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            Prologue

         

         What remained of “Bad” Boyd washed up on the beach at Shipwreck Point on a pretty morning in the middle of May, three days after anyone in Deception Cove last saw him alive. Those three days away hadn’t been kind to Boyd, and neither had the Pacific Ocean; the crabs had taken to the body by the time Cable Proudfoot and his grandson stumbled across it, nibbling away at what was left of Boyd’s once-famous good looks.

         Cable spotted the body before his grandson did, and for a split second that stretched to a couple of minutes, he debated with himself whether to just turn the kid around and walk in the other direction, down the mile or so of empty, windswept shoreline until the corpse was out of sight, pretend like he hadn’t seen it, and spend the day digging for clams and exploring the tide pools, searching for sand dollars as planned. He didn’t get to spend much time with his daughter’s boy, not now that they’d moved to Port Angeles, and Cable was hoping to make the most of it: the first beach day after a long, dreary winter, then Tim Turpin’s signature fried halibut and chips at Spinnaker’s in Deception Cove, and maybe an ice cream cone from the dairy bar back on the reservation in Neah Bay. Heck, he’d been looking forward to this day since the rains started, last November.

         But the grandson was seven, and the grandfather nearly seventy, and it didn’t take the kid long to grow bored with the rock crab he’d captured by the tide line, to look up and hurry after Grand-pop, catch up with him and follow his eyes twenty yards ahead to the wet, stinking mound of seaweed and torn clothes and ruined flesh, surrounded by waves of hardy flies and tenacious crabs and even a few lingering seagulls—the whole tableau unmistakable, even to an old man and a little boy, as anything but human remains.

         The boy saw the body. The boy began to cry. The boy knew, and Cable kissed any notion of fish and chips and ice cream goodbye.

         
              

         

         Cable put the boy in the back seat of his truck and tried to speak calm and reassuring things as they drove away from the beach. There was no point in calling the police; cell service was spotty out here, on the cusp of the Olympic Mountains amid towering, second-growth timber. It would take just as long to find a signal as it would to drive the highway back to Deception Cove and inform the deputies in person.

         The road wound through the trees and along the shoreline, and Cable drove the speed limit. There was no sense in hurrying; the body would stay dead, and the tide wouldn’t rise high enough to claim it back again for hours. Soon, the forest widened into open space, and then he passed the gas station and Hank Moss’s motel, and he turned north, down the hill on Main Street toward the ocean again and town, the boy in the back seat saying nothing, watching the world pass by his window, swinging his legs and humming softly to himself.

         The Makah County sheriff’s detachment in Deception Cove sat in a squat, one-story building at the foot of Main Street, overlooking the government wharf and the little harbor beyond, the open strait beyond that, and Canada beyond all. Main Street was quiet, and there were a couple of vehicles parked in front of the detachment, a Makah County SUV and a black, two-door Chevy Blazer. Cable parked beside the Blazer and rolled down the windows partway for the boy, told him he’d be right back and don’t try and wander off anywhere.

         A young Makah man in a deputy’s uniform that might still have had the tags on it sat at the desk inside the detachment doors; Cable recognized him as Lily Monk’s boy, Paul, and wondered at how the child had grown up so fast. Although maybe Paul hadn’t quite fully grown yet. The rookie deputy blanched as Cable explained the situation, barely waiting for Cable to finish before he craned his neck toward the rear of the detachment and called out Jess Winslow’s name. Cable watched Jess come out of a private office in the back and figured it was probably better that she take a look at the body anyway, figured Paul Monk could probably use a little more breaking in before he had to deal with this kind of thing.

         Jess looked healthier than the last time he’d seen her, before all the trouble with Deputy Kirby Harwood and his buddies. She’d put on some weight, like she’d finally remembered to eat something now and then, and she didn’t look quite so pale, so haunted in the eyes. She listened to Cable, squared her shoulders and nodded, dug in her pocket for her keys, and told Monk to call the county coroner and tell her to meet Jess at Shipwreck Point. Monk picked up the phone as Cable turned to walk out to the vehicles and his grandson, and Jess looked back toward the private office and gave a whistle. Shortly, Cable heard a chain jangle and some kind of shake, and then the black-and-white dog ambled out of the office, sixty-odd pounds of pit mix and muscle, stretching and blinking like she’d just woken up from a nap.

         “Come on, Lucy,” Jess called, and the dog shook herself one more time and walked over lazily. Jess clipped a lead on her and told her she was good, and then she straightened and met Cable’s eyes. “We’ll follow you out there, okay?”

         
              

         

         Cable watched the deputy in the rearview mirror of his truck as he led her county cruiser back out toward Shipwreck Point. He’d forgotten about Lucy the dog, some kind of rescue, a “companion animal,” he’d heard, prescribed by the VA docs to help Jess deal with what she’d been through overseas. Cable looked at the dog—tongue lolling out the passenger window, enjoying the sunshine and the spring air—and wondered if he ought to have driven the extra few miles into Neah Bay, talked to the sheriff himself, wondered if another body might not send Jess Winslow back to the dark places, whatever she’d endured as a Marine that had scarred her so bad.

