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CHAPTER 1



Max Rupert laced his fingers behind his head and settled into his pillow to await the ghosts. He knew that Mikhail Vetrov would be lurking on the other side of sleep. It had been three and a half years since he had shoved Mikhail through that hole in the ice, and very few nights had gone by where the memory of that killing didn’t come to visit him.


In dreams, Max still had the short hair and clean-shaven face of a homicide detective, but that face was long gone. Max hadn’t shaved or cut his hair since the day he started his exile, so now his beard reached to his chest and his hair fell in a ponytail between his shoulder blades. Living alone in the woods, Max found that unkempt look fitting.


But there were other changes that didn’t sit so well with Max. His eyes seemed empty, and his cheeks had grown thin. At forty-five years old he felt too young for the tiny lines that now fanned out from his eyes and creased the edges of his mouth. And his features seemed to sag a touch, as though something inside of him, something dark and heavy, weighed him down with years that he had not yet lived.


But those parts of Max that he’d hoped might change as the years went by—his heart, his conscience—clung stubbornly to the past. He had shut himself away from the world to face his reckoning, willing to accept forgiveness or retribution in equal measure, but after three and a half years, he had found neither. His reclamation had become stagnant.


But was he really isolated?


Max’s cabin was a small A-frame that had been in his family for more than a century. To the west lay a lake. To the south and north, Max could walk for miles and see no other human. But to the east, a thin trail snaked through the pines connecting his cabin to the county blacktop that ran south to Grand Rapids, Minnesota, a town of about ten thousand souls. So long as he could simply drive into Grand Rapids to resupply, his exile seemed destined to fail.


That failure had been on his mind on his last trip into town when he ran into Lyle Voight. What had it been, a week? Ten days? Time was unreliable at the cabin: minutes lingered, days lasted for weeks, and months disappeared into a fog. But Lyle had helped him put his finger on the problem: Max had been cheating. He needed to live like a true hermit, with no electricity, no running water, no trips into town. Lyle’s remark had been offhand, but it touched a nerve.


Max had met Lyle five years earlier, when Lyle was sheriff of Itasca County and the first to respond to Max’s 911 call the night his brother Alexander passed away at the cabin, a night Max still tried not to think about. And while they weren’t close, Lyle, a quiet man in his sixties with thick hands and thin gray hair, remained the only person in Grand Rapids that Max recognized by face.


On that recent trip to town, Max had just exited the Super One Foods carrying two paper bags filled with soups, and canned vegetables, and meat, when he saw Lyle in the parking lot, sitting in the cab of his pickup truck, tapping a finger on the steering wheel to the faint sound of music. Max had never been one to talk to himself, at least not out loud, so since moving to the cabin he had rarely said more than a few words a week, usually only a mumbled thank-you in the checkout lane of the Super One—and as his beard and hair grew longer, folks seemed just fine with not talking to him. But because Lyle had parked right beside Max’s SUV, Max felt obliged to at least say hello.


Lyle wore a beat-up ball cap and a frayed blue-jean jacket instead of his sheriff’s uniform. When he saw Max, Lyle turned down his radio and leaned out the truck’s window. “Hey, Max.”


Max opened the back of his Jeep Cherokee and put his bags inside. “Working up the gumption to go in?” Max asked, trying to sound more lighthearted than he felt. The words were like gravel in his mouth.


“Waiting for my daughter and grandson. They’re grabbing candy for the trick-or-treaters. I swear, we’d save a ton if we just bought a bag for the kid and called it a day.”


Max cleared his throat before he spoke again. “Yeah, but where’s the fun in that?”


“I suppose.”


Even before he had retreated to the cabin, Max disliked chitchat, but now it seemed a painful thing. Still, despite the overwhelming urge to get in his car and go, Max couldn’t bring himself to be rude to the one man in town who could call him by name. So he leaned on Lyle’s rear fender and tried to come up with something to say. In the bed of the truck lay two enormous pumpkins. “You planning on doing some carving later?”


Lyle smiled. “It’s kind of a family tradition. Me and the grandson do the jack-o’-lanterns, then I take him trick-or-treating. I used to wear my sheriff’s uniform. That was costume enough for the kid, but now that I lost the election…” His words trailed off.


Max knew that there had been an election—he’d seen the lawn signs—but he hadn’t heard that Lyle had lost. He shook his head. “Voters can be a fickle bunch.”


“I guess I’ll just be Grandpa this year.” Lyle took off his cap and ran a hand through his thinning hair. “Truth is, I kind of feel… I don’t know. I’m not sure what to do with my time anymore. I walk around all antsy, like there’re just too many minutes in a day.” Then he smiled to himself. “If it were only me, I’d move out to the woods and become a hermit like you, but Meredith would have my head.”


Until that moment, Max had never thought of himself as a hermit, a word that conjured up a crazy man in rags, living in a cave, eating bugs. Sure, he had let his beard and hair grow, but he still bathed, and clipped his toenails, and brushed his teeth. His cabin was sound and well insulated, with electric heat and appliances and a beautiful view of a lake.


That’s when it dawned on him that his exile—his attempt at penance—was the kind of existence that some people paid good money to experience.


