how many obstacles I wouldn’t see in the dim light. My face and arms stung from my encounters with protruding branches and brambles. 
 
   The one and a half hours I left myself to sleep before my phone alarm sounded felt like a minute. My hip felt like I had slept on a jagged rock and my back was as limber as concrete block. I’m too old for this shit. I bungee-corded the sleeping bag onto the ATV and settled myself onto its cold seat to continue tracking Elliot’s trail. Over the years, I had added to my GPS all the logging roads and skidder trails I had explored, so I had a great map. If I knew where Elliot was going, I could find the easiest route. An hour into the morning’s search, I was relieved to find evidence of Elliot going off-trail to get around a tree downed by the storm. The storm hadn’t killed him. 
 
   At exactly 8:07, while off-road in an area filled with scraggly black spruce, I spotted a flash of yellow at the bottom of a ravine. I couldn’t see well through the trees, but it had the feel of my ATV partially submerged in water. The bottom dropped out of my stomach at the thought of Elliot’s neck broken from a fall or the ATV carrying him all the way to the water where he drowned. 
 
   Not wanting to end up down in the ravine myself, I dismounted and walked the path of pushed-down spruce and broken branches from Elliot’s attempt to maneuver around a downed popple. 
 
   To return to the main trail, he had to run the ATV sideways on the hill. In his inexperience, he must not have leaned enough to counterbalance the ATV’s shifting center of gravity. The machine had flipped several times and landed in the swampy area. I side-stepped down the slope looking for signs of Elliot. No body. No blood. In the soft earth were prints to and from the ATV, which was sunk up to its footboards. 
 
   I followed one set of footprints to a pine tree and discovered a trove of neatly piled clothes: a pair of pants, several shirts and pairs of underwear. Next to them were an empty soda bottle, four granola bar wrappers and, tucked inside a muddy pair of pants, a pair of soaked socks. Elliot had changed clothes, dumped what he couldn’t or didn’t want to carry, and walked away from the accident. 
 
   Knowing he had survived the accident lifted a bit of the weight bearing down on me. Being on foot was safer for him, but it meant he was no longer constrained to logging trails. Growing up on Boston’s streets hadn’t provided me expertise at tracking humans in the woods. Sure, I could follow a path of bent and broken stems across a weedy understory, but most of this forest wasn’t like that. I might be able to find a footprint here or there in the moss or wet leaves, but even if I could, it would take me forever. 
 
   He was a city boy too, and my only hope was he’d take a path of least resistance and return to the logging roads. On those, I could spot footprints in the mud. And on trails, an ATV would cover ground a lot faster than hoofing it. 
 
   The Polaris he’d taken had a better suspension and was more stable than my Honda and had the winch in case I had problems. It sat on the right side of the downed popple—a winner on all counts if I could get it out. 
 
   The ATV looked fine, and the extra gas can was still strapped onto its rear rack. Spattered mud on the surrounding trees suggested Elliot had further made a hash of it by spinning the wheels, digging the ATV in. He had left the key in the ignition; the tailpipe was above the mud and clear. I pulled the choke, turned the key, and the ATV fired up. 
 
   The chances were slim to none that I could drive it out, but I tried. Shifting into reverse, I discovered Elliot had failed to engage the four-wheel drive. Changing that setting, I tried gently rocking my way onto solid footing. No go. Elliot had found or created a real mud hole. Fortunately, I had brought a come-along. 
 
   I attached it to the cable from the ATV’s winch and had enough length to convert a pine tree into an anchor. A few minutes later, I had ratcheted the Polaris onto dry land. Except for being covered with mud, the ATV worked fine. I drove it up the hill to the trail on the far side of the downed tree. 
 
   I transferred my supplies from the Honda, bungee-corded the items to balance the weight between the front and rear racks. I recorded the GPS coordinates for the Honda and zipped its key safely into my jacket pocket. 
 
   In the distance, a group of ravens jawed with each other. I considered the archaic terms for a flock of ravens: a conspiracy or an unkindness. The conspiracy label was easy to understand. Ravens are dark black and sociable. We humans have painted black as bad. In addition to being playful, ravens are smart. So, to a bunch of straight-laced, God-fearing, hard-working Englishmen, a flock of ravens could represent a conspiracy against God’s will: talking in a secret language, heads nodding in agreement to some nefarious plan, heads rotating at strange angles to give one another a “beady eye.” 
 
   Experiencing the northwoods had provided me with a possible reason for the unkindness appellation, and thinking about it brought back some of the despair I felt about this enterprise. In open areas, turkey vultures are often the ones to first discover death. In woods, curious ravens frequently perform the unkindness of finding the dead. If I didn’t find Elliot, it probably meant the death knell of my business partnership with Abigail. Don’t ask for whom the ravens croak; they croak for thee. 
 
   I pulled myself away from such esoteric musings. I wouldn’t find the needle of Elliot in the haystack of the U.P.’s woods if I didn’t get my ass in gear. Worse, a haystack provided limited geography. Every minute that slipped away in my search enlarged the circle of where Elliot could be. I caught myself humming the “Mission Impossible” theme and shoved the ATV into gear. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   With at most an hour of sleep, Patrick was not looking forward to driving six hours with a preschooler after however long it would take to troop through the woods looking at damaged trees. What with packing the car, feeding Megan, and peeing Atty, they were a couple minutes late meeting Owen at the head of the lake. 
 
   As they followed Owen’s truck west on Lukes Road, Patrick examined the woods for damage. A mile and a half in they hit the first spot where the passable road narrowed to no wider than Owen’s truck. Overall, the damage seemed limited. They pulled off near an old skidder trail widened the previous winter by a logging company when it clear-cut an area past Megan’s first section. With permission, they had hauled the logs over the trail through Megan’s property. 
 
   Owen leaned on Patrick’s car while Patrick extracted Megan from the back seat. “Where’s Seamus?” 
 
   “Dad had to take care of something else, and it turns out we need to return to Chicago, so here we are. Fresh air and exercise, and with luck she and the dog will both sleep most of the way home.” 
 
   “Ain’t no reason you have ta go with me. I can check ’er out, and let your dad know what I found.” 
 
   “Well, I promised him I would, and Megan’s looking forward to it. Dog, too, for that matter.” 
 
   Owen scratched his beard and seemed to Patrick almost disappointed that they were joining him. “Dog’ll be fine, but make sure your girl doesn’t wander. This storm’s left a bunch of widder-makers. We’ll cut in this way to the clear-cut and walk its edge west. Iffen I recollect correctly, there’s an old access road should bring us back to Lukes, eh? She can do a coupla miles?” 
 
   Patrick considered the issue. “No problem, but we’ll need another plan for her other two sections.” 
 
   “I don’t think we’re gonna find much damage farther west. We’ll do a drive-by and if needs be, I can do’er myself. Welp, the sun ain’t waitin fur us.” 
 
   Atty had been wandering, nose to the ground sniffing what had been there before her. Once she realized her humans were heading down a path, she was prepared to lead wherever they wanted to go. 
 
   Patrick used his cell phone to record notes: Owen’s three cords here, four cords there, estimates of damaged wood. They reached the clear-cut. “Somebody’s been through kinda recent on an ATV,” Owen pointed to tracks cutting diagonally through the clear-cut. At the far edge of the open area they found the old access road Owen had mentioned. 
 
   “Lookee here.” The old man pointed to vehicle tracks on the ground. “This here be the busiest little piece of nowhere I ever seen.” 
 
   “Wonder why,” Patrick said. “I don’t remember this road from when Dad and I walked the property with the broker.” 
 
   Owen laughed. “City brokers don’t know shit about country acreage. They rely on their plat books and can’t find their ass from their elbow. Pardon my French around the little one. I’ve been gettin better at home, but I fergit out here.” 
 
   Megan tugged on Patrick’s hand. “Papa? I’m thirsty.” 
 
   Patrick knelt and Megan extracted a juice box from his knapsack. He punched the straw into the hole and handed it back to her. Atty saw the process and wagged her way to them as if asking if the knapsack held a snack for her, too. “Hey girl,” Patrick said. “Rustle up your own grub.” The dog seemed to take the words under advisement and wandered into the woods. 
 
   Owen waited until the juice production was complete and picked up his conversational thread. “This road starts past your section line. It only cuts this far edge of your property. Probably someone checkin to see if partridge are in the area. Less’n two months ’for bird season starts.” 
 
   Patrick spotted a glint, like reflected sun. Catching the glare through the trees a second time, he pointed it out to Owen. Another hundred yards down the road the glint had become a truck backed off the road behind a thick stand of alders. 
 
   “I didn’t hear him, did you?” Patrick said. “Somebody must have gotten up real early.” 
 
   “Before sunrise anyway. There’s dew on the bonnet.” 
 
   An electric tingle set up along Patrick’s spine. “From yesterday, before the storm? Could someone be hurt in the woods? Or dead?” 
 
   “Could may be.” 
 
   Atty led the group to the blue truck, which was towing a trailer with its back gate down to form a ramp. Owen ran his finger through the dew on the hood. “Cold. If it had run this morning there should be some heat.” 
 
   Patrick opened the unlocked door and peered inside. A plat book, opened to the section they were in, lay on the passenger seat. The ashtray contained what Patrick was sure were a couple of roaches, and the interior did have a faint marijuana smell. He found a registration in the glove box: Environmentally Friendly Extraction, LLC—the mining company doing exploratory tests in the county. 
 
    Now I got it. “Dad and I met this guy on our way into town yesterday. He had a blue ATV on the trailer.” 
 