         But he remembered how she’d been in the middle of the trouble with Deputy Kirby Harwood, how the dog had been there too. If she’d come through that strong enough that the new sheriff saw fit to deputize her, well, hell, maybe that dog was just her good buddy at this point and not some kind of mental-health necessity.

         The parking lot at Shipwreck Point was still deserted, and Cable parked his truck where he’d parked it before, killed the engine, and climbed out and stood beside his door and watched as Jess pulled the cruiser in beside him. She got out of the cruiser, and the dog tried to follow, but Jess closed the door first, circled around to Cable’s side, and Cable pointed through the trees and back east toward Deception Cove.

         “A couple hundred yards that way,” he told her. “You can’t miss it. If it’s all right with you, I’ll stay here with my grandson.”

         Jess looked past him at the boy in his car seat in the back of the truck, and her mouth twitched and she nodded.

         “You’ll tell the coroner where to find me when she gets here?” she said.

         “I will,” Cable said. “Are you going to need me to give a statement?”

         She shrugged. “Not sure yet.” Then she looked out through the trees and toward the water. “You get any sense who it might be?”

         “Didn’t get close enough to tell,” Cable said. “I didn’t really want the boy to see any more than he already had.”

         “Yeah, okay.” Jess started down the trail toward the beach. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough, anyhow.”

         
              

         

         Cable waited, listening to the sound of the breakers crashing onto the beach and across the black jagged rocks that bordered the sand, and the wind in the trees and the gulls and a raven overhead. After a while he opened the back door of the truck and let the boy out of his car seat, and together they stood in a patch of sunlight and smiled at the dog in the passenger seat of the cruiser.

         Jess returned, slogging up through the sand to the dusty parking lot with a grim look on her face.

         “Maybe sit the kid down in the truck again, Cable,” she said. “I’m going to need to take your statement after all.”

         The boy, once freed, would not go back easily until mollified with a book and a hunk of a candy bar. Then Cable returned to the front of the truck, where Jess waited with weary eyes.

         “That’s Brock Boyd down there,” she told him, and she shook her head slightly and kind of smiled, though the smile was hollow and there was no humor in her words. “And judging by the hole in his head, Cable, I’d say he’s been shot.”

      

   


   
      
         
            ONE

            Two weeks earlier

         

         Jess Winslow reached for the handlebar above the passenger seat, the truck rocking off-camber on the uneven road, its engine growling as it tackled the grade, its tires scrabbling for traction in the mud. In the driver’s seat beside her, Makah County Sheriff Aaron Hart kept his foot on the gas pedal and both hands on the wheel, guiding the big Super Duty pickup into a maze of old growth along the barest hint of a road, the truck hardly slowing for corners, the headlights piercing darkness.

         There wasn’t any choice but to go fast, not tonight. Not on an operation like this one. Word tended to spread rapidly in Makah County, and when the sheriff and his deputies set out on a raid, it wasn’t long before the whole situation was public knowledge in every bar and back room between Deception Cove and Neah Bay. Sooner or later, word would find its way to the men in Hart’s crosshairs.

         The new sheriff wasn’t the most popular man in Makah County, not among a fair chunk of the population. Hart was a transplant, not a native—an emergency call-up from neighboring Clallam County, come to keep order after Jess Winslow and Mason Burke had killed or put to capture Kirby Harwood and every other one of Deception Cove’s sheriff’s deputies, the collapse of law and order prompting Makah’s aging sheriff, Kirk Wheeler, to retire himself to his fishing boat in Neah Bay.

         Under Wheeler and his corrupt deputy Harwood, Makah had grown into something of a haven for cooks and crooks and the otherwise criminally minded, but no more. Aaron Hart wasn’t old, and he wasn’t corrupt, and in the months since he’d taken the badge, he’d made it his mission to clean up the county—and when it came to Deception Cove, he relied on Jess more and more.

         Hart was headquartered in Neah Bay, the county seat, at the very edge of the Olympic Peninsula and the continental United States. Only twenty miles of blacktop separated Neah Bay from Deception, but the towns might have existed on opposite sides of the globe.

         Neah Bay was somewhat prosperous, a few thousand people in town and on the reservation next door, a healthy tourist economy, sport fishers and hikers and those come to gawk at the artifacts in the Native museum. The lighthouse at Cape Flattery was a good little hike, and some shipping companies paid to keep a tugboat and crew on standby in the harbor, year-round, in case of maritime emergency. Neah Bay wasn’t Seattle, or even Port Angeles, but it was a full-fledged town, anyway. You could see a future there, if you looked hard enough.

         Deception, though, was something else. It had once been a vibrant place, lively, prosperous, fueled by salmon and halibut and the money the banks loaned to the men who could catch the fish. Then the fish had stopped coming and the banks quit lending money, and the town had surrendered to a long, inexorable atrophy, those who couldn’t afford to leave forced to eke out what existences they could as the rainforest gradually reclaimed its land. Deception Cove was a ghost town, full of the desperate and the slowly dying; it was no accident that Kirby Harwood and his friends had seen opportunity for malfeasance here.

         Harwood was gone, though. Aaron Hart was the law now, and Jess Winslow beside him. And nights like tonight were just part of the cleanup.