Something caught Lyle’s attention and he turned to look at a woman and child walking toward them. The woman, in her midthirties, wore the tired face of a mother nearing the end of a long day. Her gray sweatshirt had a large chocolate stain just left of center, and her black hair fell in looping strands from the remnant of a bun atop her head. She pushed a cart of groceries with one hand and held her son’s hand with the other.


“There’s my crew now,” Lyle said, stepping out of the truck. He walked to the back and opened the tailgate. “You ever met my daughter?”


“Not that I remember.”


“Max, this is Sandy.” Lyle began lifting bags of groceries from the cart, nestling them next to the pumpkins.


The woman smiled but it didn’t reach her eyes. She had the lithe body of a runner, with strong cheeks and dark eyes that gave her a look of quiet confidence. Max held out his hand. “Max Rupert,” he said.


Lyle said, “He’s that detective I told you about, the one living north of town?”


Sandy looked like she had no idea what Lyle was talking about, but shook hands with Max anyway, her eyes narrowing slightly as though trying to find a big-city homicide detective behind the flop of hair and beard. “Nice to meet you,” she said. Her hand was soft and warm, and her fingers gave a light squeeze as she wrapped them around Max’s hand.


“And that little bugger there…” Lyle pointed at the boy, maybe five or six years old, who stood behind his mother. “That’s my Pip Squeak.”


The boy tucked his face into his mother’s leg as if to hide. It was official—Max had a face that could scare children. Maybe Lyle’s hermit comment wasn’t that far-fetched after all. Max would have preferred to ignore the boy, but his apprehension bothered Max. He didn’t want the child to have nightmares about the scary man he’d met at the grocery store. Slowly, Max squatted down to be eye to eye. “Your grandpa tells me you have quite the gift for carving pumpkins,” Max improvised.


The boy remained silent.


“What are you going to be for Halloween?” Max asked.


When he didn’t answer, Sandy patted the boy’s head and said, “It’s okay, Pip. You can tell him.”


The boy looked to his grandfather too before answering in a voice so small that Max could barely hear it. “A pirate.”


“A pirate,” Max said, his voice cracking as he tried a whimsical lift to his words. He softly cleared his throat again. “That is a great costume.”


Pip looked at Max as though he still wanted him to go away.


Max tried one more time. “Do you know what a pirate’s favorite letter of the alphabet is?”


The boy gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head.


“It’s the letter arrrrrrrrr.” Max sold the joke by scrunching up the side of his face and pinching one eye shut. Pip’s cheek twitched and then a wispy smile fought its way through his bashfulness. Max smiled back, content in his small victory.


Max stood and nodded. “It was nice meeting you both. Lyle.” He held out his hand and gave the old sheriff’s hand a shake.


The first thing he noticed, on his half-hour drive home, was a feeling of warmth in his chest. Lightness. His face wore the remnants of a smile. Max thought back; had he smiled since retreating to the cabin? He didn’t think so. He wasn’t supposed to be happy. He had gone there to be alone, to be forsaken by the world. This seemed all wrong.


The cacophony of pleasantries from that day brought his hypocrisy into sharp focus. The grocery bags in the back of the SUV held wild rice soup and ribeye steaks. Apparently Purgatory came with fresh cuts of meat. No wonder atonement remained beyond his reach. Then he thought about Lyle’s words: If it were just me, I’d become a hermit like you.


But Max wasn’t a hermit—not yet. The solution seemed both obvious and elegant.


First thing the next morning, Max drove to town and had his electricity shut off. When he arrived back at the cabin, he went to work preparing for his deprivation. He buried two coolers in the crawl space beneath the cabin to store what vegetables he had already and those he intended to grow. He dug a hole outside where he would lay his refrigerator to hold frozen meat once winter came. He fixed the old hand pump in the front yard so he could have water. His main source of food would be the fish, so he rowed out every morning and cast a line until he caught enough for the day. By the sixth day, he had grown sick of eating fish.


Max’s father had left him two guns when he died, a twenty-two-caliber rifle and a twenty-gauge shotgun; they were among the few possessions Max had brought to the cabin. He hadn’t used either since he’d hunted with his father as a teenager, back before his father’s drinking had affixed him to the cushions of the living room furniture. Max had never actually shot anything on those outings, but he had watched his father. He believed he remembered enough of how to skin a rabbit or field dress a pheasant to make a go of it now.


On the seventh day of his hermitage, he decided to hunt down some red meat, choosing the twenty-two for that outing.


He stepped into the woods at daybreak, the air infused with the scent of wet tree bark, the world chilly and quiet beyond the crunch of pine needles under his boots. He walked south across land he had played on as a child, taking a path he and Jenni had walked the first time he’d brought her to the cabin. Some of the trees had already dropped their leaves for the fall, but most hadn’t. The brilliant yellow of the poplars and aspens mixed with the rust of the oaks and the bright red of the sumac. The woods looked like a child’s finger painting.


He carried the rifle into the state forest, no hunting license, the gun still registered to his father, and he considered the laws he was about to break. There was a time when rules meant everything to him. But Max was no longer that man—that much he knew. Who he had become remained lost in a fog.


After about an hour, Max leaned against a fallen tree, his gun at his side. He tried to remember what his father had taught him about hunting: Be patient, stay quiet, keep a keen eye out for movement. Max scanned the trees and was about to start walking again when he saw the rabbit, thirty yards out, moving carefully beneath the branches of a small pine.