   “Frankie Joe Cabibi. Not seein his ATV might be good. Storm hits and he mighta headed back to town on the ATV. He’ll come back later to pick up his truck. He’s a local Amasa boy. Left years ago, recently come back. Thinkin on it, I don’t recollect him passin me and the boys when we was clearin the road yesterday. Not that he woulda been likely to give a helpin hand. Lazy bastard. Mighta taken Lukes Road to the highway, eh? Fewer obstructions? Maybe those tracks was him goin through the clear-cut?” He tilted his head back and bellowed, “Frankie Joe! You ’round?” 
 
   From the direction of a towering hemlock a dozen or so ravens joined the cry. 
 
   Patrick thought back to his premonition of death. His father had a saying, “Nothing goes on in the woods without the ravens knowing.” He pulled his shoulders down, trying to bring his shoulder blades together. Thinking of the ravens didn’t help loosen the tenseness he felt. “Maybe we should check?” 
 
   Owen gave Patrick a squint-eyed look. “Hemlock’s some past your section corner and there ain’t much timber between here and there. We’d have to work our way around this raspberry patch.” 
 
   The dog bounded toward them, tail wagging, carrying something in her mouth. 
 
   “Hey girl,” Owen called. “Let me see whatcha got.” The dog trotted to Owen and danced around trying to engage him in tug-of-war. 
 
   “Atty, sit,” Patrick said. “Good girl. Atty, drop it.” 
 
   The dog laid the bone on the ground in front of her and grinned. 
 
   Owen picked up the bone while Patrick praised the dog and scratched behind her ear. “She can have it, can’t she?” Patrick asked. “Deer bones aren’t like chicken bones, right?” 
 
   “Uh-huh, ’ceptin this here’s a human leg bone.” 
 
     
 

Seven

   Iron County Sheriff Lon Bartelle sat at his desk working on manpower reports for the next County Supervisors’ meeting when the desk phone rang. Using his shoulder to cradle the phone next to his ear, he answered with his name, and leaned back, the chair creaking in protest. 
 
   “This is Patrick McCree from up by Shank Lake. My dog just discovered a human bone.” 
 
   Bartelle slumped in the chair. “One bone? You wouldn’t be the first city sl—the first person to confuse a deer or bear bone for human.” 
 
   “It’s a femur,” Patrick McCree said. “Owen Lyndstrom identified it, not me. And even we city slickers know that most animal bones are found lying on top of the earth. This one was caked with dirt. Looks like it’s been in the ground for a while. 
 
   “Ah, crud.” He grabbed the antacids from his pocket. “Where are you?” 
 
   “Right now? At my father’s camp, but that’s only to get a decent cell signal, and my daughter needed a nap. Owen’s waiting with the bone where we found it in the woods.” Patrick gave him directions and GPS coordinates. 
 
   “I’ll gather a team. I’d like for you and the dog to meet us there with Lyndstrom. It’ll take us an hour, maybe hour and a half tops.” 
 
   “Dad’s out, and if he hasn’t returned, I’ll need to bring my daughter. Could you stop by here or give me a call when you’re close? We planned to head home today. Any reason we can’t do that?” 
 
   Something was not making sense. The younger McCree was in the middle of nowhere with his daughter, his dog, and Owen Lyndstrom. They find a purportedly human bone, and now he needs to be in Chicago? On a Saturday? People didn’t usually leave God’s country on Saturday. 
 
   “Shouldn’t be a problem,” he said. “But let’s see what you have. Hopefully it’s a case of the old man needing new glasses, or maybe it’s some old Chippewa or voyageur grave.” 
 
   “Maybe,” Patrick said. “But it didn’t feel that old.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   My decision to follow the abandoned logging road bore fruit soon after I had beaten my way through the woods back to it. I found a smudged shoe print on the right margin of the road. Abigail had taken away the clothes Elliot had traveled in, making purchases for him in Green Bay—where we’d made the switch from her to me—brand new attire, including shoes. Even though he was shorter, we weighed the same, and it showed in our feet: his Rockports were shorter and wider than my boot. The smudge made it impossible to tell the shoe’s size or to see the pattern on the sole. Had to be Elliot, though. Who else had been here since the storm? 
 
   I zipped along on the ATV as quickly as I dared but slowed anywhere I thought I might catch a print. A half mile later, I found one so clear I could read “Rockport.” Seeing his print on the right edge of the road reminded me of his propensity to be a creature of habit. I would have walked in the crowned center where it was generally drier and farther away from the branches of bushes and young trees encroaching from the sides. Having found two prints on the right, I concentrated my attention there. 
 
   The storm had damaged fewer and fewer trees the farther west I went, and traveling became easier. The path arrived at a recent clear-cut, where I picked my way through broken branches and other slash left behind from the logging operation. At the far edge of the harvested area, I was stumped. I no longer saw any footprints and didn’t see roads or paths leading from the area. If Elliot had headed straight into the woods, I was stuck. 
 
   I consulted my GPS and its depiction of the nearby trails. It looked like one might reach the southwest corner of the cut-over area and head to Lukes Road. Elliot had dumped some clothes, but he still had the plat books with him. Was he good enough with a compass to know where he was? 
 
   I needed to remind myself that my only hope was if he preferred the ease of walking roads. I scanned the distant tree line and spotted what might be one. Crossing my fingers, I worked my way in that direction and discovered it was a road the loggers had widened for bringing logs out of the clear-cut. No footprints, but recent ATV traffic. 
 
   The sun had risen high enough to burn off the dew and make me uncomfortably warm. I peeled a layer, bungee-corded it to the ATV, and downed a slug of water before pressing on. Moving slowly, I scanned the ground for any sign of Elliot’s prints and almost ran into a parked truck I didn’t recognize. I dismounted for a closer look and was startled by Owen Lyndstrom greeting me from behind a tree with, “When’s the sheriff deputies gettin here?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   Patrick led the procession of cop cars toward where he had left Owen with the bone. Sheriff Bartelle came next and behind him was a second Iron County vehicle, this one towing a trailer with two ATVs. At the point they left Lukes Road for the skidder trail, he motioned for the police to take the lead. He didn’t want his car blocked in since he still hoped he’d be able to take Megan home. 
 
   The sheriff drove directly in. The deputies stopped and one of them snapped several digital photographs of the intersection of Lukes Road and the entrance road before they followed the sheriff’s car. 
 
   “Megan, do you want to go with Papa or stay in the car and watch a movie on the tablet?” 
 
   Megan’s eyes lit up. “Dorothy!” 
 
   Six weeks earlier Patrick and Cindy had come home from a date night to discover The Wizard of Oz in the DVD player. The next day Megan reported watching it with the babysitter, and “loved” it. She appeared proud she had to cover her eyes only three times. Cindy and Patrick worried Megan had been traumatized, although she was sleeping fine. When Megan lobbied to see it again, Patrick watched it with her, ready to turn it off at the first sign of distress. Megan was pretty much fearless, covering her eyes only during the flying monkey scene, but even there, she peeked between her fingers. Patrick thought she treated the movie as a challenge: how scared could she get before she had to cover her eyes? Problem now was she’d never watched it alone. 
 
   “I’m not going to be here with you, sweetheart. How about Anna and Elsa? Besides, you already watched Dorothy this trip.” Since Megan loved Frozen, Patrick hoped his suggestion would work. 
 
   “Dorothy,” Megan countered and began to pout and kick her heels into the seat. 
 
   Patrick broke his own rule of not allowing any movie more than once a week and queued it up. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. I’m taking Atty with me.” He opened the hatch and the dog hopped down, tail wagging, ready for a new adventure. Patrick snapped on the thirty-foot lead. “Sorry, girl. We’ll see what they have in mind for us.” 
 
   With Atty pulling at the end of the lead, they continued up the road to the parked truck where he had left Owen with the bone. In the two hours since he was last here, the woods had become hot and silent. Other than humans, the dog was the only thing moving. Even the birds were quiet. Upon reaching the truck, Atty nearly pulled the lead from Patrick’s hand trying to reach his father, who to Patrick’s surprise was leaning against the truck, talking with Sheriff Bartelle. The two deputies were to the side, photographing the leg bone. 
 
   Spotting Patrick didn’t change his father’s grim expression. He closed his eyes and gave his son a minute headshake before resuming his discussion with the sheriff. Patrick scanned the area. No Owen. No Elliot. He had no idea what was going on. Time to keep his mouth shut and listen very carefully. 
 
     
 

Eight

   Bartelle was surprised to find Seamus McCree leaning against the mining company truck. “I didn’t expect you. Where’s Owen Lyndstrom?” In the seven minutes since he had spoken those words, he still hadn’t ascertained why McCree was there and Owen was not. 
 
   McCree’s explanations were reasonable. The same generosity of spirit and time that McCree showed whenever Bartelle consulted him for expert assistance with financial aspects of a crime would make McCree the sort to check up on his neighbors’ camps. And there was nothing objectionable in McCree stopping by to see how his son and Owen were doing documenting the storm damage on family property. And it made some sense for Owen to agree to take Seamus’s ATV and inspect the rest of the McCree property. But it didn’t feel right, and Bartelle had learned to pay attention to those feelings. 
 
   For starters, Owen had a well-deserved reputation as one of the county’s biggest gossips, and it wasn’t his nature to voluntarily give up an opportunity to get the scoop on the origins of the bone. And Seamus acted nervous. He’d keep that in mind. But with the son and dog walking up the trail, he needed to shift gears and find the rest of the skeleton, if one existed. 
 