         
              

         

         Hart kept the truck rolling, clearing back-road miles as quick as he dared in the dark, the highway and the lights of Deception long gone behind them, no moon in the sky and only a handful of winking stars visible through the rainforest canopy.

         The radio crackled between Jess and the sheriff, and she reached for it, answered, let Hart concentrate on the wheel and the road and the trees that reached out like fingers, scraping harsh and grating against the side of the county truck.

         “Winslow,” Jess said.

         “Gillies,” came the response. “We’re in position.”

         Hart raised an open hand in Jess’s direction, five fingers pointed skyward. The truck slowed.

         “Five minutes,” Jess told Gillies. “Wait for our signal.”

         Off to Jess’s right, the land in its vague silhouette rose beside the road, the first of the low hills south of Deception that would grow into mountains if you followed them far enough. The road gained altitude as it hugged the hillside, and Hart slowed the truck further as they crested a small rise. Jess could see in the distance now, through the trees, the lights of a small single-wide trailer, the compound where local rumor said a man named Collier cooked methamphetamine.

         Hart killed the headlights, let his foot off the gas, and as the truck rolled forward through the trees, Jess closed her eyes and felt those first familiar stirrings, an electric concoction of both fear and adrenaline to which she’d grown accustomed and maybe even addicted during her time overseas.

         She’d completed two tours of duty with the Marine Corps in Afghanistan and started a third, most of it lodged in some woebegone northern valley as a member of a Female Engagement Team, brought in to liaise with local women, coax out information that might not have been forthcoming had there been only men on the ground.

         It was rewarding work, but it was only half the story; team members were frontline Marines, like the men, expected to patrol and engage the enemy just like anyone else. Jess had never shied from the violence, and in the end she’d grown to embrace it. She’d seen action, and she’d killed her share of the enemy.

         She’d seen her friends killed too. Good friends. And it had changed her. Enough that she hadn’t completed that third tour. She’d come home to bury her husband only to find herself with a medical discharge and a standing appointment with a VA doc in Port Angeles. With prescriptions for medications that made her feel numb, with nightmares and guilt and a pervasive, all-encompassing sense of hopelessness that she might have let overwhelm her.

         With Lucy.

         And now, with a man named Mason Burke, who’d served fifteen years for murder, who loved Lucy as much as she did, and who probably loved Jess too. Who’d be sitting awake somewhere back in Deception with Lucy, waiting on her, worrying, hoping she’d make it home.

         At her best, Jess Winslow had been an excellent soldier. She’d lived for moments like this. The adrenaline. The action—decisive and final, no room for ambiguity. The violence.

         It was everything else that she couldn’t comprehend. But she was working on that, with Burke’s help. With Lucy’s.

         Sheriff Hart stopped the truck. Jess reached for her sidearm, checked the action, as Hart did the same. Then she nodded to Hart, and Hart nodded back, toward the radio.

         You make the call.

         With her free hand, Jess picked up the handset. Then she keyed the transmitter and exhaled, long and slow, to steady her breathing. Spoke to Deputy Tyner Gillies, somewhere out there in the woods, on the other side of Collier’s trailer.

         “Go get him,” she told her colleague. “We’ve got your back.”

      

   


   
      
         
            TWO

         

         Sometimes Mason Burke dreamed he was still on the island. Still in the rainforest, tangled in deadfall and thick, mossy underbrush, listening to the waves crash against rock somewhere in the distance, the feel of the shotgun alien in his grip as he struggled through the woods toward Jess and the dog.

         He’d spent fifteen years in prison and he rarely dreamed about his cell anymore. Nowadays when Burke slept, he dreamed of more recent violence.

         Of the stillness of the forest and the staccato report of gunfire, somewhere nearby but impossible to locate. Of the feeling of helplessness, and of fear, for Jess and for Lucy and, indeed, for himself.

         He dreamed of the faces of the men, those he’d killed or wanted to, and he felt guilt and remorse and knew one day he’d be judged for what he’d done. Though he knew also that he’d have done it the same, given the chance to try again, that the men he’d killed had been evil and had meant to harm Jess.

         He knew this, but he dreamed of their faces anyway. And he woke with their names on his lips and his body drenched with sweat, reaching for Jess and for Lucy to see that they were all right.

         When he dreamed of the island, it scared him, that what he’d done there lingered in his mind. That he still didn’t quite feel safe, whether awake or asleep, as though he’d left something on that island that would come back and demand a reckoning.

         As though he’d awakened something he’d thought lay long dormant, as though he wasn’t the man he’d believed he’d become.

         As though he was still the teenaged boy who’d stood trial for murder, who’d surrendered one decade of his life and another five years besides.

         As though he was still a killer, and would always be.

         
              

         

         It was nearly dawn when Lucy stirred on the floor beside Mason, stood and stretched and yawned, scratched her ear so the tags on her collar jingled, then padded to the galley door and whined, softly, to be let out.

         Mason realized he’d fallen asleep, rubbing his eyes and swinging his legs out from the little dining settee. He’d left the lights on, hadn’t even bothered to make up the bed. Hadn’t planned to sleep much overnight, not with Jess out on a raid, but hell if he hadn’t passed out anyways, face in the book he’d been trying to read, still wearing yesterday’s jeans.