Max raised the rifle butt to his shoulder and pressed his cheek to the stock, eyeing down the barrel to line up the front and rear sights. The rifle felt foreign in his hands after so many years carrying a pistol, and when he squeezed the trigger, the gun fired with a muffled pop.


He missed.


The rabbit turned and looked at Max. He had no idea whether the bullet went high, wide, or short, but he sighted on her and fired again. This time the rabbit collapsed, flipping onto her back, and something in Max’s stomach knotted up.


He plodded forward like a man in leg irons, and as he drew near he saw that the rabbit was still alive, blood oozing from a wound in her hip. Max should have put a second bullet into her right then, but he hesitated. The rabbit twitched and looked up toward Max, and he was sure that he saw fear and confusion in her eyes, as if she were asking, “Why?”


He finally pulled the trigger a third time. He squatted on one knee next to the rabbit, and pinched his eyes closed to fight back the tears. He wanted to throw up. What the hell was wrong with him? He had tied up a man and dropped him into a frozen lake, watched as his face disappeared into the darkness of the water, and had felt nothing. But a rabbit’s pain churned his gut and knotted his throat. How could a man be so utterly weak? If Jenni were still alive, she would see him for the pathetic wretch that he was, and be ashamed.


But if Jenni were still alive, he would never have had to execute Mikhail. How different his world would have been.


That night, he cooked the rabbit on a spit over the fire pit out front, the evening chill turning his breath white, and when he ate he could barely bring himself to swallow. But he did because the only thing worse than eating what he had killed would have been to let it go to waste. By the time he had finished his meal he understood that his attempt to live as a hermit had failed. He would go back to the electric company in the morning.


Across the lake, the setting sun blazed against the stratus clouds, as though the world beyond his land were on fire. Jenni would have pointed out the beauty in that glowing sky, in the dance of the trees as they swayed in the light breeze, their leaves drifting down to the lake, but all Max could see was the cold of another long winter gathering its strength.


He wished he hadn’t run into Lyle. He wished that he hadn’t felt the warmth of that woman’s hand or seen the simple courage in that little boy’s smile.


That night, under the glow of a short, fat candle, Max slid an oak log into the stove to prepare for the night. Then he climbed the steps to his bed in the loft. Outside, the thin clouds had parted and a full moon bathed the room in moonlight. He blew out his candle, climbed into bed, and stared at the ceiling to await the onset of dreams and nightmares that had become his nightly observance—unaware that the walls he had worked so hard to build around him were about to be breached.















CHAPTER 2



The man rode his bicycle west along the two-lane blacktop, the glow of the full moon lighting his way. The temperature had dropped to twenty-eight degrees, but the exercise of pedaling kept him warm beneath the black hoodie. He tried to focus on the small details of his trip: the cadence of his breath, the crunch of grit beneath his tires. It kept his mind busy, distracted from the terrible thing that he was about to do.


“Don’t obsess on the big picture,” his partner had said. “It’s just a series of small steps, one thing following another.”


One step at a time—the man liked that suggestion because it calmed his trembling nerves. Step one: Ride the bicycle from the motel room to her house, a route that took him out of Grand Rapids and across a bridge that spanned the Mississippi River. After the bridge, he took to the bike path next to the highway, twice hiding in the woods as cars passed by.


“You’ll have second thoughts,” his partner had said. “Don’t give in to them. Focus on the plan.”


After an hour, he turned onto the narrow road that led into the woods and to her house, the lane twisting its way through birch and pine. He passed three other houses on the way to hers, all of them set back far enough from the road that he could scarcely make out their shadowy silhouettes through the trees.


When he arrived at her driveway, he rolled the bike into the trees and knelt on the ground, his knees weak, his fingers trembling. A wave of misgivings churned his stomach. His little hiding spot smelled of mud and pine. Soft nettles covered the ground beneath him, and the sky above glittered with stars. The tranquil beauty of the night nearly brought him to tears. How had his life come to this?


He tried to think of the greater good—the ends that justified the means—but that kind of thinking only confused him, filling his head with questions he should have asked but hadn’t. One step at a time, he thought. Follow the plan.


The house had been built in the seventies and had a picture window at the front flanked by two single-hung windows with no screens. His partner had promised that the window on the left had warped years ago, preventing the lock from setting. The man pulled a ski mask down to cover his face and slipped on a pair of thin gloves.


He had been assured that there would be no dog, and so far there wasn’t. At the window, he ran a finger along the sash. A tiny voice whispered that this was the point of no return, but in truth, he had stepped beyond that point months ago. He gave the window a little push, but it didn’t move.


Had his partner been wrong? Had someone fixed the bow? Reset the lock? It was too dark to see inside, to know for certain. Maybe this was his way out. How could he be at fault if the window couldn’t be opened? With all the tools in his rucksack, he’d never thought to bring a flashlight. That wasn’t part of the plan. If he could just see the latch, be certain that it had been fixed… No, that wouldn’t fly. He would not be forgiven for his failure. He had to see it through, one way or another.