   Patrick reined the dog in and gaped at his father with what Bartelle judged to be surprise and, what, concern? Bartelle offered his hand. “Appreciate your time, Patrick. You already know Tex. Have you met Sergeant Denis Engberg? He’s my bone expert. Came to us after retiring from the DNR. From which direction did your dog bring the bone?” He offered his closed hand for the dog to sniff. “Beautiful dog.” 
 
   Patrick waved toward his right. “I had to whistle several times. Either she was far away or didn’t want to leave her treasure. Do you want her on lead—it can be up to thirty feet—or let her roam and hope she takes us to the bones? Dad, Megan’s in the car. Can you stay with her? Atty, heel.” 
 
   The dog trotted to Patrick, circled behind him, and came to a stop next to Patrick’s leg. “Good dog.” Patrick patted her head. “Now down.” The golden sighed and lay on the ground, her head tilted up toward her master. “She does protest commands she doesn’t like.” 
 
   Bartelle decided he’d rather have her under control and not allow her to further disturb any additional bones. “Her name is Atty?” 
 
   “Atalanta, actually. In Greek mythology, she was—” 
 
   Bartelle caught Tex’s smirk. He did not have time or interest in mythology. “Fascinating as your story may be, let’s see if your dog can find us a skeleton.” 
 
   Patrick gave the dog a small carrot. He showed her the bone, now contained in a plastic evidence bag. “Let’s find some more bones, Atty. Show me. Find a bone.” To the humans he added, “Who knows what she understands, but I’m pretty sure she knows the word b-o-n-e.” Back to the dog, “Free!” 
 
   The dog scrambled to her feet and trotted more or less in the direction Patrick had pointed, Bartelle and two deputies spread out and trailed behind. “Good girl,” Patrick said in that voice people use with babies and dogs. 
 
   Unlike looking for stuff in thick brambles, here in the open woods, they didn’t have to walk side-by-side. Not that he was sure what he was supposed to be looking for anyway—surely not a bony hand sticking from the grave. During his time as a member of the sheriff’s department, they had had only one unsolved missing person case—three years ago—and this bone had the appearance of being much older. In fairness though, he didn’t know what the Bones character from TV, or her real-life equivalent in a lab somewhere, could determine from their evidence. He hoped they’d find the skull or a jawbone. With teeth, they’d have a shot of identifying the victim using dental records. 
 
   He realized he was assuming that a crime had occurred. But wasn’t it more likely someone had died of exposure years ago? The dirt bothered him. If someone had died of exposure, the wolves, coyotes, bears, eagles, ravens, buzzards, and whatever would not have buried the bone. 
 
   Walking slowly so they didn’t miss anything allowed him to return to thinking about antsy Seamus McCree. He’d grown to like the guy a lot. He’d deputized him on cases from time to time and McCree threw himself into understanding the financial aspects of whatever Bartelle had him looking at. Freaking genius. Rich guy, but not one who always had to let you know how much money he had. He hadn’t known Seamus had bought three sections of land until he had asked a deputy to check the land records before they drove up. What the heck did he want with 1,920 acres? Something didn’t feel right. He made a mental note to pull McCree aside and explore that. A sharp pain across his shinbone returned him to the present. He’d been paying no attention and walked into a stiff branch. He shifted his full attention to the task at hand. 
 
   The dog gave a throaty woof and pulled at her lead. Probably wanted to chase the red squirrels Bartelle heard chattering. 
 
   “Over here,” Patrick yelled, the pitch of his voice raised in excitement. 
 
   Bartelle jogged through the woods, alert for any more branch ambushes, and arrived to find Patrick feeding the dog another small carrot and exclaiming what a good dog she was. 
 
   Patrick pointed toward the partially collapsed shack. “Atty started pulling hard, and I didn’t want us screwing up any evidence.” 
 
   The structure had seen much better days. A rotted support post canted the building to one side. A youthful white pine had grown up in the open doorway. Bartelle guessed the ridge pole was holding strong, but the sway-back roof meant the rafters were nearly shot. A yellow-birch sapling grew from the moss-covered roof. The four walls still retained their windows, but if the roof went, he wouldn’t bet much on the walls standing. 
 
   Bartelle ordered Patrick and the dog to remain where they were. Using yellow tape, he marked an area around the decrepit cabin and ordered Sgt. Engberg to mark a path to the doorway for anyone approaching the cabin. 
 
   “I don’t want that thing collapsing on you. For now, no one enters that building, but I need to know if there’s a body inside. Don’t touch anything if you can avoid it, and if you do need to touch something, I want Tex to photograph it before and after. Let’s make sure it’s human. I’d hate to call out the state to investigate a pig roast.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   I had no recollection when the last time I had seen the Wizard of Oz was. I don’t think we let Paddy watch the movie until he was ten. Megan seemed fine and was impressed that I knew a few songs well enough to sing along. Mostly, though, I rehashed my decision to get Owen involved looking for Elliot. 
 
   Yes, I had promised Abigail I would tell no one about Elliot, and that I would do my level best to track him down. Owen had probably forgotten more tracking lore than I had ever known. Running into him made me recognize there were only two ways I would find my charge: be extremely lucky or get help. Relying on luck was a fool’s game. I could keep my promise to Abigail and kiss away any hope of helping Elliot, or I could break it and get help finding him. 
 
   Owen, a human magnet for information and one of the county’s foremost gossips, had proven he could keep something private if he promised. I swore him to secrecy before giving him the scoop on Elliot’s running away from my protection and how my tracking had brought me to finding Owen guarding a bone. 
 
   I ran down the list Paddy and I had developed, which he summarized as, “So basically, you don’t know jack. You got a picture of ’im?” 
 
   I scrolled through my phone and pulled up one of Elliot playing with Megan. 
 
   “Welp, I ain’t accomplishing anythin sittin here with this leg bone. How abouts you and me trades places? You babysit the bone and I’ll see if I can find your Elliot. What do I do with him if I find him?” 
 
   “Tell him I’ll do anything I can to make sure he’s safe. He has no money and no ID. I can drive him anyplace he wants to go. I just need to do my job, Owen. He can fire us if he wants, but I need to make sure he’s safe and protect him from any danger.” 
 
   Owen scratched the back of his head with both hands, a gesture meaning he was thinking. I gave him time. 
 
   “I’d find me a camp where I could steal money, a gun to protect myself, and find some transport. Or if I had someone I trusted, I’d give ’em a call. Have ’em pick me up. He brung them bolt cutters to break in somewheres, and he threw away a bunch of clothes to make room to keep that and the hatchet.” 
 
   Such common sense should have occurred to me. 
 
   “Just so you know, if he starts taking potshots, I’m skedaddlin. I’m no hero.” 
 
   “Do you want my GPS? Plat books? I forgot, I don’t—” 
 
   “Oh, hell no. I’ve been through this whole area cruisin timber and huntin and fishin. Drop me blindfolded anywheres, and I’d figure out where I was before you could sing the Pledge of Allegiance.” 
 
   I tried to picture someone singing the Pledge of Allegiance, and for the first time since I discovered Elliot missing, I cracked a smile. But now, I had no idea where either Elliot or Owen was, Bartelle had wrinkled his brow at a couple of my nonanswers, and I didn’t know how Abigail would react to my decision. Oh, the roads we choose to travel. 
 
   Meanwhile, Dorothy, the Lion, the Scarecrow, and the Tin Man were entering the poppy fields marking the end of the first act of the movie. And my mental discomfort had become physical: my full bladder required attention. 
 
   Megan was fine staying in the car, so I followed a recently-used ATV trail curving into the woods. Walking beyond a fallen maple someone had recently taken a chainsaw to and hauled off the trail, I checked to see if Megan could see me. Nope. A large rock, dropped by a glacier thousands of years ago or dug up by a logging crew cutting this road, dominated one side of the path. I watered the bushes on the other side. I paused while zipping up to appreciate the buzzy song of a great crested flycatcher singing in a nearby tree. 
 
   Without binocs I was unlikely to spot it, but I crossed the path to get a clearer view of the tree I thought the bird was in. The song stopped, and a bird flew out the far side. I followed it and nearly blinded myself looking into the sun. Stupid. I ducked my head and blinked away the spots, coming to focus on a patch of dark color staining the far side of the glacial erratic, spreading to the nearby ground. Thinking it might be an interesting lichen, I squatted for a closer look. 
 
   Not a plant. It looked like a lot of blood that had dried evenly. I sniffed the area, but couldn’t catch the metallic smell I associated with blood. Outside the ring of the stain, I spotted a jagged fist-sized rock tipped in red. Two people were missing: Frank Cabibi had abandoned his truck. Elliot had been nearby. 
 
   My mind whirled with questions. What happened? Whose blood? Did this involve Elliot? Was he responsible? 
 
     
 

Nine

   Bartelle huddled with his deputies, peering at the camera’s LCD. What appeared to be a small-caliber hole penetrated the human skull. Earth partially filled the skull, and they couldn’t see the other side without moving it. Bones were scattered all around an area the former DNR officer said was a bear den, probably from the previous winter. The bear had dug through floorboards rotted from a leak around a stove pipe. 
 
   “This clothing?” Bartelle pointed to an area of the picture with a slightly different tint from the surrounding earth. 
 
   “Blue jeans, maybe,” Tex said. “I got pictures of plastic buttons and a belt buckle. And in this close-up of the jaw, you can see amalgam fillings. If this guy was local, we can identify him.” 
 
   Bartelle blinked to get his eyes to focus more clearly. “He?” 
 
   “Just a guess, or a very tall woman.” 
 
