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Prologue
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THE CRACK OF A RIFLE shot shattered the stillness of a Michigan summer night. A young woman stumbled at the roar, collapsing headfirst into the forest floor. Cowering against a dense bed of rotting leaves and fallen pine needles coating the ground, she bit her hand to keep from screaming. Overhead, tall stands of white cedar, red maple, and quaking aspen trees sheltered her from the moonlight bathing the island in a silver radiance. She raised her head and wiped away a greasy layer of slime coating her mouth with the back of her hand. The girl inched upwards on her elbows, focusing on her surroundings. A faint rumble of lapping waves in the distance offered her a chance at salvation.

She stood and ran blind across the uneven ground towards the crashing surf. Fallen twigs and sharp stones bit into her bare soles, but she refused to let the pain slow her progress. Her hands clutched the sole object she’d managed to seize before her escape—a twin-sized bedsheet that offered her bruised figure the faintest protection against the chill of the night.

A second shot rang out, pulverizing the brittle remnants of a dead birch branch suspended overhead. Splinters of wood rained over the girl as she again lost her footing and slipped sideways down a narrow ravine. She tumbled end over end until a boulder at the base of the hill arrested her fall. A twisted ankle sent spasms of electric pain coursing through her body. She had no time to tend the injury; they were close behind her. Through a clearing ahead, the silhouette of a narrow dock jutting into the dark water hovered beyond. The lunar glow overhead illuminated her path forward.

The girl scrambled to her feet, losing her grip on the stark-white bedsheet and its scant protection against the elements. It caught the wind, billowing upward and shimmering in the moonlight until a high-velocity slug pierced the fabric. The sheet wrapped itself around a cedar branch and hung useless a dozen feet overhead. Naked, the girl limped towards the water’s edge as her blonde hair streamed behind her. She heaved with winded breath from the half-mile dash away from the compound as she alighted on the dock, her footsteps producing hollow thuds as she traversed the weathered decking. She halted midway across, unsure which way to turn. Far across the pitch-black water, a rotating radio-tower beacon flickered on the mainland.

“It didn’t have to be this way, BreAnn!” a hoarse male voice shouted from within the cloak of the darkened woods.

“You can come on back. We’ll forget all this ever happened,” a second voice, that of a woman, echoed.

BreAnn knew they were lying. She’d made the mistake of trusting them once already. The girl looked straight ahead, filled her lungs with air, and hobbled towards the dock’s terminus. She pushed off the edge with her uninjured leg, extended her arms overhead, and broke the water’s surface in a shallow dive that plunged her into the dark water.

The chill of Lake Michigan knocked the breath out of her. Rising to the surface, BreAnn gasped in lungfuls of fresh air to clear her head. The renewed sight of the beacon in the distance oriented her towards her goal. She commenced a vigorous breaststroke as a pair of bullets entered the water on either side of her. The slugs produced spumes of water that crested in the night. BreAnn glided forward as the stocky figure on the dock gripped a bolt-action hunting rifle while sizing her up for another shot. A ponytailed woman in a fleece vest stood beside him. A third figure—tall, thin, and loose—wearing camouflage trousers approached the pair from behind. A lit Marlboro clamped between his lips glowed orange in the darkness.

“Hand your weapon over, private,” the approaching figure hissed through his teeth. 

“The waves mess with your aim,” the stocky man said as he flipped the safety on the Remington 700 rifle and turned it over to their companion.

“Let me show you how it’s done, Clint,” the rangy man said. He discharged an empty shell from the ejection port and chambered a fresh 7mm round. Cradling the cigarette between the ring and middle fingers of his left hand, he stepped forward, disengaged the safety, and raised the rifle to his shoulder. An ear-splitting boom filled the air, drowning out the scream from the waters beyond. The man returned the Marlboro to his lips and hoisted the rifle over his left shoulder.

“This is your mess, you clean it up,” the woman said to Clint as she turned her back to the water and headed towards shore.

Clint wiped away the sweat plastering his brow with a hand. “You didn’t say nothing about killing anyone, Lisa.”

Lisa stopped. “There’s loads I’ve never told you about this life. You sure you want to know?”

“Nah,” Clint said and spat on the dock.

“Then get the boat. I’m going back to bed.”

A hundred yards beyond, the girl dangled in the current. The rotating red beacon beckoned in the distance. She glued her eyes to its pulsing crimson glow until the water and air mingled as one as she lapsed into unconsciousness.

PART I
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BEN HIRSCH SAW NO END in sight to their demands. A new notice of a payment deadline on a past-due account surfaced each day, threatening to send him to collections. Hirsch scrolled through the stream of emails cluttering his inbox as the service-station pump in Shingleton ran up an ever-increasing tally of funds he didn’t have.

Nine hundred dollars to the Escanaba auto glass shop that replaced the shot-out windows of his 2006 Toyota Tacoma.

Fifteen hundred dollars to a Sault Ste. Marie dental clinic for a crown to cap a cracked molar that sent piercing spasms of agony through his jaw with every sip of cold water.

One thousand dollars to a local plumber to repair a burst water line in his basement. Naturally, the corroded iron pipe gave way on a holiday weekend resulting in a double charge for the plumber’s after-hours services.

A late-payment reminder from Bank of America warning him the monthly minimum payment on his six-thousand-dollar credit card bill was three weeks overdue and threatening to cancel his last credit card if he didn’t pay up immediately.