He thought about using the knife he carried to drive the window upward, but that would leave a mark, which might alter the narrative. He tried again with his fingers, applying so much pressure that spikes of pain shot down through his knuckles and into his palms. He was about to let up when the window gave way and slid an inch, issuing a squeak like the chirp of a bird.


He paused, waiting for movement or a light turning on inside the house. Nothing happened.


Using his wrists as levers, and then his forearms, he pressed the window slowly upward until he was sure he could fit his six-foot-two frame through. He reached inside to see if anything lay in his way and felt a potted plant. He moved it to the side.


He shrugged off his rucksack of supplies, leaned it against the outside wall of the house, and stepped one leg inside. He had to duck his head and twist his torso to fit himself through the opening. Once inside, he paused again to listen. He was in her world now, and it smelled of scented candles. The carpeting beneath his feet was hers, Berber, a light color that, once his eyes adjusted, helped him distinguish between furniture and the path to her bedroom. Somewhere in the darkness a clock ticked.


His heart beat hard against the walls of his chest as he lifted his rucksack through the window and carefully unzipped it, muffling the sound by pinching the slider between his thumb and index finger. He removed the knife from the sack, his palms sweating beneath his gloves. He unsheathed it and turned it so that the blade caught the moonlight.


He had accomplished step one. Now on to step two.















CHAPTER 3



Her door stood partially open, and he watched her for a minute, pretty in her slumber, a far cry from the demon that had been described. But then again, if someone had snuck into his own mother’s bedroom when he was a child, would they have seen malevolence in the soft contours of her face? Her cruelty often came with a smile, so the man knew well how a demon could hide behind a disguise.


A memory of his mother came to him as he stood outside of the woman’s door. It had been the year after his father’s death, so he would have been eleven. A teacher caught him cheating on a math test, copying answers from the girl who sat beside him. He had been sent home with a note for his mother to sign, and when she read the note, she had lost her mind. She’d called him a thief and a thug, as though he had beat the girl up to get her answers. But what stung the most was when she told him that he was a no-good miscreant.


He’d had to look up the word miscreant to understand. He was only eleven and she had already made up her mind about him. How could any woman do that? Children should be protected by their mothers—and when that didn’t happen, then children needed to be protected from their mothers. He shook the memory away. The last thing he needed was another distraction. He raised the knife and quietly slid the door open.


Once inside her bedroom, he closed the door behind him, locking it with a muted click. Moonlight streaming through slatted blinds cut the room into ribbons, and up close she didn’t look anything like his mother. She had dark hair that fell softly across her face, and as he stood over her, a small line formed between her dark eyebrows as though she were having a bad dream. If she only knew.


He stepped beside the bed, held the knife where she would see it, and clapped his hand over her mouth.


The woman opened her eyes and for a couple seconds just stared at him. Was he part of her dream? Then, as he had expected, she screamed into his gloved hand, her eyes fixed on the glint of moon reflecting off his knife.


“Shut up!” The words were both a yell and a whisper. “I won’t hurt you, but you have to be quiet.”


She didn’t obey. She was disoriented—terrified. She tried to pull away, sinking her head into her pillow as if that held some route for escape. She swung her right hand at his face and he jumped on top of her, straddling her chest and arms to stop her from moving. “I’m not going to hurt you, but you need to shut up right now.”


He could feel her chest heaving beneath him, and he squeezed his hand harder against her mouth to stop her from turning her head. He pressed the flat side of the blade to her throat and saw understanding pass behind her eyes. She stopped struggling but remained stiff.


After a few seconds of silence, the man loosened his hand from her mouth, a sign of good faith. She didn’t scream.


“What… what are you… gonna do?”


“Not what you think,” he said in a low, gravelly whisper.


Her breath came and went in shallow spurts. She looked up at him with big, fearful eyes—a damsel in distress, and he was the cause.


The woman spoke with a quaver of fear in her voice. “My boyfriend will be home soon.”


He smiled at her feeble attempt. “No. David won’t be home soon.”


She shuddered when she heard David’s name. He could use that fear to his advantage.


“Yes, I know his name. And I know that he works the night shift at the taconite plant in Hibbing. He’s there now and won’t be back until just before eleven. I’ve done my homework, so don’t insult me by underestimating me. You do exactly what I tell you to do and you’ll be fine. Step out of line just once and you will force me to do something I don’t want to.”


“What do you want?”


“Where’s your computer?”


She looked up at him in confusion then nodded toward a laptop on the floor in the corner. He got off her chest and stood next to the bed, the knife brandished between them. “Get dressed.”


The woman hesitated before getting out of bed, as though her modesty mattered in that moment. Then she slid out from beneath the blankets, wearing a T-shirt that covered to her thighs, and went to her closet for a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt. He watched to see that she didn’t grab anything she could use as a weapon. When she finished dressing, he put the laptop on the bed and told her to turn it on. She did as she was told, sitting on the edge of the bed as she typed.


They shared an awkward silence as they waited for the computer to warm up. He was hot under his ski mask and hoodie. His palms sweated beneath the gloves. He was glad that she couldn’t hear how loudly his heart was beating. When the computer came to life, he told her to access her bank account.


“What for?”


“Because I told you to.” He tried to put grit into his words, but they sounded weak to his own ear, so he tried something else: “Because I have a knife and you don’t.” She typed.