   Tex scrolled ahead several shots. “Look, Chief, see the changes in the dirt color along these two edges?” He flipped between two pictures. “This one the bear excavated. See how it goes from duff to black topsoil to gray sand to lighter sand? This here?” He switched pictures. “It’s all mixed up. Both areas are under the flooring. The guy didn’t crawl under the cabin and die. He was buried. There’s evidence of rotted rugs in there. It’s a leap, but I’ll bet they hid where someone took up some flooring to bury the body. ’Course the floor coulda been added after.” 
 
   “Either way,” Sgt. Engberg added, “given the roots going through the burial area, it’s been a good long time. At least twenty, thirty years.” 
 
   From outside the taped area, Patrick spoke. “Something’s up. Here comes my father.” 
 
   Bartelle flashed anger at McCree bringing the kid here like they were on a picnic. Megan bounced up and down on McCree’s shoulders, one arm wrapped around the top of his head and the second arm cradling a stuffed giraffe. The two of them were singing “Follow the Yellow Brick Road” for crying out loud. 
 
   Then Bartelle noticed the distressed look on McCree’s face and a quick negative shake of his head. Another unspoken communication between father and son? Maybe death made him suspicious of everyone and everything. Once again, the McCrees were smack dab in the middle of an Iron County murder investigation. At least this time, assuming Sgt. Engberg’s timetable was correct, the bones predated McCree’s’ first appearance in the county. “What?” he demanded. 
 
   McCree spun Megan from his shoulder and set her on the ground. “Do you carry a reagent for blood?” 
 
   Acid sloshed in Bartelle’s stomach, and his mouth filled with saliva to wash away the bitter taste. He patted his shirt pocket for an antacid. He’d already eaten them all and it wasn’t even noon. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   Bartelle collected a sample bag from the trunk of his car and what he still thought of as a “benzidine color test” kit, even though they hadn’t contained that powerful carcinogen in years. He beckoned Seamus McCree to lead the way and followed him past the parked cars and up a lightly-used trail to a bear-sized boulder and the purported bloodstains. “What did you touch? Why were you even here?” 
 
   “Call of nature. I don’t think I touched anything.” 
 
   Bartelle studied the stains and decided he had a problem: all the blood was evidence and disturbing any of it could screw up the crime scene—if that’s what it was. Tex photographed the entire area, and then Bartelle chose an isolated drop to process. 
 
   He fiddled with the test kit and McCree asked, “Looking for blue-green or is this the pink stuff?” 
 
   “You been watching that CSI crap on TV?” 
 
   “You don’t like the show?” 
 
   Bartelle added a drop each of two different chemicals to the stain. “It gives people false expectations about what we can do.” Bartelle closed his eyes to think and told his stomach to stop protesting. He didn’t imagine McCree was involved since he was the one to point out the blood. Except a niggling part of his brain wondered what the guy had been hiding when they had talked earlier. McCree was chess-master smart, often several steps ahead of everyone else. Maybe he decided they would eventually find the blood, and he’d take suspicion off himself by “discovering” it first. 
 
   Give suspects enough rope to hang themselves. “So, from your vast experience watching CSI, what do you think happened here?” 
 
   “I never said I watched the show. I read about the blood tests. But to answer your question, head wounds bleed a lot. I’m guessing someone got smacked on the noggin with that rock, fell against this boulder, and bled. No corpus delicti. Either the victim recovered and didn’t report the assault, or the body was hauled away. I have to tell you, Lon, I’ve been wondering ever since I got here where Frank Cabibi and his ATV are. His truck is here, but Owen mentioned he and Patrick had found it covered in dew. I’m sure you noticed an ATV recently drove through here after someone cleared a tree from the path. And kept going. One way. All the plants are pushed away from us.” 
 
   Bartelle chewed over McCree’s suppositions. “I need to retire to someplace like Detroit. What with the drugs and gangs, all their crimes make sense. You got any antacids? I’ve got lava burning in my stomach. No? Let me think here.” 
 
   McCree may have planted the idea, but Bartelle didn’t figure this was someone taking an illegal deer. There’d be a gut pile somewhere, attracting attention from the ravens he’d heard nearby. The state guys had the tools to verify human blood. The question was what to do now. The skeleton wasn’t going anywhere. Some living human might be injured. Out loud he said, “We’ve already totally screwed the pooch with any evidence on this trail. I want to strategize with my guys. Oh, and thanks. I forget to say that sometimes.” 
 
   Bartelle stopped after two steps and McCree nearly ran into him. “Save me some time at the courthouse,” he said. “Who did you buy the land from?” 
 
   “The estate of a Mrs. Ripone. Lived in Amasa, though I never met her. The broker said she inherited the property from her husband years ago.” 
 
   The name didn’t ring any bells, which meant all the Ripones had been law-abiding folks since he’d moved to the area. Or, he reminded himself, at least hadn’t been caught at anything. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   I eavesdropped on Bartelle conferring with the two deputies. Several years ago, I’d been the one to give Tex his nickname because of his roped muscles and the hitch in his step. The DNR guy was maybe my height—hard to tell because he slouched. His salt-and-pepper hair and deep wrinkles around his eyes suggested he was maybe midfifties. I wouldn’t want to wrestle him; his barrel-chest and long, strong arms could crush me. 
 
   The upshot was Bartelle called in reinforcements. He asked me to guard the skeleton: make sure no one, human or animal, wandered into the marked area until the state police arrived. Paddy, with Megan and Atty in tow, agreed to hang out on Lukes Road to direct both the extra deputies and the state guys when they arrived. Once state resources arrived, Paddy would drive to my place and wait to give a formal statement before heading to Chicago. 
 
   I hated not knowing the former DNR guy’s name, so I offered my hand. “I don’t think we’ve met, I’m Seamus McCree.” 
 
   “Denis Engberg, one N.” We shook, his giant mitt swallowing mine. “Actually, we met fifteen years ago. I stopped by your camp during deer season to check on licenses.” 
 
   “And you remember?” 
 
   “Well,” he flashed a warm smile under his walrus mustache, “there was that little issue with Boss a while back that brought your name to my attention.” He clapped his hands. “Guess I’d better act like the bloodhound the sheriff expects me to be and see if I can find a trail to Frank Cabibi. You guys ready?” 
 
   Bartelle and Tex took positions a few yards from the path and Sergeant Engberg positioned himself to follow the trail. 
 
   Before they could start, a circa 1990 Dodge Ram truck pulled up next to our group. The tailgate was covered with stickers proclaiming “Stop Sulfide Mining,” “Environment First,” and “Cyanide, The Gift That Keeps on Giving” next to decals for several radical environmental groups. A skinny kid with a peach-fuzz goatee, black glasses with lenses as thick as mine, and an orange camo ball cap covering white-guy dreads hopped out of the truck. 
 
   “Hey dudes, what’s going on?” 
 
   Bartelle asked who he was and why he was here. 
 
   “Greg Shuett. I heard Cabibi was nearby, staking a site for a test. I plan to evaluate the hydrological impact and stop this shit before it gets started.” 
 
   “Mister Shuett,” Bartelle spoke with a cop-neutral voice. “We have an active investigation here, and I need you to leave the area.” 
 
   Shuett stuck out his chin. “Or what?” 
 
   “Look, son, I got nothing against you,” Bartelle said. “But I don’t have a lot of time for idle conversation. If you don’t leave now, I’ll put you in one of our cruisers and sort it out later. Your choice, Mister Shuett.” 
 
   Shuett swung his arm in a motion intended to include Paddy and me. “I have as much right as anyone to be here.” 
 
   Paddy flashed a smile at the guy. “Sorry, Greg. I’m the trustee for this land. It’s posted. You’re trespassing.” Paddy nodded to Bartelle, who stepped toward the intruder. 
 
   “If this is your property, you should be on my side. There won’t be anything left of this,” he swept his arm to include the forest, “once the mining corporations get done with it. And there won’t be any safe water for your daughter or your dog once they pollute the aquifers. Do you know—” 
 
   “Can it,” Bartelle said. “This is your last warning. Turn your truck around and drive away or I’ll arrest you for interfering in an active investigation.” 
 
   Shuett opened his mouth, then thought better of it. Mumbling under his breath, he climbed into his truck and rolled down the window, pointing a finger at Paddy. “I remember who my friends are and who are the money-grubbing traitors.” He reversed out the track. 
 
   Bartelle wrote in his pocket notebook. “I wonder how he knew Cabibi was here. Okay, Patrick, while you’re waiting for the backups, would you mind blocking this road with your car? Appreciate it. We don’t need any more tourists up here. Seamus, you willing to be deputized again? Good. Consider it done. That way there’s no question concerning the chain of evidence and all that jazz. Go guard our skeleton. Find yourself a good spot and park your butt.” 
 
   I lifted Megan up and gave her a hug, stooped with her in my arms and gave Atty a kiss on the snout and received a wet kiss in return. “You take care of my granddog, you hear, pumpkin?” To Paddy I added, “Have you remembered to let your lovely wife know you’re delayed?” 
 
   “We have a regular text storm going. She says even with three hundred and fifty murders in Chicago so far this year, she’s jealous of us. That’s the investigative reporter talking!” 
 
   “You guys deserve each other,” I said with a grin. 
 
   “You betcha. Atty, heel.” 
 
   Paddy and Megan weren’t even out of sight before an empty, hollow feeling overtook me. I retraced my steps to the derelict cabin with its skeleton. The deputies had used yellow tape to mark a path into the burial site and a perimeter around it. A stomach growl reminded me I was hungry, and Owen had my supplies. I wondered what Owen had found and worried how Elliot was faring. To do something while I waited, I began walking a circle twenty feet away from the perimeter. 
 