         Hell if he couldn’t still hear the gunfire in his ears. The sound of Jess’s voice as she called to him, desperate, through the forest.

         Lucy whined again, and now Mason could hear the footsteps outside that had roused her, moving steadily up the wharf, boots on treated lumber and the groan of tie-up lines and the lap of tiny waves as the neighboring boats shifted on their moorings.

         “Yeah, girl, okay,” he told Lucy as the dog shifted again, the footsteps coming closer. “Let’s just make sure it’s her before we roll out the red carpet.”

         The footsteps stopped, and Mason peered out through the galley window, straining his eyes through yellow sodium light, and reaching, semiconsciously, for the aluminum Slugger he kept in lieu of a gun.

         He and Jess had killed men on that island, and those men had families. Makah County was a small place. Mason Burke was still an outsider.

         The boat rocked on its lines, swaying in toward the wharf as someone pulled themselves aboard at the stern. Mason gripped the bat tighter and stayed in the galley’s shadows, waiting. He’d rented this boat, Nootka, from Joe Clifford’s people, a cheap place to stay in exchange for Mason keeping the rig afloat and helping out with the odd carpentry job around town.

         Clifford was rebuilding Jess Winslow’s old house, rendered unlivable by Kirby Harwood et al., and Mason pitched in where he could there and wherever else Joe needed him. It would do to learn a skill if he was going to stick around here; fifteen years in lockup hadn’t taught him much but how to fight—and then, how to avoid it.

         They were living apart, Mason and Jess, while the house was being built, Mason on this fishing boat and Jess up at Hank Moss’s motel by the highway. Still, they saw each other almost every day, ate dinners together, and mostly shared the same bed. As far as what they would do when the house was completed, well, they hadn’t come to that decision yet, had more or less avoided looking too far into the future ever since Mason had stepped off the bus home to Michigan and back into her arms again.

         He hoped there’d be room in Jess’s new house for him someday. But Mason figured he knew better than to push the issue before Jess was ready to talk.

         
              

         

         Lucy panted at the door, her tail wagging furiously, though that didn’t bring Mason any peace. The dog was a rescue, bred for fighting in some backwoods hell in Michigan, but as far as Mason knew, she’d been hauled out of that place and into his own life before she’d ever fought a round, and he was thankful for it.

         Sixty-odd pounds and brawny, some kind of pit mix, she looked the part of a guard dog. But Mason had worked hard at training the violence right out of her, and by and large, he’d succeeded. Lucy was a gentle creature, more likely to smother you in sloppy kisses than bite you, the most dangerous part of her, her bullwhip tail—at least until somebody threatened Jess.

         Someone whistled outside, a few soft bars of “Ramblin’ Man,” and that was the sign Mason had been waiting for. He set down the baseball bat and stepped out of the shadows and over to the galley door. Nudged it open to let Lucy slip out, just as Jess set her duffel bag down on the fish hatch behind the wheelhouse.

         Instantly, the dog was all over Jess, tail wagging and tongue everywhere, leaping up to lick her face as though it had been months since last contact, when by Mason’s calculation they’d said their farewells no more than twelve hours ago. But maybe Lucy could sense when Jess was putting herself in danger; she’d whined and paced by the door most of the night, staring balefully at Mason as though it was his fault that she wasn’t allowed on the raid.

         “Oh, I missed you, girl,” Jess was saying, bending over to scratch behind Lucy’s ears. “I missed you, yes, I did.”

         She was still dressed for the raid: tactical pants and a Kevlar vest over a dark sweater, her long hair tied back in a ponytail, and Mason could see fatigue in the way she hoisted her duffel bag again and brought it toward where he stood in the cabin doorway.

         “I thought you’d be asleep,” she said.

         “I was,” he replied. “The dog heard you coming.”

         She leaned in to kiss him, and then she stepped back again and looked him over, skeptical. “You’re still wearing the same clothes as the last time I saw you, Burke.”

         “I didn’t say I wanted to sleep,” he said, stepping aside so she could walk into the galley. “But I slept all the same.”

         He followed her into the cabin, where she stood at the captain’s chair to unbuckle her vest and pull out the elastic from her hair. She was beautiful, and he was glad to see her, and glad she was all right.

         “How did it go?” he asked, and she shrugged and half sat on the captain’s chair and leaned down to untie her boots.

         “We got Collier,” she said. “Plenty of product.”

         “That’s good,” he said.

         She didn’t look up. “Yeah.”

         Mason studied her, watched her unlace her boots for a beat. He worried about Jess on nights like tonight, wondered if it was still maybe a little bit early for Sheriff Hart to be sending her off into the really nitty-gritty stuff.

         But Makah County was starved for good deputies, and Jess had passed the exam, same as Tyner Gillies and the rest, and the VA doc in Port Angeles had given her his blessing. Who was Mason to second-guess?

         “You feel okay out there?” he asked.

         Jess kicked off her boots. Leaned back and ran her hands through her hair, blew out a long breath. “I felt fine,” she said. “Felt good. Felt like I maybe finally know what I’m doing.”

         “That’s good,” Mason said.