The latest insult was an eight-hundred-dollar bill from Michigan’s attorney disciplinary board asserting that Hirsch still owed costs and fees related to his disbarment from the practice of law earlier that year. Those bastards had already taken him for ten large—now they were coming after the scraps. His $14.50-an-hour job inspecting gas lines for the utility company barely covered his basic living expenses. That gig would end in a few short months when the snow hit. He fought the urge to fling his phone onto the highway and let a passing eighteen-wheeler pulverize it.

Hirsch had no time to worry about creditors nipping at his heels. He was running late for an important meeting. He pocketed his phone, returned the nozzle to the pump, and hopped into his battered truck to finish the drive to Marquette along Michigan Highway 28. Lake Superior emerged as a blue ribbon along the horizon as Hirsch entered downtown Munising. Motorhomes piloted by preoccupied tourists clotted the roadway, rendering the standard forty-five-minute drive from Manistique into a nerve-taxing hour-long odyssey. Impatient to reach his destination another forty-odd miles beyond, Hirsch cruised through downtown Munising at ten miles over the speed limit. He risked a hefty fine but feared delaying his 9:30 a.m. rendezvous with Catherine Winslow—Marquette’s wealthiest woman.

His upcoming meeting filled him with trepidation. Hirsch’s entanglement weeks earlier with Catherine’s brothers, Lionel and Marcus Shaw, had led to one’s death while the other recovered from a crushed spinal cord in a Green Bay hospital under the watchful eye of a sheriff’s deputy stationed outside his door. Catherine Winslow was the last person Hirsch had expected to hear from—at least to request his assistance.

The seemingly limitless inland sea, known as Gichigamiing by Hirsch’s maternal Ojibwa ancestors, remained his starboard-side companion for much of the remaining journey. He’d left Manistique after a frenzied forty-eight hours during which he’d begged for yet another leave from his gas-company job; reconciled with his on-again, off-again girlfriend, Lauren; and spent the early hours of the morning balanced on a wooden ladder while reattaching an aluminum gutter that had been ripped free from his decaying Victorian home by an overnight storm.

At five minutes to 9:30, he roared into the outskirts of Marquette and headed for the high bluffs overlooking the lake. He passed through downtown along Front Street, hardly glancing at the historic ore dock with its patina of rust jutting out into harbor or the limestone-clad Landmark Hotel, to which he’d promised to take Lauren for a weekend respite from their mundane jobs. He turned right on Ridge Street and slowed to twenty-five. The staid residential neighborhood of historic homes demanded a modicum of restraint.

The Winslows and their peers had spent decades plundering the U.P.’s natural resources and exploiting the immigrants, Natives, and desperate jobseekers who labored for a pittance under their yoke. Most robber barons had long since absconded to warmer climes further south with scant consideration for the environmental destruction and human suffering left in their wake. In contrast, the Winslow family—descended from patriarch and copper mining baron C. F. Winslow—remained in Marquette and continued to manage the family’s ample timber and land holdings from their ancestral home. Hirsch parked alongside the curb fronting the three-story, Georgian brick mansion built by C. F. Winslow in the 1890s and passed down from one generation of Winslow overlords to another. Its present owners were C.F.’s great-grandson, Herbert Milford Winslow, and his wife, Catherine.

Hirsch stepped out of his truck into the cool morning. A soft, easterly breeze wafting off Lake Superior bathed the neighborhood. A gray-haired matron wearing a tweed skirt and leading a Pekinese on a leash walked by, glowering with disdain at the interloper whose scratched and dented vehicle featured Peninsula Energy Company decals on either door. Hirsch regretted not parking the mess down the block and concealing it from the prying eyes of the patrician neighbors. As Hirsch ignored the matron’s icy stare and walked towards the Winslows’ front door, the vibration of his phone in his trouser pocket alerted him to a text message. He paused to retrieve it, and his heart jumped into his throat as he opened a message from Lauren featuring a mirror selfie of her clad only in a powder-blue thong and white knee-high socks with her ass pointing towards the mirror. Below the picture were the words: “Come home quick bby. I’ll be waiting for u.” 

Hirsch swallowed hard and returned the phone to his pocket, doing his utmost to focus on the mission at hand. As a concession to his hosts’ standing in the community, he wore a white dress shirt, a light-gray Banana Republic summer-weight sport coat, and a dark-green tie that complemented the broad maple leaves sheltering the Winslows immaculately maintained lawn. Hirsch owned a closetful of suits and dress clothes from his years spent practicing law in Lansing, but he rarely found an opportunity to wear them in the U.P.’s relaxed atmosphere.

He pressed the doorbell, and the chime echoed through the house. A man in his early fifties, clad in a linen suit, two-toned saddle shoes, and a narrow red tie decorated with miniature hummingbirds opened the door. A graying flop of blond hair fell across the close-shaved sides of his head, giving him a boyish quality despite his age.

“You must be Mr. Hirsch,” the man said, squinting at the visitor through round, white horn-rimmed glasses. Hirsch’s interlocutor looked more suited to an art gallery opening than a Midwest city on the fringes of American civilization. “Follow me, please. Mrs. Winslow is expecting you.” He stood aside for Hirsch to enter.

Hirsch stepped inside the cavernous vestibule. Its vault extended three stories above to the ornamental plaster ceiling overhead. A crystal chandelier retrofitted with electric bulbs dangled from a wire.

“This way.” The man beckoned him though another set of doors and into a wood-paneled hallway, leaving Hirsch little time to admire the trappings of the Winslows’ home. The footfalls of Hirsch’s leather-soled oxfords echoed across the gleaming black-and-white marble floor before they turned towards a salon decorated with ample plush seating and fringed with antique furniture likely worth more than all of Hirsch’s worldly possessions combined. The décor was fussy but undeniably tasteful.