   I didn’t have binocs to watch the birds. They’d grown quiet while many humans invaded their woods; now they’d become active again. Somewhere nearby was a family of yellow-bellied sapsuckers. The youngsters made a racket that, based on my many hours watching other nests, meant one of their parents was nearby and the kids thought they should be fed. They’d continue this behavior even after they were fledged, but these guys were probably still in the nest. 
 
   Watching them would be a pleasant way to spend the time until the next group of police arrived. 
 
   I worked my way clockwise around the marked area, checking the popple trees for the sapsucker nest. Halfway between the skeleton shack and the sentinel hemlock that dominated the forest, I crossed another logging trail, this one heading straight for the hemlock. The sapsuckers had grown silent at my approach, while the ravens regained their perches in the giant tree and croaked with conviction. 
 
   Oh, what the heck, I’d take a little detour and check the hemlock, half a soccer pitch away. Standing thirty or forty feet taller than anything else, it had obviously been a dominant tree for years, and I wondered what its circumference was at the base. I’d hear if anyone was approaching and could hustle back to make sure no one further molested the bone site. 
 
   Heavy equipment had worked this area while the ground was wet. Rocks jutted from the center of the two-track in which tires had compressed the earth eight inches lower on either side. Water had collected in the ruts and left them muddy in places. Foot-high balsam sprouted in the center, releasing the sweet smell of Christmas trees. 
 
   I moved quickly—the superego part of my brain telling me this was a bad idea—watching where I was walking so I didn’t slip. Every dozen steps or so, I checked behind to make sure I could still see the building I was supposed to be protecting. I glanced at the path to gauge my next step and stopped my foot midair. 
 
   The mud contained a fresh skid mark eighteen inches long. One step beyond the skid was a series of perfect impressions of Elliot’s Rockports heading toward the monster hemlock. The confirmation of his presence in the area caused me a spot of dizziness. I squatted to regain balance. 
 
   The ravens broke into a Greek chorus of commentary I could not understand. As they quieted, the indistinct sound of voices came to me from the direction of the hemlock. 
 
     
 

Ten

   Bartelle walked a line parallel to Engberg, keeping his mouth shut and his eyes peeled. Engberg, who was doing the actual tracking, moved deliberately, careful not to destroy anything that might later become evidence. He maintained a running commentary, marked by long silences when he had nothing to say. 
 
   “Besides the ATV going through here, we got some newer tracks. . . Smudges running on top of the ATV’s marks. . . Stick a flag here, Tex. Looks like some dried blood. . . And see how this area’s flattened? Looks like something lay here for a while. Body maybe, we got more blood. . . Lots of tracks. . . Couple clear ones. Stick a flag in. Someone’s wearing a new pair of Rockports. I mean real new. . . Up this rise, the path curves right and it’s graveled . . . All I can tell is an ATV’s been through here.” 
 
   Bartelle tried to construct a mental map of where they were relative to the skeleton. Curving in the general direction? At the top of a short rise, he realized this trail headed for the monster hemlock they’d spotted west of the burial site. 
 
   Engberg picked up his pace over ground too hard to show any footprints. With weeds and ferns on the side, even Bartelle wouldn’t miss any sign of the ATV veering from the path. As the entourage worked closer to the hemlock, the ravens registered their agitation with frequent hops to new perches accompanied by loud vocalizations. Humans a hundred feet away was too much for the flock, which rose together, their raspy croaks filling the air. 
 
   Engberg pointed to an area near the base of the hemlock. “These grasses have been trampled, and they’re a little singed. A hot ATV can do that. I think the ATV was parked here. You two stay here and let me widen out and see if I can spot any foot traffic.” 
 
   Bartelle stepped under the shade of the tree. The drop in temperature made him realize the old heater—his father’s way of referring to the sun—was starting to become downright uncomfortable. His tongue felt too big for his mouth, and sweat was dripping down his neck, soaking his shirt. He needed to get hydrated if he wanted to stay sharp. 
 
   “Sheriff,” Engberg said from the other side of the hemlock, maybe fifty feet away. “I see a hand underneath a pile of brush.” 
 
   Engberg marked his path with tape. He had already mucked up any evidence on that route and they needed to limit the contamination of the site. Once the precaution was complete, Bartelle and Tex followed Engberg behind the hemlock and confirmed his finding. 
 
   “We need to uncover enough to make sure it’s attached,” Bartelle said, “and the victim’s not still alive. Not likely, but I’m not catching any hint of death. You?” 
 
   “The pile’s got a lot of fresh broken balsam branches,” Tex said. “Smells like Christmas.” 
 
   “Ah crap, Tex,” Engberg said, “I sure as shit hope you haven’t spoiled Christmas with that image.” 
 
    Cop humor to break the tension we’re all feeling, Bartelle thought. 
 
   Tex’s photography documented Bartelle and Engberg playing a game of pick-up sticks with real sticks. In less than two minutes they had access to the hand and forearm. Bartelle lay on the ground and wiggled himself to where he could feel the hand’s temperature and check the wrist for a pulse. The hand was cool, much cooler than his own. The arm exhibited partial rigor mortis. Either death was within the last few hours or, given the summer heat, somewhere between a half day and one and a half days. With no smell and no carrion beetles, he’d bet on the more recent time. 
 
   Which meant the fucking killer could be out there watching them right now. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   After finding Elliot’s footprints and hearing voices approaching the giant hemlock, I kept a low profile and retreated to where I was supposed to be. Many minutes later, Tex came and informed me they’d found a fresh victim. Bartelle wanted me to remain on ossuary guard duty while they dealt with the immediate crime. The state boys were close. Could he get me anything in the meantime? 
 
   Not trusting my voice, I gave a negative shake of my head. I slumped down, pressing my back hard into the rough bark of a sugar maple, hoping the pain could sharpen my thinking. How had this all gone so wrong? With the clearness of a vision, I pictured Elliot under that brush and my failure made me nauseated. Whoever had scared him into fleeing had caught and killed him. 
 
   “Hey, Tex,” I yelled toward his back. “Do you know who it is?” 
 
   “We’re waiting for the state boys,” he yelled over his shoulder. 
 
   The nonanswer left me wondering whether they couldn’t see Elliot’s face and didn’t want to further disturb the brush until the state troopers arrived, or they could see the face but couldn’t identify Elliot because they had no clue who he was. 
 
    Whoa, Nellie. Slow down and evaluate the situation, Seamus. Stop jumping to conclusions. Put on your thinking cap. 
 
   Fact: Elliot had taken off after someone stopped by the house. Fact: Paddy and I had seen the mining guy Frank Joe Cabibi driving toward the area before the storm. Fact: Cabibi and his ATV were missing, and his truck had been parked for some time on Megan’s property. 
 
   Question: Had Cabibi stopped at the house to let me know he was checking Megan’s property for a test-bore location? Had he spotted Elliot and Elliot decided he needed to kill the guy? 
 
    No, that makes no sense. 
 
   Elliot hadn’t followed whoever had been at my house; he went in the other direction. Maybe, if Cabibi had shown up at my house, he had left a note telling me where he’d be. Elliot used the plat maps to find another— 
 
   No, if Elliot were following directions, he would take Shank Lake Road to Lukes Road to the spot, not wander all over hell and gone in the woods. Elliot’s route suggested he was actively avoiding being seen. Through inexperience, he stuck my ATV in a mud hole and had to walk out, and by luck he stumbled into Cabibi. And killed him? Why? 
 
   Because Cabibi saw Elliot and questioned what he was doing in the woods? Elliot panicked and clunked Cabibi on the head with a rock. Unfortunately, Cabibi died, so Elliot hid the body and took the ATV. Why not steal the truck? Because Cabibi was on his ATV when they stumbled on one another and Elliot didn’t realize the truck was around. The scenario was scarily plausible and made a whole lot more sense than Cabibi killing Elliot. Except Elliot had fled, maybe because Cabibi had shown up at the house. 
 
   My head hurt trying to figure this out. 
 
   If Elliot was dead, I could tell Bartelle everything and let him investigate whatever made sense. But if Cabibi was under the brush—or anyone other than Elliot—I had a quandary to resolve. And I needed to do it before I made a statement. Lying to the cops—even if the lies were of omission—could have serious consequences. What would Abigail have me do? 
 
   I checked my cell phone again to see if magic had provided a signal. No such luck. In my last talk with Abigail, she had been adamant that I not inform the police about Elliot. I was to tell no one and must find him on my own. I’d promised her and had already shredded the promise by sending Owen to find him. 
 
   Did that make it more or less incumbent on me to withhold information from the police? And, again assuming someone other than Elliot was under the brush, what would Abigail now have me do? She was a stickler for following procedure. Her Secret Service agent background led her to trust police—generally—but she had forbidden me to contact them regarding Elliot’s disappearance. 
 
   And if it was Elliot under the bush, would my not saying anything now make me the primary suspect? Twice before, I’d been falsely accused of murder. When that had happened, the police focused on proving their case, not finding the real culprit. Having Paddy and Megan for an alibi wouldn’t impress the cops. 
 
   Where was Owen? Maybe if I knew what he had found, it would guide my decision. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   By the time a female sheriff’s deputy came to record my statement, my stomach pinched with hunger and I had a dehydration headache. She handed me a bottle of water and a couple of granola bars. “You’ve been out here a long time. Sheriff says you can leave once I have your statement.” 
 
   “Have you identified the person under the brush?” 
 