Once she pulled up the account, she turned the screen to him. She had over thirty-two grand in the bank, more than he had expected. He clicked back a couple of screens and saw on the bank’s website that its doors would open at eight a.m. He and the woman would have to spend some time alone as they waited. He came prepared for that.


“Call your office. Tell them you’re sick and won’t be in today.”


“What are you going to do? I don’t understand.”


“I’m not going to hurt you as long as you do what I say.”


“How do I know that?”


“If I came here to kill you, I would have done that already. If I came here to rape you…” He watched her eyes as she did the math, and she seemed to calm. Then he recited the lines he had practiced on the long bike ride over. “I am a thief. I’m here to take your money. That’s all. It’s what I do. In a little while, you’re going to drive to your bank and withdraw thirty thousand dollars in cash and bring it to me. I’m not taking all your money—I’ll leave you with enough for groceries and stuff—but I’m taking most of it.”


“I’ll write you a check right now,” she said.


The man almost chuckled. A check? How stupid did she think he was? “And when I go to cash that check, don’t you think I might have a problem? Not to mention security cameras. You think they’ll cash a check for thirty grand if I walk in wearing this ski mask? I’m going to rob you, but you’ll be bringing the money to me.”


He looked for signs that she believed that he would not hurt her, but saw none: no settling of the shoulders, no loosening of the worry lines around her eyes. He needed her to be scared, but hated making her so. She would never know how much he wanted to be anywhere other than where he was. His mother had been right about him.


“I know that you work at the vet clinic and that you start work at eight, so you need to call your office and leave a message that you aren’t feeling well. You’re taking a sick day.”


Her phone was plugged into a charger on her nightstand. She picked it up and turned it on. He watched closely as she touched a contact. She moved too quickly for the man to read the name of the contact identified as Poppy—not her employer.


The man grabbed the phone before the call went through, disconnecting it, and throwing the phone to the bed. He grabbed her by the hair, pushed her onto the bed and shoved her facedown into the brown satin comforter. He had gone out of his way to be polite, and this was how she repaid him?


“What did I say?” he hissed into her ear, his words emphatic and menacing. “You do what you’re told and I won’t hurt you. That was our agreement. You fuck with me like that again and all bets are off.”


She was crying, her shrieks muffled by the bedding. He had her attention.


“I know what your office number is. I told you, I did my homework. So who were you trying to call?”


She answered, but he couldn’t make out what she said, so he eased up on the fistful of her black hair and lifted her face out of the bedding.


“Who were you trying to call?”


“No one.”


He shoved her face back down. “Now you’re gonna lie to me? I thought you understood. This can go easy for you or it can go hard. It’s all in your hands. Who’s Poppy?”


He eased up again, but she said nothing. He was mad, and a little scared. She had tried to trick him, which meant that she didn’t believe he would carry out his threat—and if she didn’t believe he would hurt her, the plan wouldn’t work. He put the knife to her throat, the spine against her skin instead of the blade, and applied pressure. “I’ll kill you if you lie to me. And I’ll find out who you were calling and kill that person too. Now tell me!”


“My dad.” The words sputtered as she sobbed her confession. “I was calling my dad.”


The man let go of her hair, stepped back, and paced the floor as she cried. He had never been aggressive like that with a woman, and it made him want to throw up. He took a couple breaths to center his thoughts, and to take on a quieter, more calming tone—a parent exploiting a teachable moment. “I can’t stress enough how important it is that you obey me. In a little while I am going to have to trust you, and if I can’t trust you… well, things are gonna go badly.”


The woman turned, tears glistening on her cheeks. “I’m sorry. I’ll do what you want, I promise.”


He walked to the bed and sat next to her. “I need you to calm down and make that phone call. You need them to believe you. Can you do that for me?”


She nodded, and this time she dialed the correct number, leaving her message on an answering machine.


“Mark, I’m under the weather today. I don’t think I can make it in. Hopefully it’s just a bug. Sorry to leave you shorthanded, but it’s for the best. I don’t want to get everyone else sick. Talk to you later.”


After she disconnected the call, she looked up at the man as if seeking his approval. He gave her a nod. “See? All you have to do is follow my instructions.” Her eyes were red, her cheeks wet with tears, so the man pulled a tissue from a box on the nightstand and handed it to her. Then in his gentlest voice he said, “You need to stop crying.”


She looked up at him with what he thought might be appreciation, and she nodded. Maybe she finally believed him that this was nothing more than a business transaction. He had handed her a tissue. This wasn’t his fault; he was just doing his job.


Outside, the night sky was starting to give way to the encroachment of day. He had accomplished step two of the plan—get her to trust him. Now on to step three.


“Are you okay now?” he asked.


She nodded and blew her nose into the tissue.


“Can you show me a smile?”


She looked puzzled.


“I need you to look like nothing is wrong—like it’s just another day.”


She nodded and forced the corners of her lips up. It would have to do.


“That’s good.” He stood and stepped away from the bed. “Now, Sandy… it’s time to go wake up Pip.”















CHAPTER 4



Max was woken by the nightmare, the same one he’d been having for three years now. But this time, something had changed. He sat on the edge of his bed, trying to understand why his heart hammered so hard. He’d been on the frozen Canadian lake with Mikhail again, his hands and toes numb, the wind hitting his face like sandpaper. Night had fallen and he was turning the auger on the last of the eight holes he needed to drill to make an opening in the ice big enough to push a man through. He’d turned and turned the auger but the ice seemed to grow thicker beneath the dull blade. Mikhail lay tied up in the snow, laughing at Max.