A woman with ramrod straight posture occupied a Louis XIV chair and was reading from a leatherbound book. She sported a coral-hued skirt with matching blazer and wore her dark blonde hair loose so it fell about her shoulder in soft curls. Though a dozen years Hirsch’s senior, Catherine Winslow appeared younger than him.

“Mr. Hirsch, ma’am,” the man said as they paused inside the salon’s threshold.

“Thank you, Winston,” she said while closing the volume with delicate, manicured hands and setting it aside on a table adjacent to her chair. Collected Poems of Stéphane Mallarmé the gilt-lettering on the spine read. “Would you kindly give us the room. I’ll ring if we need anything.”

“Certainly, ma’am,” Winston said, executing a comically stiff bow before drawing together two pocket doors to close off the salon.

“Thank you for coming, Mr. Hirsch,” Catherine said as she stood and offered him a downturned hand. Hirsch wasn’t sure if she expected him to kiss her hand, but he decided against it.

“It’s nothing. Sorry I ran a few minutes late,” he said while shaking her hand.

“Don’t give it another thought,” she said and moved towards a long wooden sideboard. “I was lost in my poems, as usual, and hardly noticed the time pass. I studied French literature in college and adore it to this day. Thank heavens I had the sense to attend Ann Arbor for my MBA, though. Who knows where I might be otherwise. Lisez-vous le francais, Monsieur Hirsch?”

“Er . . . non,” he replied, shaking his head. “My dad’s parents came from Montreal and spoke it, but they quit after immigrating to America. The usual story, I suppose.”

“A shame. It’s a gorgeous language. I find I can express myself in a freer manner.” Catherine selected a cut-crystal double-old-fashioned glass from atop the sideboard and uncorked a green-labeled bottle of Michter’s Straight Rye. “I’m told you prefer whiskey, Mr. Hirsch. Any ice?”

“Well, it’s a little early yet for me, and—” 

“Here,” she said, pouring two fingers into the glass and handing it to him. Hirsch’s relationship with alcohol had caused him no shortage of trouble. He strove—with mixed results—to place guardrails on it whenever possible. Day drinking didn’t help.

“Please sit,” Catherine said, motioning towards a red-velvet Louis Philippe sofa on the other side of the room stationed beneath a series of oversized sash windows that offered expansive views of Lake Superior.

They sat, and Hirsch sipped the whiskey out of politeness. The amber liquor was of higher quality than his usual blue-collar Canadian whiskey. The smooth, satisfying burn as it slid down his throat warmed his body. He placed the glass atop a ceramic coaster resting on a Chippendale coffee table polished to a mirror-like finish.

“I imagine you’re surprised I reached out to you,” she said.

“Well . . . yes. I mean, it’s just with everything that happened and all—”

“Let’s not beat around the bush, Mr. Hirsch.”

“It’s Ben. You can call me Ben if you like.” Catherine’s penchant for referring to him by his last name evoked his days in law practice, resurrecting unpleasant memories of being dressed down by cranky judges.

“Very well, then, Ben it is. As I was saying, we both know very well what happened. I know you killed Marcus at his cabin. Mind you, I can’t prove you did it and neither can the authorities—believe me, I inquired. But what’s done is done. Let’s face it, Marc made poor choices in life, cooking meth the least of them. He was my baby brother, and though I can’t forgive you for what you did to him, I see little purpose in persecuting you either. Now, as for Lionel, good grief, what really can we say? He’s the most vengeful of us siblings, and he must bear the consequences for his actions, I’m afraid. Does that about sum up where we stand, Mr. Hirsch?”

“Ben, please, Mrs. Winslow. No offense, but I still don’t know why I’m here.” 

Catherine folded her hands in her lap before replying. “Yes, well, as I said on the phone, I need your help.”

“With . . .”

“Our daughter, Alexandra. She’s fallen in with the wrong sort, it seems.”

“Drugs?”

Catherine sighed. “If only it were that simple. There are any number of clinics we could send her to for treatment. I’m afraid it’s more serious than that.” She leaned towards him and fixed her steely-blue eyes on his. Lowering her voice, she continued, “Alex started college at Stanford University last fall. While I preferred that she attend my alma mater in Ann Arbor, she wanted to do her own thing. Mind you, Alex is smart as a whip, and headstrong too. Once she had it in her mind to go to California, well, we couldn’t refuse her. Besides, Alex struggled to make friends here. We hoped a change of scenery might help.

“All seemed to be going according to plan. She made decent grades her first semester and got on well with her classmates. The problems began when she returned to school after winter break. You see, there was this group. She got involved with them and matters went downhill in a hurry.”

“What type of group?”

“Ben, does the name James Strang mean anything to you?”

“King Strang?” Hirsch replied, referencing the nineteenth-century leader of a breakaway Mormon sect who established a kingdom of sorts on Lake Michigan’s Beaver Island. Hirsch was vaguely aware of Strang’s murder and the forceful eviction of his followers from the island.

“The same,” Catherine said. “I confess I wasn’t all that familiar with James Strang before these troubles with Alex began, but what I’ve learned deeply concerns me.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am, but what exactly does some crackpot who lived two centuries ago have to do with your daughter?”

“It seems the ringleader of this group, a university professor, fancies himself Strang’s successor. He’s recruited around fifty followers already, Alex included.”

“Is your daughter still in California?” Hirsch asked. With it being early August, school had been out for nearly three months.