         “Yeah.” Jess pulled the sweater over her head. Then she nodded toward the settee. “You going to make up a bed for us, Burke, or what?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         The bed took some doing to fit together just right, being as it was just the dining table removed from its stanchions and notched in between the bench seats of the settee. Burke set to work on it as Jess rummaged around in a locker for a bottle. Poured two fingers each of Old Grand-Dad and slipped off the rest of her fighting kit; she handed him his glass and reached for his belt buckle.

         “You’re overdressed,” she said. “Hell, Burke, you’re a mess. You had all night to get ready for me.”

         He sipped the bourbon and let her work on the buttons on his shirt. “You’re absolutely right,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

         “Yeah, we’ll see.” She pulled the shirt over his head, exposing broad shoulders and plenty of muscle; even out of prison, Burke stuck to his jailhouse workout routine, and the carpentry job didn’t hurt. “We’ll see how sorry you are.”

         She was amped up, still wired; she could feel it. The adrenaline from the raid was still coursing through her body, searching for an outlet, and Burke was going to have to deal with it. Not that he’d mind, she figured.

         It hadn’t even been much of a raid, all things considered. Textbook. Nothing like the raids she’d pulled before, over there. She’d come back amped from those raids too, and no outlet, at least until her friend Afia died. After that, Jess was as numb after the killing as she had been before, no matter how many rounds she fired in between.

         But this was different, and Jess knew it, as she pushed Burke back onto the fishing boat’s crummy galley bed and Lucy made her usual break for the privacy of the fo’c’sle. Burke was different. It wasn’t just the release of tension drawing Jess to the man who was now pulling her down on top of him; it was fear, too, that one day she’d find some way to lose him, same as she’d lost her best friend, and her husband.

         This was a celebration of life, and Burke seemed to know it too. He held her close and tight and firm, and his lips barely left her skin, as hers never left his. Her fatigue seemed to disappear. Burke rose up to meet her, and Jess leaned down and pulled him closer, and the boat rocked on the water beneath them and tugged on its lines, and neither of them cared at all.

         
              

         

         Afterward, they lay silent on their backs in the dark, their fingers entwined, both laughing as Lucy slunk back up from the fo’c’sle to resume her position curled up beside the bed.

         “Thanks for watching my dog,” Jess said. She nudged Burke a little, so he knew she was teasing, but it wasn’t necessary. The dog belonged to Jess, but she was Burke’s too, and Jess didn’t ever plan to make Lucy choose between them.

         “You might have to start paying me for it,” Burke replied. “I’ve been asking around. Dog sitting’s a lucrative business.”

         Now she elbowed him harder. “You’re compensated just fine.”

         “Is that what this is? Compensation?”

         Jess hesitated, the smile fading from her lips. She knew Burke was joking, but there was a kernel of truth to the question, besides, and Jess knew he had cause to ask it.

         She’d been avoiding the question, and others like it, pretty well since Burke stepped off the bus back to Michigan and decided he liked the idea she’d proposed to him, that he stick around Makah County a little longer and they’d maybe give romance a try.

         It wasn’t that she didn’t love Burke. It was just that she’d been married before, to Ty, her high school sweetheart, felt these same feelings, love and infatuation and blind, unbridled optimism. Her closest non-romantic relationship had felt familiar too, her best friend Afia, and in the end, both Afia and Ty had died, and died violently, and somewhere inside, Jess knew that she was partly to blame.

         She wasn’t sure she was ready to risk being hurt again. Though she knew, if anyone, she would risk it for Burke.

         
              

         

         But Burke hadn’t asked her to risk anything yet, not outright. So they danced around the topic and forded the awkward silences and tried to pretend like there was nothing they were leaving unsaid.

         Tried to pretend like that new house of Jess’s wouldn’t be finished, sooner or later, and that when it was done, those questions they weren’t asking wouldn’t be harder to ignore.

         Beside her, Burke said nothing, and he didn’t sigh or pout like another man might have done; he seemed to understand what she was thinking, and she knew he would give her all the time in the world if she asked for it.

         Jess rolled over and snuggled up against him, threw her arm over the expanse of his chest and pressed herself as close as she could to the warmth of his body.

         “I’m sorry,” she said.

         Burke pulled her closer. “No need to be sorry,” he said. “No need at all.” And she took him at his word, closed her eyes, and let herself relax, drift off toward sleep, though she sensed how Burke lay there, staring up at the ceiling as the first hint of daylight appeared in the cabin windows, and she knew he was awake and would likely stay that way now, and she knew, too, that she couldn’t dodge the hard questions forever, whether Burke was asking or not.

      

   


   
      
         
            THREE

         

         It was nearly a week after the Collier raid when Mason Burke first laid eyes on the man who would wind up dead on Shipwreck Point.

         Mason dropped in on Chase Ogilvy’s marine supply store on Main Street, downtown Deception, hoping Ogilvy’s three messy aisles might spare him a drive to Port Angeles. He carried a shopping list, courtesy of Joe Clifford, and he’d brought a young guy named Rengo along with him. Clifford needed a good tarp and a new drill bit for the work on Jess’s place, and Chris Rengo needed work; Mason figured the kid might as well help out a bit, stay out of trouble.