Sometimes Max would argue with Mikhail in his dream, lay out the proof of Mikhail’s crime, only to have Mikhail deny what was so obviously true. Other times he would beg Mikhail to confess. Still others, he drilled his holes in the ice in complete silence, knowing that there could be only one outcome—Mikhail’s death.


This time, a small rabbit had watched as he dragged Mikhail to the hole, standing on her hind legs, her front paws folded together for warmth—or maybe in prayer. Max often woke before the moment he sank Mikhail through the hole, unwilling to relive those last few seconds, but on those nights when the dream persisted, he would push Mikhail through the hole only to see Jenni’s eyes looking back up at him.


But this dream was different from all the others, because as Max watched Mikhail sink, it wasn’t Jenni who looked up at him. It was a child.


Shaken, Max walked out of the bedroom as the first light of morning bled into the dark sky. He gripped the loft’s rail, closing his eyes and trying to conjure the exact image that had jolted him from sleep.


Did he know that child? Had he seen those eyes before?


Max thought about Lyle’s grandson. Were those Pip’s eyes in the frozen lake? They had to be. Max hadn’t had contact with any other child in years. Had their brief interaction meant that much?


The cabin had grown cold overnight, the fire in the woodstove never enough to keep the cabin warm. He returned to the bedroom and slipped into a flannel shirt and jeans, wool socks for his feet, before descending to load fresh wood into the stove on top of the embers of the oak log, barely breathing among the ashes.


It wasn’t Pip, he decided, but there was something familiar about the child’s eyes. Or had he made them familiar? Something cold filled Max’s veins, spreading out from his heart. He walked back up to his bedroom, not quite able to shake a growing thought.


Back when he had sold his house to move here, he had made a single trip to the cities to sign the paperwork. He’d packed only a few items: clothing, his dad’s guns, family keepsakes. What didn’t fit into the back of his SUV remained for the new owners to deal with—those were the terms of the sale. It dropped the house’s value, but he didn’t care.


He kept the keepsakes in the bottom drawer of his dresser: pictures, wedding license, rings, Jenni’s funeral notice. Now, Max laid the box on the bed. He hadn’t opened it since he left Minneapolis. Tentatively, he flipped the lid and pulled out a stack of pictures of Jenni as a child. He culled through them to find one from when she was maybe four or five. He held the picture up and looked hard into her eyes. Here they were, the eyes from his dream—but it had not been Jenni’s face he had seen.


He returned to the box, moving aside a stack of letters Jenni had written to him in college. Beneath the letters lay a bracelet, a chain with seven flat charms, golden plates each about the size of a dime. Jenni’s great-grandmother had started the tradition of adding a new plate with each new baby born. And when Jenni’s grandmother inherited the bracelet she continued the tradition. By now, the charms held the names of Jenni’s grandmother and her two siblings, alongside Jenni’s mother and uncle, and of course, of Jenni herself.


Max rubbed his finger gently across the seventh plate—the one with no name on it.


He hadn’t known that Jenni was pregnant when she died. He’d learned about the child afterward—after the autopsy. The medical examiner was the one who told Max that he would have been a father. All those nights of talking and dreaming, planning a family, a future. There hadn’t been a Christmas when he hadn’t envisioned at least three stockings to be filled. There hadn’t been a Halloween when he didn’t envy the fathers ushering tiny goblins around the neighborhood. He hadn’t understood the true depth of all he’d lost until the medical examiner told him.


For a long time, Max had believed that Jenni hadn’t known about the pregnancy—she was only a month or so along. But the day before Max killed Mikhail, Max had found this bracelet in Jenni’s car, a blank charm added. Jenni had known, and that thought had burned hot inside of Max as he drilled the holes in the ice. He had killed Mikhail not just for Jenni, but for their child.


Before last night, the child had never been more than a nameless charm, a line on a medical report. But now, could it have been his child who stared up at him from the icy water?


There were so many ghosts floating around the cabin already: his wife, his brother. To have his child now cling to him seemed too cruel. But hadn’t that been why he came to the cabin in the first place—to accept his punishment? Something in the air seemed to shift as Max set the bracelet back into the box.


He had been waiting for a reckoning. Could the child in the dream be it?















CHAPTER 5



The man in the ski mask knew a great deal about Pip. He knew that the boy’s real name was Reed, and that his mother refused to call him that after she divorced Pip’s father—whose name was also Reed. The man knew that Pip was in first grade and stayed with a neighbor named Linda after school until his mother got off work.


“I want you to go wake up Pip and tell him that there’s no school today. Tell him that his teacher is sick or something. Then take him to the rec room downstairs. Turn on the TV—find something that will keep him entertained for a couple hours. He’ll eat his breakfast there.”


“No. Do what you want to me, but leave my son alone.”


The man rolled his eyes. “And if he wakes up? If he walks out here and sees me? What then? I’m doing this for you—for him. He must not know that I’m here; don’t you understand that? Take him downstairs. Get him distracted—turn on the TV or whatever. It’s imperative that he stay in the basement until you get back here with my money.”