   “Frank Cabibi. Current theory is someone bashed his head at the spot you found the blood-stained boulder. The bad guy carts him to the big hemlock. Covers him with leaves and branches to make it hard for scavengers to get at the body until he can return to dispose of it. We’re hypothesizing an argument. Bad guy gets pissed and picks up a handy rock and cracks Cabibi’s skull.” 
 
   I answered her questions using a Joe Friday “just the facts” manner, telling her when I had arrived and what I had done. Ringing in my head were Abigail’s words, “If one word got out about the location of our client, it could be his death sentence.” The officer never asked why, just what, so I had not made any false statements and dodged a bullet. 
 
   The dodge was on a technicality and made me squeamish. Bartelle trusted me. He’d deputized me, and I was withholding evidence in a murder investigation. Even if Elliot wasn’t the killer, he might have seen something. 
 
   Until I could talk with Abigail again, I couldn’t risk discovering her statement was not hyperbole. She was guarding a crooked cop in a corruption investigation; maybe Elliot was part of the same thing. Maybe that’s why his name couldn’t appear in any police report because other cops could get access. 
 
   The deputy finished reading her notes and interrupted my thinking with one last question, “Anything else you can think of?” 
 
   I shook my head, not wanting to voice the lie of my headshake. I prided myself on my word being my bond, and twice today I had stomped all over my principles. Was I falling into the trap of end justifying means? Was I no better than the mining companies that I had accused of making empty promises? I was too tired, physically and mentally, to sort this out, but the sickening feeling overwhelming me made it clear I would ignore the issue at my peril. 
 
   “Do you know if my son is still around?” 
 
   “Sheriff sent him home to wait for one of us to take his statement. Was he leaving an ATV for you? If not, we can run you home.” 
 
   I found my ATV on Lukes Road. Stuck in the ignition was its key, pinning a note from Paddy indicating that Owen needed to talk to me and would wait for me at the house. Not even an oblique reference to Elliot. 
 
   I drove to a rise above Shank Lake where I often obtained solid phone signals, connected with Abigail, and told her how I had spent my day, neglecting to mention I’d enlisted Owen Lyndstrom to help look for Elliot. She listened silently to my recitation. “Even if our man Elliot isn’t mixed up in the murder,” I concluded, “sooner or later the police will realize my story leaks like a sieve. If you expect me to have any chance of getting to him before the police, or someone else for that matter, I need to know everything you know.” 
 
   “I am struck,” she said, “by both your use of the phrase ‘your man Elliot’ and your tone of voice. It sounds like you’re distancing yourself from this disaster rather than taking ownership. You own this problem, Seamus.” 
 
   I considered for a moment arguing that I had said “our man Elliot,” but Abigail was on a roll, and I wanted to make sure I didn’t miss anything. 
 
   “I don’t know much about Elliot,” she continued. “His full name is Robert Elliot Savard. He’s been a financial planner. Working with the public provided his front. His real job was laundering money. For whom I do not know. Nor do I know why he decided to testify against his illegal clients, but it is my understanding he has. He doesn’t trust the US Marshals Service. I don’t know why. He did provide a mechanism for me to verify his story. He’s paying us to hide him until the trial starts, which I have recently learned from the Marshals Service will be the beginning of next month.” 
 
   “Who’s on trial?” 
 
   “A mid-level Chicago mobster, according to the news. Elliot doesn’t have family. His wife and daughter were killed in a hit-and-run automobile accident more than a year ago. He’s an only child. His parents are not in the country. He worried his former employers would try to use them as leverage, but believes they’re safe abroad.” 
 
   “Where’s he live? Where did he go to school? Has he ever been in this part of the country? Who would he contact?” 
 
   “Kansas City born and bred. Look, Seamus, I know you can keep coming up with questions forever. It’s your style, but I’ve already told you what I know. I trusted my source at the Marshals Service, and I trusted you to keep him hidden, which includes not letting people know about him unless we absolutely must. If evidence shows he was involved in Cabibi’s death, then you should provide whatever support you can to the police. But if all he’s done is borrow some of your stuff and Cabibi’s ATV . . . then until we know what made him run, I think our job is to protect our client.” 
 
   “You, Abigail Hancock of the don’t-ever-interfere-with-a-police-investigation-because-that’s-their-job-and-not-ours, you are now telling me that unless it’s murder, Elliot skates?” 
 
   “You’re twisting my words and wasting time.” 
 
   I pulled the phone away from my ear and looked at it like it was crazy. Rock-solid Abigail, who invented rules just so she could obey them, was breaking them without hesitation. “You’re right, I am wasting time. I’ll call you if and when I know something.” 
 
     
 

Eleven

   At the purr of his father’s approaching ATV, Patrick turned up the flame under the lentil soup. The noise became a roar as the ATV flew down the driveway and into the garage. Standing at the mud room window, an open Killian Red in his hand, Patrick watched his father shuffle toward the house. It saddened Patrick to realize his father was losing a step. Despite keeping himself in great shape, his father dragged after a long day, right now looking like it was all he could do to put one foot in front of the other. Of course, at twenty-eight, Patrick could no longer pull the all-nighters he routinely had in college or in the first years as partner in LT2P, the cyber-security firm he had helped found. 
 
   A lot had changed, including having a daughter old enough to play cards with Owen while they waited for his dad’s return. Footsteps on the back porch brought the dog woofing to the door. “Oh Atty, shush. It’s only your grandfather.” The dog required an offering of head scratches and kisses before allowing Patrick to hand his father the beer. “You look like you could use this. Owen’s here to talk with you. I’ll take Megan upstairs and get her ready for bed. She’s exhausted.” 
 
   Megan made it clear she was not moving until she finished her game with Owen. Patrick dished soup for his father who sat next to Megan and whispered advice on “Go Fish” strategy. 
 
   Owen proclaimed two against one wasn’t fair. Patrick came up with the rejoinder, “Add their ages together, Owen, and they still don’t have your experience.” 
 
   Owen let Megan win, after which Megan led Atty upstairs. Patrick followed, tiptoeing to allow him to eavesdrop. 
 
   “For a while,” Owen said, “I thought you and me guessed wrong about Elliot heading for Lukes Road. I didn’t see no footprints comin outta the woods, and with the rain yesterday there was plenty of places I might coulda found tracks if he left ’em. Then I got ta recollectin other stuff I seen and returned and followed an ATV track that did come outta the woods before that beaver wash. You know the one?” 
 
   His father thought he did. 
 
   “I figured I’d follow me that ATV. It went to Pete Bjork’s place. ’Ceptin I know he’s down ta Green Bay in the VA gettin his stomach looked at, so that don’t make no sense. The gate’s closed, but the chain holdin the lock was fresh cut.” 
 
   Following a typical Owen verbal ramble, he summarized: “Everythin points to Elliot takin Frankie Joe’s ATV and cuttin the chain to my friend’s camp. He might still be hidin there. I figure he’s armed and dangerous—especially if he had a hand in Cabibi’s death. All this time waitin for you, I’ve been thinkin on it. I’m sorry, Seamus, but with that cut chain and all? I gotta tell my friend.” 
 
   “Owen,” his father’s weary voice matched his looks. “Can you summarize what happened?” 
 
   “Well, Pete’s got him a bunch of guns he keeps at camp. I warn’t gonna go drivin up the road and get shot if that Elliot fella had found them guns. I sneaked myself around through the woods, see. Warn’t no one around outside, but an ATV was parked by the cabin. Then I come back here to confabulate with you.” 
 
   “Do you know Bjork’s ATV?” 
 
   “Got him one of them side-by-side jobs now. Easier on him after he had to get a new hip some five, six winters ago. ’Sides, he always gets camo and this was blue. See, Seamus, I don’t know if your Elliot done broke into Pete’s place or not. I told your son that I feels like, for Pete’s sake, I gotta tell the police about the cut chain, especially since they’s already in the area. But I promised you I wouldn’t say nothin about you guardin this Elliot. I wanted to find you and tell you, but your son was actin like Sheriff Bartelle’s watchdog and wouldn’t let me past.” 
 
   “I was under strict orders,” Patrick yelled down from upstairs. 
 
   “I know you was,” Owen yelled back. “I was just tellin your pa—” 
 
   “I appreciate all you’ve done today, Owen,” his father said, terminating what Patrick figured might have been a long soliloquy. “Especially waiting for hours to talk with me before talking to the police. Would it be too much to ask you to wait until tomorrow morning? It would give Elliot the night to return.” 
 
   “’Spect I can do that.” 
 
   A throat clear from his father signaled a change in direction. Patrick held his breath to hear better. “Cabibi grew up in Amasa, right?” 
 
   “A coupla years older than my daughter. He was smart, captain of the football and basketball teams, and pretty much full of himself. Got him a scholarship to Tech, and after graduation never looked back on us hicks. Then this spring he shows up acting like God’s gift to Iron County with his big plans for opening a mine hereabouts.” 
 
   “I met him at the meeting he ran down in Iron River. He spoke well.” 
 
   “Silver-tongued even as a kid. Comin back, he wore his money loud. Rentin a million-dollar spread on Chicaugon Lake. Sportin an Amasa bumper sticker on his brandy-new Escalade SUV was kinda rubbin everyone’s nose in it, wouldn’t you say? I know he tried callin some of the folks he knew, and they wasn’t much interested in seein him, ’cept a few of the guys who thought maybe they could hit him up for a job. My daughter, Jenny, and her husband turned down his offer to buy them dinner. You got me talkin, Seamus, and I don’t remember what your question was. I didn’t get my nap this afternoon, and I’m feelin beat.” 
 