“No, that’s the rub, you see. A month before she was set to finish spring semester, the university informed us that Alex had withdrawn from all her courses and vacated the dorm. She abandoned nearly everything she owned. They wanted us to come clean it out. We’ve learned that she and several others followed their leader to Beaver Island. That was over two months ago—it’s the last we heard of her.”

“Is Alexandra religious?”

“Not exactly. She experienced what Herb and I called her ‘God moment’ as a junior in high school. It mostly involved her reading the Bible and leading bake sales at the Episcopalian church. Harmless, really. We thought she’d grown out of it by the time she graduated. Seems we were wrong.”

“So who’s this guy claiming to be James Strang’s successor?”

Catherine crossed her legs and leaned into the sofa with steepled fingers. “He calls himself King Strang the Second, but his real name is Jonathan Teller. He’s around forty-five and taught mathematics at Stanford before resigning at the end of fall semester. Brillant, undoubtedly, but delusional.”

“What does the LDS church think of all this?”

“It’s quite simple—they regard him as a crank and an embarrassment, no different than how the church’s founders viewed James Strang after the schism.”

“But even cranks can be dangerous,” Hirsch said.

“Precisely. They’re quite active on campuses around the country, not only at Stanford. From what I’ve gathered, the Strangites are even recruiting right here in Michigan.”

“What, exactly, are this Teller and his followers doing on Beaver Island?” Catherine’s story piqued Hirsch’s interest, and he sipped from the glass of rye.

“Why, they have every intention of reestablishing the kingdom of God on Beaver Island,” Catherine replied, as if the notion were the most obvious thing in the world.

“And just how do they plan on achieving that?”

“Teller owns close to three hundred acres of land on the island. He and his followers have set up camp and are developing the compound as we speak.”

“It sounds like you’ve done your research on this already. Have you hired a PI or something?” Hirsch asked.

“No, we haven’t, but Winston—the gentleman who showed you in—he’s quite adept at research. He’s hit a brick wall, unfortunately. That’s where you come in, Mr. Hirsch.”

“I’m not sure I follow . . .”

Catherine smiled. “My husband and I would like you to go to Beaver Island and locate Alex. Bring her home if it’s in your power.”

“Why not call the county sheriff and request a wellness check? They do that all the time.”

“The police can’t promise discretion or confidentiality. We’d as soon keep the Winslow name out of the papers, Ben. Your imbroglio with Lionel and Marcus was enough as it is.”

Hirsch exhaled, retrieved the cut-crystal glass, and sucked down about half the remaining rye.

“Any chance she followed a boyfriend or someone close there?”

“No, no boyfriend that we know of. But I really can’t think of anyone else she’d follow—apart from this so-called prophet.”

“How old is Alexandra, Mrs. Winslow?”

“She turned nineteen three months ago.”

“Well, she’s an adult now. I’m sure you already know this, but unless she’s a danger to herself or others, no one can force her to do anything. Not legally, anyway.”

Catherine pressed her palms together and looked out the window. The blue expanse of Lake Superior shimmered beneath the late-morning sun. “Ben, it shouldn’t come as a surprise that we vetted you before I called. It’s no secret you ran into trouble with the bar for an indiscretion with one of your clients. Setting that aside, it’s undisputed that you were an exceptionally talented attorney, outstanding even. I’m told you had a way of convincing even the most skeptical jury to find in your favor. What I mean is—if anyone can convince Alex to come to her senses, leave that dreadful man’s little island, and get her life back on track, it’s you.”

Hirsch blanched at Catherine’s allusion to the events that led to his disbarment. Hardly a day passed that he didn’t shudder at the personal failures that had resulted in his one-off dalliance with his then-client, Alice Martens. Every calamity that had befallen him since—his divorce, the disbarment, and his entanglement with Catherine’s sociopathic brothers—flowed from that singular moment of weakness. His face burned, and he swallowed another slug of rye to mask the shame, leaving the glass empty.

“Okay—but first I’d have to find Alex,” Hirsch said. “You know I’m not a detective or a private investigator, right?” he continued, uttering this phrase for the second time in fewer than six months.

“We don’t need a PI,” Catherine said as she reached towards the coffee table and snatched up Hirsch’s empty glass. She refilled it with another couple fingers of Michter’s from the sideboard. Hirsch’s eyes widened in horror at the prospect of drinking that as well. The last thing he needed was a DUI or worse on his drive home. He leaned back on the plush sofa and ran his fingers through his thick, dark hair. How the hell do I keep getting myself in these situations? he wondered.

“Here,” Catherine said, handing him the glass. “As I was saying, we have a good idea where Alex is. All Herb and I are asking is that you visit the island and see if you can talk some sense into our girl. I’d say it’s the least you can do for our family.”

“What makes you think I can waltz right into a cult compound and start asking questions about a follower? I can’t imagine a nosey outsider will go over well.” Hirsch sipped from the fresh glass of rye. This second dose was already going down easier than it should.

“Prophet Teller’s building a movement—a new-world utopia, I’ve even heard it described. I think it’s all foolish nonsense, of course, but you try telling that to the true believers. Any movement needs new adherents to carry the vision forward, especially a handsome gentleman like yourself who’s good with his hands.” Catherine took Hirsch’s left hand into her grasp and traced the ball of her thumb across his knuckles. Hirsch flushed at Catherine’s attention, reluctant to offend her by pulling away.

“It . . . wouldn’t be the first time I’ve pretended to be someone I’m not. The thing is, I work for the gas company. I’ve already been away most of the past week; I doubt they’d look kindly on my missing more work.”