The man hesitated, but added one more point of persuasion: “I’ll be taking my ski mask off while you’re gone. If he peeks his head up those stairs and sees me… I’ll be forced to do something I don’t want to do.”


Her breath went shallow. Then she said, “I’ll make sure he stays downstairs.”


They stepped into the hallway, and at Pip’s door the man whispered, “I’ll be in the living room. I’ll hear everything you say. If you fail me, you will suffer the consequences.”


He was wrong, though. He couldn’t hear them from the living room, and after a couple minutes of silence, he began to worry that he’d messed up. But then he heard them coming down the hall, a tired Pip asking why he wasn’t going to school. Sandy sounded calm as she told him a lie about a pipe breaking and flooding the school. The two walked to the stairs and then down to the basement.


He moved to the top of the stairs to listen, the distance between them making him nervous. He wished that he had brought a gun, but his partner had said no. A gun would make noise and screw up the plan. The man moved closer to a glass sliding door that led to a deck and steps to the backyard. If she tried to escape out the basement door, he would be on her quickly, but thankfully she made no attempt.


When she came back up, she went to the kitchen to gather the supplies for Pip’s breakfast: a box of cereal, a bowl, a spoon, and a jug of milk. Again the man listened at the top of the stairs as she delivered the meal.


When she came back up, the man turned one of the dining room chairs away from the table so that it faced the wall. “Here’s what we’re gonna do,” he said, pointing for her to sit. “I’m getting hot in this mask, so I’m gonna take it off. I want you to face that wall and not look at me. Am I clear?”


She nodded.


“I can’t stress this enough. Your life depends on my belief that you won’t be able to identify me. Do you understand?”


“Yes.”


Sandy sat perfectly still on the chair, obediently facing the wall. He walked to the living room and retrieved his rucksack, which lay inside the open window. Returning, he took a seat at the opposite end of the table and laid the sack in front of him. “Until the bank opens, we’re gonna sit here and wait.”


The man lifted the ski mask from his face and let the cool air wrap around him. He kept his gloves on, though. No fingerprints. No epithelial DNA. When the time came for him to leave that house, there would be no evidence that a crime had even occurred.


As he waited for the bank to open, the man set up a small command center on the dining room table. He’d brought his own hot spot so that he could connect to the internet without having to go through the woman’s router. The cell phones he would use were burners, to be tossed into the river once he finished with them. If anyone searched cell tower data, they would see unidentified phones had pinged off the nearby towers, but numbers for those phones would be dead ends. It was the one part of the plan that would raise a flag, but there was no way around it. Besides, if he did his job well there would be no suspicion of a crime—no reason for the police to request cell tower data.


Other than the faint murmur of cartoon voices coming up from the basement, their time waiting for the bank to open passed in silence.


Just before eight o’clock, the man put his ski mask back on, picked up his knife, the two phones and his open laptop, and said, “Grab your purse. It’s time to go.”


He led her into the garage and placed his laptop on the hood of her SUV. Then he opened the door, affixed one of the phones to a cup-holder attachment on the console, and aimed the phone’s camera at the driver’s seat.


“Get in.”


“Please don’t hurt my son.”


“I said get in.” He half shoved her into the driver’s seat. “If you do as I say, you’ll be back before your son even knows that you’ve left.” The man dialed a number and the phone in the console buzzed. “Answer it,” he said.


She followed his instruction, her finger trembling slightly. He showed her his phone which had a face-to-face app set up so that he could see her but she could not see him. “I’ll be watching everything you do,” he said.


Then he pulled an earpiece from the bag and handed it to her. “Put it in.” She did, and he put an identical piece into his ear, connected to the phone via Bluetooth. He said, “I’ll also hear everything you say. When you go in the bank, I want you to take the phone from the holder and carry it in your hand. Do you understand?”


“Yes.”


“Point the camera up at your face, but do it casually—don’t make a scene. You cannot draw attention to yourself in any way. That would be a mistake.”


He took the laptop off the hood and showed her the screen, which held a map of her neighborhood, a tiny blue dot hovering over her house. “I’ll be tracking you, so don’t get any ideas. Do you understand?”


She seemed out of breath as she answered, “Yes.”


He didn’t want her to be any more freaked out than she already was, but he also needed her to obey him without question, so he gave her the warning he’d prepared. “You’ll find yourself trying to come up with a way to stop me. You’ll want to be a hero. When you have that thought, ask yourself this one question: How much is my son’s life worth? It’s simple math, really. If I were to ask you how much you would give me to save your son’s life, what would you say? Is thirty thousand a fair price?”


Her breath came in stuttered puffs, a Morse code tapping out the depth of her fear.


“I’ll see and hear everything. If you deviate from my plan in any way, I will kill your son and disappear. Do you understand?”


The tremble in her fingertips grew, and she gave the steering wheel a tight squeeze. “I understand,” she said.


“Oh, and just in case you have any notions about passing a note to the teller, you should know that I have an accomplice. That person might be the woman filling out a deposit slip, or that bald security guard who sits at the desk just inside the door. Or… it could be the teller. They are waiting for you now. Don’t do anything stupid. All you have to do is bring me thirty thousand dollars and I’ll let you and Pip go. Do we have a deal?”