   “I’m not even sure I had one, and I don’t have the excuse of having a piano key for every birthday either. You want to stay here tonight rather than drive to town?” 
 
   “Oh, hell no. I woulda kept drinkin if I was gonna do that. I’m off. You give me a call first thing if Elliot shows. Otherwise, I’ll give Pete Bjork a holler, let him decide whether to call the sheriff.” 
 
   “Can I ask one more favor? Can you drop me near where I left my other ATV? I’ll walk in the rest of the way and bring it home.” 
 
   Owen produced a large yawn. “Roger Wilco that.” 
 
   What, Patrick wondered, did Owen mean using the name of the main character of the Space Quest science-fiction computer games he had discovered twenty years ago at a church rummage sale? A janitor with a quest for “truth, justice and really clean floors” didn’t seem to fit at all. 
 
   “Thanks, Owen,” his father said, “for everything. Let me tell Paddy what I’m doing.” 
 
   Patrick heard Owen leave, left Megan and Atty sleeping together on the floor, and joined his father downstairs. “Dad, wait until tomorrow. I’ll drop you before we leave. You do realize we’re staying the night?” 
 
   “I’d rather get it done now, Paddy. Soon, someone from the police will follow all the various ATV tracks, and I don’t want them stumbling over my Honda.” 
 
   “At least take my headlamp and a come-along, Dad.” 
 
   “Headlamp yes. Come-along, no. I’ll follow the same route I took this morning. I didn’t have any real problems from there on.” 
 
   From outside came the rumble of Owen’s truck starting. 
 
   “Dad, what did Owen mean with his crack about Roger Wilco? I remember those Space Quest games.” 
 
   “Huh?” Then his father bent over laughing and slapped both knees. “Before your Space Quest Roger Wilco was Owen’s Roger Wilco—from radio communications. Roger means received and Wilco means will comply. Owen was just saying he understood.” Putting his arm around Patrick’s shoulders he continued. “I need you to do some research while I’m gone. Elliot’s real name is Robert Elliot Savard. Please find out what you can.” 
 
   “Roger Wilco,” Patrick said. “Get home safe.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
   What I hadn’t told Paddy, because he would object, was that after retrieving my Honda ATV from where I had stashed it in the woods, I planned to check Pete Bjork’s camp and determine if Elliot was there. Dusk was pushing hard into night by the time I reached my ATV. My original plan was to take the fastest way to Bjork’s camp, which followed the path I’d taken earlier to the murder site, and continuing to Lukes Road. Problem was, the sky in that direction was lighter than it should be. The state crime-scene guys must be working under lights, and I didn’t want to try to explain myself if I ran into them. 
 
   Even with my GPS maps showing the logging roads and skidder trails, it was damn near to midnight by the time I weaved through the blowdowns and regained Lukes Road. I was already much later than Paddy expected, so whatever panic he was in wouldn’t get any worse by me being gone another hour. With luck, he might be fast asleep and not know how late I was. 
 
   Now I faced the next hurdle: would the police have someone stationed on Lukes Road? What excuse could I use for being out this late at night riding an ATV—without a helmet, no less? My tired brain couldn’t come up with anything more inventive than a case of insomnia and deciding to be a good neighbor to find out if they needed water or anything. Lame. 
 
   Heart in mouth, I putt-putted up Lukes toward the area of bright lights, going slowly to keep my ATV’s noise softer than their portable generator running the lights. I cruised without challenge past the trail leading to the murder site. Could I now find Bjork’s camp road based on Owen’s description? I sped up until I came to the beaver washout. Owen had recently gone through here twice on my Polaris, so it should be safe. I still offered a silent prayer to make sure I kept on the sunken road and didn’t wander into deep water and stall the engine. Keeping the ATV at walking speed, I cut around the boulders closing the road to cars and trucks and entered the water. 
 
   Something splashed from the far end. I didn’t want to risk losing traction by stopping and figured whatever animal I had scared would hightail it before I got there. With headlights on bright, I maintained a steady speed and nervously watched the water rise to my running boards. 
 
   The right front tire lurched into a hole, halting my progress. I goosed the throttle and jerked out of the obstruction, the sudden acceleration nearly pitching me over the back. Focusing my attention forward, I spotted a moose. His antlers wide as the road. Ears perked up. Eyes looking straight at me. 
 
   I killed the engine, flicked off the headlights, and coasted to a halt—the very thing I had not wanted to do. While I had been wandering through the woods, a front had passed through, sweeping away the heavy clouds and leaving behind a translucent shroud. With my headlights off, the sky was awash with the elfin glow of muted starlight. The velvet of the moose’s antlers throbbed with energy. His myopic eyes seemed to search for mine. I held my breath. I had nowhere to go if the moose charged. 
 
   He lowered his rack—should I dive left or right if it came at me?—and ducked his head into the water, surfacing with a mouthful of vegetation. Drops from its swaying bell pattered on the still water. I wondered why the flap of skin hanging from his throat is called a bell. He audibly ground the plants with his twenty-four massive molars. 
 
   I had never experienced such a close look at this enormous woodland creature. I wished I could share it with Paddy and Megan. What a great story I could tell—if the moose walked away—and if I lived through my exploration of Pete Bjork’s camp. Too many ifs. 
 
   The moose eventually moseyed from the water and lumbered up the road. I waited until he was well up the rise from the beaver wash before I keyed on the vehicle and engaged the throttle. The ATV pulled forward without complaint. The moose stopped and looked at the noise. I crept forward until I escaped the water. The moose had stepped off the road. I couldn’t hear him over the engine noise, so I flicked the lights onto low beam and slowly climbed the hill and passed where he must have entered the woods. Driving a few yards further with no sign of him, I flicked on the high beams and opened the throttle. 
 
   A gate on the south side of the road was slightly ajar. The ATV’s headlights showed the chain was still padlocked to the six-by-six post; on the other side, two ends dangled from the gate. A decent chain costs more than a good lock; a more thoughtful person would snap the lock instead of the chain—but Elliot would not have known that. Recent ATV tracks cut through the mustard garlic on both sides of the gate. 
 
   Confirming whether Frankie Joe Cabibi’s missing ATV was still around and whether the camp had been broken into required sneaking up to the compound. My engine roar would announce my presence to whoever was there, so I parked the ATV in a bed of common tansy at the side of the road just past the gate. I fastened on Paddy’s Petzl headlamp. Although I didn’t need it in the open under the sky now brilliant with stars, I would under the forest canopy. 
 
   Maintaining quiet, I clambered past the boulders guarding the sides of the gate rather than risk a squeak to announce my presence—and thought how ridiculous the precaution was. If someone were awake, they’d heard the ATV shut off. Stupid thinking showed I was as mentally drained as I was physically exhausted. I walked up the center of the two-track driveway, using the crown in the middle to guide my feet and keep me centered. My toe hit a protruding rock, nearly tripping me. I needed to click on the headlamp to see where I was going—the same headlight that would paint a target on my forehead. I could still bail. 
 
   The wind was dead calm. I closed my eyes and sniffed for a hint of human and got only the smell of fecund forest after a rain. The forest animals held their collective silence and waited for my decision. 
 
     
 

Twelve

   Patrick chose to stay on the screened porch on what had become a lovely night. While Megan slept quietly, Atty rested her head on Megan’s sleeping bag and sawed wood like a drunken lumberjack. 
 
   Patrick’s first online search attempt provided zero hits using the string “Robert Elliot Savard,” including the quotes. He tried adding an extra ‘t’ to Elliot. Still nothing. He removed both the extra ‘t’ and the quotes and clicked through the suggested links; none had anything to do with Elliot. He eliminated the Elliot and tried Robert Savard in quotes. Plenty of hits, but none of the Facebook profiles or image files were the missing guy. 
 
   Elliot was not Robert Elliot Savard or Elliot Savard or Robert Savard. Either Abigail had lied to his father, or someone had lied to her. Lies are supposedly easier to remember the closer they are to the truth. 
 
   Patrick considered what else he supposedly knew. The guy was from Kansas City and a financial planner. He checked the Financial Planning Association of Greater Kansas City, clicking through the pictures of their various events looking for one with Elliot. He tried various combinations of Robert, Elliot, Savard, Kansas City, Financial Planner. Nothing. 
 
   He grew increasingly frustrated as minutes became an hour and still nothing. The search string “missing financial planner” did the trick. The first result was www.HaveYouSeenJasonGraham.com on which Elliot’s picture occupied half a simple website page. Jason Graham’s parents, Andrea and Arthur, offered a $25,000 reward payable by PayPal or bitcoin for information leading to finding their son, last seen in Des Moines, Iowa at the end of June. He had been depressed about the deaths of his wife and daughter the previous year, they said. At least part of Abigail’s story had been true. 
 
   Patrick clicked on a tab labeled Contact Us, hoping to find a phone number or address, and was disappointed to discover a fill-in form to provide lead information. Patrick checked the HTML coding for the form and discovered an email address that wasn’t particularly useful: info@HaveYouSeenJasonGraham.com. The website was first registered a few weeks ago, but the owner’s personal information was blocked. 
 
   With Jason’s real name known, additional searches soon revealed his basic life story. He had grown up in St. Louis, gone to the University of Chicago, worked as a commodity pit trader. He and three others formed a white-shoe financial-planning business. Six months after the hit-and-run that killed his wife and eight-year-old daughter, he sold his share to his partners and returned to St. Louis. There he bought an insurance agency. 
 
   If the money-laundering story was true, had it happened while he was in Chicago, or had he discovered the agency he bought was involved with fabricating claims? Was he a black hat or white hat, and did it matter? 
 