         Trouble was where Mason and Jess had found Rengo four or five months back, at the ass end of a rough logging road, guarding a collection of trailers and assorted trash that had once belonged to Jess’s late husband. Rengo fancied himself a cook, though whether he’d actually produced any methamphetamine of his own, Mason couldn’t be sure. The kid was bone skinny and carried himself like the guys Mason had known in prison—young and probably good-hearted, overwhelmed by circumstance, determined not to be prey in an ecosystem stocked with predators.

         Mostly, kids like Rengo didn’t make it inside. They caved to the men who were bigger, rougher, older, and if they were lucky, they lived long enough to become hard themselves, brittle and truly dangerous. If they were unlucky, they broke before they had the chance.

         Lucy liked Rengo, anyway. And Rengo liked Lucy, looked at her like a kid would, all pretense of toughness disappeared from his eyes. Watching the two of them together, Mason had decided he couldn’t just leave Rengo to fend for himself in the forest. Figured he might as well try and make a difference in the young man’s life, step in at a time when nobody had done the same for him.

         To date, Rengo hadn’t proved to be much of a builder. But he showed up every morning, and he worked hard and didn’t talk back to Joe Clifford or Mason, and Mason was starting to realize he liked having the kid around. He didn’t have many friends in Deception Cove, and Rengo—ten, twelve years his junior, rash and excitable to Mason’s prison-honed calm—was one of the few who’d even bothered to make an effort so far.

         Anyway, it turned out Chase Ogilvy had plenty of tarps, but he didn’t have the drill bit, and Mason was dragging Rengo away from the rifles displayed behind the counter, already dreading the hour-plus return trip to the lumberyard in Port Angeles, when Brock Boyd rolled past the store in a chromed-out Cadillac SUV, and even Rengo looked up from the Remingtons to stare.

         “Holy shit,” the younger man said. “Boyd’s back.”

         “You know that guy?” Mason asked as he followed Rengo out to Jess’s old Chevy Blazer. “Whoever’s driving that rig?”

         Rengo stared down Main Street to where the Cadillac was backing into a parking space outside Rosemary Marshall’s nameless diner, and the neighboring Cobalt Pub.

         “That looks like Bad Boyd’s truck to me,” Rengo said, and he started down the sidewalk. “Let’s go see.”

         The kid was halfway to the Cadillac by the time Mason got the tarps stashed in the back of the Blazer, and Mason glanced at his watch as he climbed into the driver’s seat, not wanting to waste any more of a good workday with Jess’s place still many weeks from completion.

         He coasted down the block toward where the Cadillac was parked and pulled around the far side of the SUV to find Rengo engaged in an animated, one-sided conversation with a man who might well have been a movie idol.

         He was tall and broad shouldered and handsome, his straw-colored hair worn longer than was typical in Deception, the kind of haircut that probably cost fifty dollars and came with a free scalp massage. The man wore a fitted leather motorcycle jacket, looked brand-new, and those jeans people bought to make it look like they’d been working, though Mason could tell that this guy, in those jeans, was no carpenter.

         In fact, Mason might indeed have mistaken the man for an actor or something, some kind of real celebrity, were it not for the thin white scar down the side of his cheek, and the clear and obvious fact that his nose had been broken, likely multiple times.

         Mason rolled down the Blazer’s window. “Rengo,” he called. “We’ve got places to be.”

         Rengo waved him off. “Come on out here a sec, Burke,” he replied. “Want you to meet someone.”

         The man, whoever he was, looked markedly less thrilled to have come across Rengo than vice versa. He looked down at the kid with undisguised impatience, and there was an air about him that suggested this whole situation wasn’t unfamiliar.

         Mason sighed and killed the engine, climbed out of the truck as Rengo stepped back from the newcomer, beaming and gesturing like he was auctioning a prize horse.

         “Mason Burke, meet Bad Boyd,” the kid said. “Closest thing our shit-ass town ever had to a bona fide celebrity.”

         So there: he was famous, and as Mason came closer, he pegged Boyd for a pro athlete. He was taller than Mason, for one thing—and that was no small feat. Built out too. And he carried himself in a certain way: precise, economical. No wasted movement as he stepped forward, hand outstretched, a politician’s smile everywhere but his eyes.

         “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Burke,” Boyd said, and his grip was firm. He looked Mason in the eye, and Mason met his gaze and held it, as tough as that was. He’d spent almost half his life in a place where eye contact was a challenge, an invitation to fight, and even now, six months out of prison, he was still trying to teach himself a new code.

         “Burke was in prison too,” Rengo said, catching both men off guard. Boyd dropped the handshake; his smile flickered a little, and there was something underneath, a glimpse of the real man behind the facade.

         “Murder,” Rengo said, grinning at Boyd. “First degree, right, Burke?”

         Now it was Mason’s turn to feel like the specimen on display. He started, “Kid—”

         “Where’d you do your time?” Boyd asked, interrupting. “Wasn’t Coyote Ridge, was it? I’d remember you.”

         Mason hesitated. The integrity of the upright guides them, he thought, but the unfaithful are destroyed by their duplicity.