Catherine dropped his hand. “If the issue is money, Herb and I intend to compensate you for your time. Would ten thousand be worth your trouble?” she asked with pursed lips.

Ten thousand dollars was life changing. Ten thousand dollars meant correcting the extensive damage to Hirsch’s truck from his run-in with Lionel Shaw. It meant a new air conditioner for his house to combat the summer heat and humidity that left him coated in sweat most nights. It meant getting square with the Michigan Bar. It meant finally getting ahead for once instead of living paycheck-to-paycheck on the paltry gas company compensation.

“Ten thousand dollars?”

“That’s right, by check.”

“Well, yes . . . yes, I think that would work,” he stammered.

“Good,” Catherine replied, smiling. “I thought it might whet your appetite. Oh, and as for the gas company, you can leave for Beaver Island this weekend if it suits your work schedule.”

Great, another fucking island, Hirsch thought, recalling his ham-fisted attempt to reconnoiter Marcus Shaw’s cabin on Big Summer Island with his friend, Edgar Trehearne, and their subsequent night spent in a dilapidated lighthouse on neighboring Poverty Island. Why couldn’t these Shaws and Winslows stick to solid ground?

“I can manage this weekend. I’ll have to leave Friday evening to catch the Saturday morning ferry, though.”

“Don’t be silly, Mr. Hirsch,” Catherine said, standing and smoothing out the front of her skirt. Hirsch stood as well, taking the cue that their meeting was concluding. “Our pilot will fly you there. Chris can meet you at 8:00 a.m. sharp at the Manistique airport. Don’t be late. You’ll have to find your way from the Beaver Island airfield to Teller’s land, I’m afraid. It should be easy enough to hitch a ride, though.”

“One more question,” Hirsch said. “Do you have a picture of Alex I can bring with me? Something recent without a bunch of filters on it.”

“Of course. One moment.” Catherine paced across the salon to a side table littered with framed family portraits and returned with a formal photograph. “It’s Alex’s senior photo.”

Hirsch accepted the silver-framed image that depicted a young woman from her shoulders up in a third-quarter profile and wearing a yellow top. Alex was smiling with her lips slightly parted. Wavy blonde hair matching her mother’s fell around her shoulders, and she regarded the camera with chocolate-brown eyes. A silver nose ring glinted in the sunlight.

“I have a conference call with the university board of trustees in five minutes.” Catherine glanced at Hirsch’s half-full glass. “Now finish that up. It’s far too early for me, but I loathe seeing premium liquor go to waste.”

Navigating the Winslows’ house would already be a challenge. Nonetheless, Hirsch swallowed his pride and drained the remaining contents before passing the empty tumbler to Catherine, who returned it to the sideboard.

“Winston will escort you to the door,” Catherine said and pressed a brass call button on the wall above the sideboard. “I do appreciate your taking the time to come see me today. I know it was unexpected, but if anyone can help us, it’s you.” She grasped Hirsch’s hands and looked into his eyes. “Please bring our daughter home, Ben.” 

“I’ll do my damned best to find her. I don’t know if I can convince her to leave, but I’ll try.”

“Thank you. Our family’s well-being is in your hands.”

Hirsch didn’t have the foggiest clue how to persuade a college dropout to listen to her parents, but he figured little harm could come from trying. Besides, the money was too generous to refuse. 

Winston’s approaching footsteps clicked against the marble hallway floor. He parted the sliding doors and poked his blond head inside.

“Ma’am?” he asked.

“Winston, would you be so kind as to escort our guest to the entrance? Good day, Mr. Hirsch,” Catherine said as she released his hands.

“Follow me,” Winston said with a click of his tongue and a jerk of his head. 

Hirsch swerved as he trailed Winston’s trim figure clipping down the hall in his two-tone shoes. 

“You worked for the Winslows long?” Hirsch asked.

“If you consider fifteen years long, then yes, I suppose so.”

“They treat you well?”

“I couldn’t work anywhere else.”

“That good of a job, eh?”

“You’ll see what I mean soon enough.”

“One more question,” Hirsch said as he paused midway down the hall. “Did you ever meet Catherine’s brothers?”

“We had our encounters, yes,” Winston replied, adjusting the knot of his tie in discomfort.

“Did you ever wonder how on earth she’s related to them?”

“It crossed my mind. She’s not like them—for the most part.”

“For the most part?”

“That’s right. Don’t underestimate her, you hear me?” Winston said.

“Thanks for the warning.” They navigated the marble-floored hallway, where the softest footfalls nonetheless echoed throughout the solemn space.

“Here,” Winston said, reaching into his linen suit jacket. He handed Hirsch a check. “This will cover what you and Catherine discussed as your fee.”

Hirsch whistled as he examined the figure. He folded the check and slipped it into his pants pocket.

“Come this way. I’ll show you out,” Winston said, leading the way back to the entrance. He opened the towering wooden door, revealing the Winslows’ immaculately kept lawn dotted with maple and chestnut trees. “Here’s my card. Please call me if you have any questions or run into any difficulties with your assignment. We won’t disturb Mr. or Mrs. Winslow unless absolutely necessary.”

Hirsch accepted the cream-colored business card and read the inscription lettered in royal-blue cursive—Winston Maki, Executive Assistant—followed by a phone number and email address. Hirsch fumbled for his wallet and added the card to the empty billfold.