   Patrick decided to leave the financial-crimes aspects to his father. He turned his attention to Frank Cabibi, Amasa boy returned for good. Cabibi’s plans to develop mines in the U.P. had made plenty of news, including the community meeting his father had attended in Iron River. 
 
   In one lengthy article, the name Seamus McCree popped from the page. According to the article, environmental activist Greg Shuett had been removed from the room for his disruptive behavior, to applause from both sides. His father had become increasingly agitated when Cabibi refused to provide any details on project financing, his company’s historical safety record, and what bonding they would purchase to mitigate the costs of any environmental damage. It sounded just like his father to want to understand the financial underpinnings. 
 
   If Shuett didn’t grow up in the area, what had brought him here? He represented something called the Environmental Protection Authority, a nonprofit whose name was so close to the government’s Environmental Protection Agency to make Patrick wonder why. Did working for the “EPA” provide Shuett more access? Based on the behavior reported in the paper, it wasn’t providing credence. Did the organization’s name help funding? Couldn’t tell. Shuett had moved up to the U.P. from northern Wisconsin, where he’d been active the previous two years. Patrick had never heard of the college in Oregon where Shuett’s online profiles indicated he’d earned a B.S. in environmental sciences. 
 
   Having enough of that rabbit hole, he returned to researching Cabibi. A three-year letterman at Forest Park High School in both football and basketball, Cabibi had been named one of the top ten U.P. athletes of the year in his senior year. He got in a bit of hot water when he and two close buddies, Christopher Saari and Timothy Javoroski, were caught drinking at a summer party before their junior year. They were suspended for two games. The team made it to the state finals, but their suspension had cost the team an undefeated regular season. 
 
   Patrick checked the clock again—tomorrow already. Where the hell was his father? Worrying about something outside your ability to change is wasted effort, he reminded himself, although he’d be a lot happier if his old man would show up. Soon. 
 
   He found lots of articles detailing Cabibi’s business career—all promotional fluff pieces with no hint of trouble. Since he had time, he searched Christopher Saari’s name and discovered not much more other than he had married a local girl and still lived in the area. 
 
   Switching to Timothy Javoroski provided a huge surprise. The kid had disappeared thirty years ago at the end of his senior year. His father reported that he and Tim had watched a cop show on TV and gone to bed. The father woke the next morning and his son was gone. The kid’s car was still parked in the yard. The only things missing from the house were Tim’s wallet and the clothes he was wearing: jeans, T-shirt, Forest Park jacket, sneakers. Friends reported Tim had recently been depressed. Volunteers searched the woods and fields surrounding Amasa, but found no trace of him. 
 
   Had Atty uncovered the answer to Timothy Javoroski’s disappearance? If so, and Tim had been shot in the head and buried in the woods miles north of Amasa, someone must have picked him up and taken him there—or at least taken his body there. 
 
   Again, assuming the skeleton was Tim, and with a bajillion acres of woods around Amasa, it was one hell of a coincidence for his teammate and drinking buddy Frank Cabibi to be killed a couple hundred yards away. 
 
   From across the lake a coyote barked, and soon it sounded like a pack of twenty or thirty of them were howling. The pack probably contained fewer than ten individuals, but they sure could make a racket. Atty heard them too and rose to bat Patrick’s hand with her snout. 
 
   “You need to go out?” 
 
   The dog trotted to the door. 
 
   “Give me a woof when you’re ready to come in.” 
 
   The dog raced up the driveway, barking her fool head off. Patrick stepped outside to try to hush her and realized how spectacular the night sky had become. The Milky Way arched overhead, filling the sky with twinkling stars. Even on the clearest night in Chicago, the light pollution eliminated any possibility of spectacular night skies. 
 
   He should catch some shuteye, but this was too special not to share with his daughter. Twenty some odd years ago his father had showed him these same skies. He had repeated the story so many times that he no longer knew if he remembered the actual event or remembered his own telling of the story. No matter, thinking of it always brought him the warm, fuzzy feeling he was experiencing right now. He owed Megan the same experience, even if it meant his going short on sleep. 
 
   Atty returned with a wagging tail, a satisfied grin, and one parting woof to all the wild things. Patrick woke Megan sufficiently to put on her socks and shoes and get her to use the bathroom. He layered a warm jacket over her pj’s and cinched on her life preserver. The dog lifted a head at the disturbance, gave a long yawn, and went back to sleep. 
 
   Megan held the flashlight while Patrick carried her down the path past the cabin to the dock. He hauled a kayak and paddle down to the water. Megan was fully awake and chattering away, talking her way toward understanding what was happening. 
 
   “Just wait. I think you’ll remember this your whole life.” 
 
   Patrick maneuvered the kayak partially into the water, leaving enough of it on land to be anchored. He settled in and had Megan climb onto the seat between his legs. Rocking his weight back and forth and using the paddle as a lever, he launched the kayak onto the smooth surface and guided it to the middle of the lake. He did not want to disturb the quiet and paid careful attention to not whack the kayak with the paddle. Once they stopped moving, he released the tension on the seat, allowing them to lean back and soak in the beauty. 
 
   “Papa?” Megan whispered. 
 
   Patrick whispered back, “Yes, sweetheart?” 
 
   “I don’t know which star to choose.” 
 
   One of the wonderful things Patrick had discovered with three-year-olds was you never knew where a conversation would lead. That she chose to whisper gave him reason to believe she, too, experienced the magic of this magnificent sky. “Why do you need to choose a star?” 
 
   “To make a wish. You know.” In a high register, she sang in perfect pitch. “Star light. Star bright. First star I see tonight. I wish I may. I wish I might. Have the wish I wish, tonight.” She twisted in her seat, scanning the sky, rocking the kayak in the dead calm water. 
 
   Across the lake a merganser softly quacked at the disturbance. 
 
   “I can see your problem,” Patrick used a soft, contemplative voice. “The song mentions star bright, maybe you can choose the brightest star? There’s one.” He pointed to a star and wished he knew its name. “Or maybe you can choose the North Star. It’s part of the Big Dipper.” He stopped himself from providing too much information. He didn’t want to spoil the moment with a big astronomy lesson. 
 
   Megan shook her head. “No Papa, that’s cheating.” She no longer whispered, using instead a serious tone. She clenched her fists in her lap. 
 
   “How about this,” Patrick said. “Close your eyes. I’ll spin the kayak around. When you’re ready, open your eyes and make a wish on the first star you see.” 
 
   “Okay.” She covered her eyes with both hands and tilted her head back into his lap. 
 
   Getting the kayak spinning while reclining with Megan on top of him wasn’t the easiest thing to do. “Not yet, sweetheart.” Holding the paddle above Megan, he used short sweeping strokes on one side and propelled the kayak into a spin. “Now!” he whispered. 
 
   She flung her arms upward and pointed with a finger from each hand. “The orange one.” 
 
   Patrick followed her pointing fingers and spotted a small star—or a distant one, he reminded himself—with a distinctly orange cast. “Good choice. What’s your wish?” 
 
   “I wish Atty could see all these stars. Do doggies like looking at stars?” 
 
   “Good question. I know some dogs howl at a bright moon.” 
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “I don’t know.” 
 
   “Atty doesn’t howl at the moon.” 
 
   “No, she doesn’t.” Remembering how a couple of nights ago the dog had awoken to a coyote pack calling and tried howling back, he smiled. It had been pathetic. “Ready for more sleep?” 
 
   “See the moving star?” Megan pointed toward the southern sky. 
 
   It took Patrick a few seconds to find a slowly moving white light. “That’s a satellite traveling high above the earth.” 
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “I don’t know, I can’t read its label from here.” 
 
   “Why?” 
 
    So much for my joke. 
 
   Megan’s face turned serious. “I think Atty is worried ’cause we left her.” 
 
   “Maybe we should go back and the two of you can snuggle in bed?” 
 
   “Do stars go to bed in the morning?” 
 
   “No, sweetheart, they’re always there. Our sun is so bright during the day it doesn’t let us see the rest of the stars. Sit up, honey, so I can paddle.” 
 
   Megan rippled the water with her fingers. “Papa, where is Grampa Seamus?” 
 
   “Looking for Mr. Elliot.” 
 
   “Why can’t we stay with Grampa Seamus?” 
 
   Patrick was a bit surprised she hadn’t asked earlier, which didn’t mean he was prepared with an answer. He didn’t want to leave his father alone, but he had to put being a parent and Megan’s safety ahead of being a son. He could blame it on Cindy, but that wouldn’t be fair. “Because we can’t.” 
 
   “Why?” 
 
     
 

Thirteen

   The Happy Reaper awoke to another gray Scottish day. He should have paid more attention to northwest Scotland’s average 118 inches of rain each year. However, booking the entire estate for himself meant he could roam wherever he pleased and practice his long-distance sniper skills without interference. His hosts shook their heads in dismay each day he didn’t return with a coveted red stag. He wondered what they would think when later in the year hunters returned with red stag racks, each with a single point on the left antler shot off. 
 
   He saw no reason to kill these magnificent beasts since all he wanted was to hone his tracking and shooting skills. He’d spent one whole day tracking the estate’s wildlife manager without being seen. Rewarding, that. 
 
   He planned the whole day in the field after he partook of the full Scottish breakfast. An alert on his computer changed those plans. 
 
   Someone had accessed the honey-trap Have You Seen Jason Graham website. He scrolled through the captured information, recording the IP address, which he hoped would tell him where the computer had been when it accessed the website. 
 
   His heart beats quickened. Even better, the person had clicked on the contact page and begun to type an email address, pmccree@. 
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