         He’d resolved when he came out of prison that he’d be open and honest about his life when he talked about it, take responsibility for what he’d done and own up to the punishment he’d endured. He forced himself to take ownership, even when it was hard.

         But this? This sounded like bragging.

         “I was back in Michigan,” he told Boyd. “Upstate. The Chippewa pen.”

         Boyd nodded. “How long?”

         “Fifteen years,” Mason told him, and Boyd whistled. “Been out about six months now.”

         “Well, hell,” Boyd said, grinning. “Compared to you, Burke, I’m just a baby. Served three and a half and I about lost my mind.”

         “It’s tough,” Mason agreed.

         They let that sit for a beat, Boyd still nodding and smiling and sizing Mason up, Rengo grinning like a fool between the two of them, and finally Mason figured he might as well ask, figured Boyd was waiting for it, figured this was what conversation between ex-cons was supposed to look like.

         Figured it wasn’t much different from the way conversation was like on the inside.

         “What’d you go in for?” he asked, and Boyd smiled wider.

         “Hell, it was nothing like murder,” he said. “It was just a little bit of dogfighting.”

         
              

         

         “He’s a hockey player,” Rengo said as Mason drove, tight-lipped, up Main Street toward the highway. “Was a hockey player, anyway, until the dog stuff happened.”

         The dog stuff.

         Mason didn’t say anything. Didn’t trust himself to speak, didn’t know what he would say, but it wouldn’t be pleasant. He’d seen how Lucy’d looked, the day the lady from the rescue agency brought her into the prison for training; the dog had been terrified, pitiful, too scared to come out of her cage, even.

         It was men like Boyd who had done that, instilled the fear in her, and Mason had worked hard to cure Lucy of it. To hear the rescue lady tell it, Lucy had been one of the lucky ones; they’d found dogs in that fighting ring that had been treated so savagely there’d been no choice but to put them down.

         Dog stuff, Mason thought. Just a little bit of dogfighting.

         “He was a damn good hockey player too. Scored eighty points in the show one year, plus he could fight.” Rengo was rambling, happy, watching trees pass by the window without a goddamn clue. “A guy like that—tough guy, good hands—hell, he could have been a Hall of Famer. And then…”

         Rengo trailed off, clucked his teeth like it was some kind of tragedy, and Mason busied himself concentrating on the road. Hoped the kid would run out his spiel and shut up for a change, put Bad Brock Boyd in the rearview.

         The kid seemed to catch his expression. “Aw, hell, Burke,” he said. “It’s not like that; you don’t have to worry. Boyd wouldn’t do anything to Lucy.”

         Mason kept driving. Winding two-lane road, the Pacific Ocean visible in glimpses through the forest, the truck’s engine revving coming out of the corners.

         He focused on the road, on the turns of the highway. On the feel of the steering wheel in his hands.

         “You’re right,” he said finally. “He won’t.”

      

   


   
      
         
            FOUR

         

         Mason was alone the second time he met Boyd. No Rengo, no Lucy. A rainy day, and Joe Clifford’s wonky back starting to ail him, so they’d agreed to take an off day at the jobsite and just rest and relax some. Jess was at work, with Lucy riding shotgun in a Makah County cruiser, so Mason more or less had the day to himself.

         He’d eaten breakfast at Rosemary’s, two eggs over easy, sausage and hash browns, a cup of black coffee, in the corner booth. Then he’d browsed for a while in Chase Ogilvy’s marine supply store, shot the breeze about the weather and the Mariners and the state of Joe Clifford’s boat. And Mason had wandered around town awhile, thought of dropping in on Hank Moss at the motel, just to say hello. Besides Rengo, Hank was about the only friend Mason had in Deception; the rest of the town seemed to still regard him as an outsider at best, and at worst, as the man who’d helped murder three of Deception’s sons.

         Mason figured the average citizen probably saw him as a convicted killer from back east who’d somehow sunk his hooks into the town’s decorated war hero, but either way, he’d grown used to eating his meals alone, to the slow sidelong glances in his direction, the hushed voices. To the people who saw him coming and quickly crossed the street.

         He was alone in Deception, more or less, but as long as Mason Burke had Jess Winslow, and Lucy, he figured he’d be just fine.

         He wound up back at the Nootka, curled up on the settee with the stove running and a book in his hand, rain spattering against the wheelhouse window and the harbor outside a monochrome of gray sky and black water and faded reds and blues. He tried to read but couldn’t fully focus, caught himself looking up every page or so, thinking the dog should be snoozing at his feet somewhere, but of course the dog was with Jess and Mason was alone, so he spent the afternoon alternately reading and watching the rain.

         Until he heard the footsteps on the wharf outside.

         There wasn’t much of a fishing fleet in Deception Cove anymore, certainly not many boats that were operational, and visitors down Mason’s stretch of dock were rare. He set down his book and listened—heavy boot steps on wet lumber—and he slid off the settee and reached for the baseball bat, just in case, slipped on his boots, and pushed open the top half of the Dutch door in back of the wheelhouse to see who was coming, and why.