“That’s my cell number, and you can reach me any time, day or night—though I’d prefer you not disturb my sleep unless it’s a genuine emergency. As Mrs. Winslow said, our pilot, Chris Foster, will meet you at the Schoolcraft County Airport this Saturday at 8:00 a.m. You’ll be on Beaver Island within an hour. Here’s a map and some information about the island that might be of use,” Winston said, handing Hirsch a manila envelope stuffed a half-inch thick. “Also, leave your personal cellphone and ID at home. The less anyone but Alex knows about you and your employers, the better. Take this instead,” Winston said, drawing a flip phone from his pocket and offering it to Hirsch. “I’ve known Alex since she was three years old. She’s like a daughter to me. Please save her from these creeps.”

Hirsch nodded.

“Good. Best of luck, Mr. Hirsch,” Winston said as Hirsch navigated the steps of the Winslows’ imposing portico one at a time. He stopped and turned as Winston was midway through shutting the door.

“Is it always this intense working for them?” Hirsch asked.

Winston laughed. “You don’t know the half of it,” he said, then slammed the door shut.
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Chapter 2
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THE TWO TUMBLERS OF rye left Hirsch unsteady on his feet by the time he stumbled away from the Winslows’ front door. The humid morning air clung like a damp rag, and he reached for his collar and yanked his tie loose as he trampled towards his truck. An unpleasant sheen of sweat nonetheless spread across his forehead, and he hurried to fire up his truck’s air conditioner and blast his face with a jet of cool, dry air. 

By the time Hirsch turned left on Front Street, it was obvious he was in no condition to drive. He parked in front of the Peter White Library and ditched his sport coat on the passenger seat. A stroll through town to clear his head was in order. He walked south, dodging pockets of tourists and hoping no one smelled the booze emanating from his pores. A call to the police reporting a drunk native was the last thing he needed. Upon reaching Father Marquette Park, he crossed the street and returned up Front. A solid meal would aid his recovery, and he dove into the Vierling Restaurant. Hirsch polished off a bowl of Whitefish chowder before gobbling an order of beer-battered shrimp with French fries, all washed down with a pitcher of fresh iced tea. While he longed for an extended nap, he had a mid-afternoon date with Lauren at her place in Gladstone. Showing up sweat-drenched and reeking of whiskey wasn’t the impression he wanted to leave.

Hirsch returned to his truck and headed home to Manistique. He fed a Merle Haggard CD into the Toyota’s stereo and cranked up the volume to stay awake and keep his truck out of the ditch. He lowered the windows, thumped the steering wheel, and sang along to “Sing Me Back Home” and “Silver Wings” as he tore through the Hiawatha National Forest. A hot shower and a fifteen-minute snooze on his couch restored his mood and appearance, and he threw on jeans and an untucked collared shirt before making the forty-five-minute drive to Lauren’s one-bedroom Craftsman home in her quiet neighborhood in Gladstone. Lauren taught mathematics at the local high school, but she still spent several evenings a week pulling pints and running orders of grease-laden, mediocre pub fare at Lily’s Tavern—a run-down watering hole in Garden Corners established by her grandparents in better times. Its low-life clientele generally annoyed Hirsch, and he limited his visits to when Lauren could use a supportive face.

Lauren answered the door wearing a light-orange sundress. A gold-bar necklace hung a couple inches above her visible cleavage. She wore her dark-blonde hair in a ponytail, exposing her delicate ears—a favorite feature of his.

“Come here, you big fool,” she said, grabbing his shirt and pulling him close to her. She devoured him with hungry kisses while tracing her slender fingers through his hair. Hirsch responded with equal vigor and wrapped one hand around her waist while the other caressed the firm flesh of Lauren’s rear through the thin fabric of her dress.

“I’ve been here bored and horny, waiting for you all morning,” she purred in his ear.

Hirsch wasted no time rushing her inside the door and closing it with a kick of his heel. They didn’t even make it to the bedroom as Lauren clung to him with frenzied scratches at his back while he looped his fingers on her hips and lowered her panties to the ground.

“I want you right here,” she said as she undid his pants and laid a hand on his chest, nudging him backwards.

Hirsch lay supine against an oriental rug spread across the hardwood floor while Lauren straddled him and guided him inside her. She rode him, her tempo mirroring the growing intensity of her moans. Hirsch freed her breasts from the top of her sundress and cupped them firm in his palms. An orgasm like a white-hot pulse ripped through him, cleansing his mind of the accumulated worries and tension in his life. She ground against him in concupiscent gyrations until climaxing herself. Lauren rolled off and curled aside him on the rug, their hands joined as they gasped for air and came down from sheer ecstasy. The ceiling fan humming away overhead offered relief from the heat of passion.

“That’s exactly what I needed,” she said, panting.

“Why can’t we do that more often?”

Lauren raised herself on one elbow towards him and smiled. “It’ll just make this weekend all the more special when I come over after my shift.”

Hirsch had entirely forgotten about their weekend plans when he agreed to the Winslows’ mission. “Okay, so I know we talked about maybe driving up to Munising and hiking the Pictured Rocks this weekend . . . There’s been a change of plans.”

“Why? You get a better offer or something?”

Hirsch laughed. “Hardly, but I got asked to do a job. It’ll take me out of town a few days.”

“The gas company wants you working weekends now? Assholes.”

“It’s not them this time. Look, remember that asshole from the bar the first night we met?” Hirsch asked.

Lauren rolled onto her stomach and regarded Hirsch with a critical gaze.

“You mean the one whose meth lab you burned down and whose brother tried to murder you with his truck?” Hirsch wasn’t convinced Lauren had forgiven him for his initial deception in their early days of dating.