         The visitor was Brock Boyd. The hockey player was dressed for the weather, his motorcycle jacket replaced by a fancy hiker’s raincoat in electric orange. Mason watched Boyd scan the dock, read the name on the stern of Joe Clifford’s boat, and look up toward the wheelhouse. Watched him see Mason and smile, raise his hand in greeting. “Burke,” he said. “They told me I’d find you here.”

         “Guess they were right,” Mason replied. “What can I do for you, Mr. Boyd?”

         The too-friendly smile only widened. “Brock, please,” he said. “Hell, call me Boyd if it suits you. Was wondering if you might want to go up to the Cobalt, drink a beer together. Trade war stories, kind of thing.”

         Mason shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

         “You busy?” Boyd asked. “Some other time, then. Hell, maybe you’ve got a bottle on that boat of yours, save us the trip up the dock.”

         Mason realized he was still holding tight to the bat. “That’s not going to work for me,” he told Boyd. “Not here or the Cobalt, I’m afraid.”

         Boyd studied him, from out in the rain on that dock in his expensive designer raingear, eyeing Mason like he wasn’t sure what to make of him, his smile fading slightly, and the rain wreaking havoc on his haircut.

         “Some other time, then,” he said again. “Listen, Burke, I’d really like to talk. Maybe you’ve heard, but I’m not the most popular man in this town, not anymore, and I doubt very much that you are either. Seems to me we could both use a friend.”

         Mason forced himself to hold the man’s gaze. Wished he could see another way out of this but figured he was better off cutting Boyd loose right here and now instead of letting this fester.

         “I won’t ever be your friend, Boyd,” he told the dogfighter. “I don’t mean any offense, but that’s just how it is.”

         Boyd opened his mouth to reply. Closed it again. He blinked.

         “You’re shutting me down?” he said finally. “What am I, not rough enough for you, Burke? Because I’ll tell you, I never killed anybody, but—”

         “It’s the dogfighting,” Mason replied. “I don’t think you and I could ever find common ground, not if you’re the type to find sport in that kind of thing.”

         Boyd stared at him, still partway smiling, incredulous. And Mason figured there was no point in prolonging the conversation any further.

         “No offense,” he told Boyd. “But I reckon I’ve said all I need to. Good luck, Mr. Boyd.”

         He leaned out, took the top half of the Dutch door, and closed it. Set the bat against the bottom half and kicked off his boots, returning to the settee. Picked up his book and opened it to his page, stared at the words but didn’t read anything, not until he’d heard Bad Boyd’s boots beat a tattoo on the wharf boards, the dogfighter retreating to dry land again.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “You couldn’t just pretend to be nice to him, Burke?” Jess asked later, propped up on her elbow in bed—her bed, this time—watching Burke’s face as he relayed the story.

         Burke shook his head. “I just don’t like him,” he told her. “I don’t like what he stands for, or what he’s done in his life. There’s no point in pretending otherwise.”

         Jess exhaled, rolled onto her back. Looked up at the ceiling—Hank Moss’s best room, and still the odd stain up there. Hank had offered her a sweetheart deal on the room, so she’d taken it; she liked Hank, for one thing, and she liked having a space of her own, somewhere she and Lucy could be alone if she wanted, where she could work on the exercises the VA doc had assigned her, mindfulness stuff to go along with the therapy, some way to move on from Afghanistan—and move on from Afia, specifically.

         Whatever Burke thought about their separate living arrangements, he didn’t complain, and Jess knew he wouldn’t. He’d have gone back to Michigan if he believed it was best for her and the dog.

         Instead, he was here in her bed, his powerful body stretched out beneath a tangle of sheets, one strong arm wrapped around her, pulling her close enough that she could feel his heart beating, steady, in his chest.

         “Seems like you know a lot about the guy for someone who never struck me as a hockey fan,” Jess said, lifting her head slightly to study Burke’s face. “How’d you get caught up so fast?”

         Burke let out his breath. “Rengo introduced us the other day,” he said. “Seemed mighty proud of the both of us, how we’d both spent time inside.”

         Jess laughed. “Rengo,” she said. As far as she was concerned, it was one of Burke’s best qualities, how he’d more or less adopted the kid, found him something to do, brought him out of the woods and into some semblance of civilized life.

         Burke had never had that kind of help, Jess knew, and she knew, too, how it was important to him that he give back to someone what he’d learned in prison. She knew he hoped to help kids like Rengo, kids like he’d been, hoped to guide them away from the choices he’d made.

         She liked Rengo too, skinny and scrawny and fierce and good-hearted. She suspected that Burke got nearly as much from their time together as the kid did.

         But Burke wasn’t laughing. And Jess knew Burke was right, knew he couldn’t pretend to get along with Boyd. He wasn’t the type to blow smoke up anyone’s ass; he valued honesty above just about anything, and she admired him for it, but damn him, there were times when a little white lie wouldn’t hurt.

         “Well, he’s not Kirby Harwood,” Jess told him. “Could be he’s just trying to rebuild his life and do better, just like you, Burke. You ever think about that?”

         Burke thought about it. Then he grumbled. “I just wish he’d go about doing it in some other town,” he said.

         Jess laughed. Leaned up and kissed his lips, the line of his jaw.

         “Well, you’re going to have to learn to coexist,” she told him. “This far out in the hinterlands, that’s just how it works sometimes.”
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