“Yeah, so, they have this sister, Catherine, in Marquette who married into the Winslow family. She called a few days ago asking me to meet with her. I didn’t know what it was all about, but I met her. Long story short, her daughter’s gone missing. She’s a college kid but quit school and left campus. Catherine wants me to talk some sense into her and convince her to come home—or try, anyway.” Hirsch eschewed the details of being asked to travel to a remote island, infiltrate a cult, and extract a wayward college student from the clutches of its charismatic leader.

“And they asked you? Why? . . . It sounds weird, Ben.” Lauren rested her face on her palm.

“I guess Catherine was impressed with how I handled her brothers. I mean, Marcus and Lionel were a royal pain in the ass for who knows how many years. Honestly, that’s the only reason I can think of.”

“Ben, are you bullshitting me?” Lauren was sitting up now and fitting the top of her sundress back over her shoulders. “If this is some kind of joke or another lie, you might as well grab your shit, get out of here, and never bother me again.”

Hirsch raised his hands towards her. “I’m dead serious here, babe. Look, I know it sounds crazy. I should’ve told them to fuck off and gone on my merry way. I guess I feel like I owe them one after what happened to Catherine’s brothers. Besides,” Hirsch said, pulling the Winslows’ check out of his wallet and holding it up for Lauren, “they’re giving me this for my efforts.”

Lauren’s eyes widened at the amount printed on the check. “Wow, that’s more money than I’ve ever seen at one time. You’d better not get yourself hurt,” she said, tapping his shoulder with a closed fist.

“I know, I know,” Hirsch said as he returned the check to his wallet. “Look, I didn’t ask for any of this. I never wanted anything to do with the Shaws in the first place. Coming home to the U.P. was the best decision I’ve made because I met you. But it’s been one mess after another since I set foot in town.”

Lauren had lain down again alongside Hirsch and stared up at the white beadboard ceiling of her living room.

“Okay, so where are you headed, anyway? I mean—if you can tell me and all.”

“It’s probably good someone else knows. I’ll be on Beaver Island. It’s not far from Traverse City. I should only be gone a few days.”

“Should I call the police or something if I don’t hear from you in a week?”

“That’s not going to happen. I’ll go, try and convince the kid to leave, and get back home. We’ll put all this shit behind us and then I’m finished with these Shaws and their family. Okay?”

“Fine, but this better be the end of it, Ben. Look, you’re an amazing guy and I’m really glad I met you, but I don’t need more weird crap in my life. I’ve had about enough to last me a lifetime already. If you spent half your evenings in a place like Lily’s having to deal with drunks, abusers, and criminals, you’d know what I mean.”

“It’s over after I find her, I promise,” Hirsch said. He punctuated his statement with a long kiss. Lauren snuggled closer to him. Her fingers massaged his groin as he hardened in her grasp.

“Okay,” she said, breaking the kiss. “Now you’d better take care of me again before I have to get ready for work. I’ll need something to last me the week.” 

***
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HIRSCH HAD TO WALK the gas lines the following two days, and he devoted long hours in atonement for his recent absences at work. His boss didn’t chew him out for neglecting his duties, but Hirsch was an independent contractor; the gas company could drop him without explanation if management’s patience wore thin. He rose before 6:00 a.m. both days, drove to Escanaba, and traced his way up and down the residential streets of Delta County until nightfall, leak detector in hand, doing his part to prevent a catastrophic explosion.

He caught a break on Friday and called it a day around two in the afternoon so he could devote a few hours to preparing for his upcoming mission. Hirsch started with the New Strangite’s webpage. Despite Jonathan Teller’s exemplary academic credentials, the website had all the panache of an early-2000s GeoCities page, complete with cheesy graphics and animation. It featured the usual blend of doomsday prophecy, theological psychobabble, and the story of how Teller assumed the mantle of King Strang’s legacy. The website’s most modern feature was the donation box—ubiquitous on every subpage and able to accept offerings through multiple payment sources. Hirsch declined the opportunity to contribute.

A link to the prophet’s YouTube page was more illuminating. Hirsch clicked on the most recent video—a two-week-old clip entitled “Prophet Strang explains universality and channeling your inner light through intentional living.” A computer-generated logo depicting a stylized capital “M” surrounded by a dozen miniature pine trees arranged in a circle filled the screen. An ethereal New Age pan flute solo played in the background. The music faded and the logo dissolved into the image of a man seated cross-legged on a Persian rug in the middle of the room. The room’s walls were clad in honey-hued vertical wooden slats, unadorned by any artwork save for a single banner bearing the logo from the video’s introduction. Hirsch got his first look at the new king—Prophet Jonathan Teller.

Teller was draped in a long-sleeved, linen V-neck caftan. In his mid-forties, Prophet Teller had shaggy golden hair that fell over his ears, and he reached up to brush a fallen lock away from his gold-rimmed granny glasses. Hirsch bit his lip to suppress an involuntary wave of laughter upon realizing the so-called “King of Beaver Island” resembled a cross between John Denver and an acid casualty from the psychedelic era. The camera zoomed in on the man’s face and upper shoulders as he commenced speaking. Hirsch increased the volume on his laptop to listen.

“Greetings, disciples and friends old and new, and welcome to this month’s installment of prophecy journeys with King Strang the Second, coming to you live from our ancient and secret retreat of Manitou in the kingdom of God. For those of you new to our journey, I welcome you as we explore how you can harness the human potential inherent within each of you and banish past and future transgressions to allow God’s light of truth to cleanse your soul and leverage the power of prophecy to deliver you to a higher plane of existence with an unshackled conscience.

“Building on last month’s lecture, today we explore how communal living through a shared intentionality can liberate you from the ego of individual desire and help you shed the negative exigencies imprinted by a lifetime of alienation in a society predicated on hiding the truth and distracting you through the spiritual futility of libidinal and appetitive distractions of the flesh. God’s revelation through his divine presence, our martyred King Strang the First, inextricably reveals to us the folly of our ignoring the one and true light—the light which is all around us, the light which is inside you right now. Have you felt dead inside lately? Do you suffer from anguish that your day-to-day existence in the rat-race we call modern society is leading you astray from the real you—the you that was born a perfect and pure being but was corrupted at the hands of a depraved, destructive society; the you that recognizes your true calling in dreams and fleeting shadows of enlightenment; the you that’s tried to break away from the evil but has been drawn back in by your so-called family, friends, and colleagues; the you that yearns every moment like a dull ache you can’t put your finger on but haunts you through that whispered voice at the back of your head? Yes, I’m talking about the real you, the manifestation of God’s shining light that inhabits every one of us and can be unshackled by channeling the Lord’s divine spirit.

“See, my friends,” the prophet paused and gazed into the camera with a knowing nod of his head and half smile, “I know all this because I was one of you as well. A year ago, I spent my days going to work, ‘educating’ my students, and coming home to a house full of worldly goods but devoid of any meaning. I’d wake the next morning only to repeat the whole process in a pattern of insanity that most of us feel we are doomed and destined to replicate. But I’m here to tell you that doesn’t have to be the case. Our Lord, through the spirit of King Strang chose me to receive continued divine revelation. That revelation brought me here to my ancestral homeland on Lake Michigan to pick up where his divine eminence left off and rebuild God’s kingdom.

“Ours is a life that doesn’t discriminate or judge. It doesn’t matter what your past is, or your present, no matter how far you’ve been led astray in life. Your one path to true salvation resides within each of you if you can only reject the corrupted seduction of false idols that present themselves as glittering distractions from the path. You see, the seven epochs of human existence have been successively demolished atop the false idols of greed, avarice, and vanity. The first epoch of the Assyrian triumvirate—”

Hirsch hit pause five minutes into King Strang’s forty-five-minute monologue. If the prophet was half this tedious in person, the coming weekend promised to be an excruciating exercise in monotony. Hirsch failed to see how anyone could be seduced by this torpor-inducing New Age word salad, but he figured there were people out there desperate or lonely enough to give it a spin. Clearly even someone of a privileged background like Alexandra Winslow could fall prey to the charlatan’s seductions.

He’d heard enough from the so-called prophet for the time being but needed a primer on the original King Strang. Despite growing up in northern Michigan, Hirsch remained woefully ignorant about Strang’s story. The name meant about as much to him as the names William Bonifas, Henry Schoolcraft, or Russell Alger did. It was beyond time for Hirsch to get educated. He called his friend Edgar Trehearne, a retired gas company employee and lifelong Yooper.

“Hiya, Ben! I was wondering when I might be hearing your voice again,” Edgar bellowed.

“Hey Edgar. How’s the arm holding up?” Edgar and Hirsch’s confrontation with Marcus Shaw months earlier on Summer Island had left Edgar with a serious gunshot wound to the shoulder. It was touch-and-go for several days at the hospital, but Edgar had pulled through and resumed his usual antics about town, albeit with his arm in a sling.

“Oh, it still hurts like the dickens when it rains but seems to be healing a little more every day. I should be sore at you for ruining fishing season for me, ya know. Hard to reel in the big ones with one good arm.”

“Yeah, I made a mighty fine mess of that, I suppose. I’ll make it up to you next summer,” Hirsch replied. “Say, can I run something by you, Ed?”

“Sure, what can I help you with, son?”

“You know much about any cults around these parts?”

“Cults, eh? Ben, I’ve been around these parts for going on eighty years now. If I had a dime for every group of kooks running around these woods chanting and hollering about divine revelation—well, I could buy some fishing bait, I’ll tell you that much. Don’t even get me started on the hippies. A group of them once set up camp on the Whitefish River. They had their neighbors so pissed off with their nude bathing and ‘free love’ that the state police ran them off clear to Wisconsin. Right in Schoolcraft County a hundred-odd years ago you had a bona fide colony. Called themselves the Hiawatha Village Association. They weren’t a cult so to speak, but they lived together and tried to make a go of it.”

“What happened to them?”

“The powers that be put an end to it all. You’d know this if you’d paid a lick of attention in school, but the Chicago Lumbering Company dominated Manistique and Schoolcraft County for fifty-plus years. They owned the housing, doled out most jobs, controlled the railroads, and ran near every store in town. If you needed groceries, you bought them from the Company. If you needed a keg of nails, the Company supplied them. So if Abijah Weston and his cronies didn’t like the way someone was living, the Company would squash him like a bug. See, the colony grew crops and did a decent job of it, all things considered. Potatoes and onions, mostly. Problem was, when it came time to bring them to market, the Company had a countywide monopoly on freight prices and retail. They didn’t care for these utopian newcomers meddling with their business. They refused to buy a single goddamn potato from these poor idealists. Nine thousand bushels rotted under the sun. Sickening when you think about it, Ben. As you might expect, with no money the whole enterprise petered out quick. A few years later, all the timber was gone and the Chicago Lumbering Company cashed out and left a lot of people jobless.”
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