“Yes.”


He stepped back from the vehicle. “It’s time.”


He watched her back out of the garage before going back into the house. Once inside, he put his laptop on the table and walked to the stairs. Standing at the top, he whispered into the phone, “You’re doing fine, Sandy. Just stay calm and this will soon be over.”


Then he muted the phone, pulled the stocking cap off his head, and walked down the steps to the basement, where Pip sat watching a cartoon.


The man gave the boy a smile. “Hello, Pip.”















CHAPTER 6



Max arrived at the electric company before the office opened, having had no bath in a week. He had put off bathing because he’d have had to haul water in from the hand pump out front and heat half to a boil on his woodstove—a lot of work.


As he waited, he gave thought to the questions he might face inside. Last week, the woman behind the window, a matronly lady of sixty years or better, had seemed confused when Max asked that she shut off the power to the cabin.


“Closing down for the season?” she had asked.


“No, just doing without.”


She looked at Max as if there was a punch line coming. “Doing without… electricity?”


“That’s right.”


“And you’re still going to live there?”


“I am,” Max replied.


“Without electricity?”


“Yes,” he said. “I plan to live deliberately.”


The woman had looked at Max like he was speaking nonsense—obviously not a fan of Thoreau. “And so… you want me to shut off your power.”


Max closed his eyes, a slow blink to hide his exasperation. “Yes, please.”


He had lasted only a week, and now he imagined her grinning with smug satisfaction as he asked to have his power restored. He wanted to tell her that he didn’t lack the fortitude to make it without electricity. He had no problem hauling water in from the pump. He didn’t mind the chill of night as the fire died down. He could make do with cooking his meals over the fire pit. What he lacked was the ability to kill a goddamned rabbit without losing his shit.


If Max could have, he would have called the electric company, but he’d terminated his data plan shortly after moving to the cabin, a measure he took to cut ties with the one person who had cared enough to try to call him after he disappeared, his former partner in Homicide, Niki Vang.


She had been at his side as he suffered through the memory of his dead wife, turning a blind eye as Max pieced together the puzzle that led him to her killer. She had kept his secret, telling no one about what he had been up to in the days before his sudden resignation. She had been a true friend, and Max repaid her by mailing his badge and gun to her for her to turn in to the chief. His resignation had been a deal that he made with himself just before he pushed Mikhail through the hole. Giving up his badge was a price he would pay for exacting his revenge.


Niki had tried to contact him, of course. As her unopened messages piled up, he deleted his email account, canceled his internet and then his phone contract. On his trip back to Minneapolis to sign off on the sale of his house, he could have explained things to her, but he didn’t. It was cowardly, he knew that, but if he had met with Niki face-to-face, she would have tried to persuade him to come back, and he didn’t want to hear her voice—he didn’t have the strength. Niki had been his last link to his old self, something that needed to be severed.


Although if he was honest with himself, she had been much more than that. There had been something between them that neither had ever put into words, as if talking about it, exposing it, would have opened a crack in the earth beneath their feet. She would be happier without him—surely she was by now.


A car pulled into the lot, the driver glancing toward Max. It was the electric company employee he had spoken with before. She must have recognized Max, because she smiled to herself as though she had just won a bet. Then she got out of her car and walked into the building.















CHAPTER 7



Pip was a cute little guy. The man had seen pictures, but those pictures didn’t quite capture the innocence of the boy’s eyes. He wore pajamas with stars and moons on them and walked in bare feet. Pip didn’t look frightened so much as curious. The man waited for Pip to say something, and when he didn’t, the man said. “My name’s Spud. I’m a friend of your mom’s. She asked me to stay with you while she runs some errands.”


“Where’s Linda?” the boy asked.


“Linda is sick today, so your mom called me.” He walked to Pip and squatted down. “Are you hungry?”


Pip shook his head.


“Thirsty?”


Again no.


“I need you to stay down here for a little while—is that okay?”


Pip nodded, but didn’t speak, keeping his eyes on Spud as he made his way back upstairs. Once there, the man checked the dot on the computer screen to see that Sandy was driving a direct path to the bank. He unmuted his phone and whispered a few words of encouragement. “You’re doing great, Sandy.” Through the app he saw her nod.


He muted his earpiece and walked out to the garage, which held a well-ordered bench under a pegboard filled with tools, each outlined in black ink to show its proper place. In a cupboard, he found some telephone wire. He untangled it and gave it a tug to test its strength. He was about to close the cupboard when he saw a spool of wire, the kind a person might use to hang a picture. That would work even better. He unrolled a length and cut it with a tin snips.


He picked up two small paintbrushes with plastic handles and tied an end of the cable to each. He gave the wire a tug, and just that easy, he’d made a garrote—so simple and yet so lethal. Looking at the weapon nearly made him nauseous. He folded the garrote into the pocket of his hoodie and went back into the house.


The computer showed that Sandy was pulling into the parking lot of the bank. Even with her phone in her hand, he would be blind to most of her actions. This was the shakiest part of the plan, so he gave her a final pep talk.


“Don’t forget to take the phone with you. Don’t mess up now. And remember, I have eyes on you.”


She didn’t answer.


He had no accomplice inside, of course. He knew about the bald security guard because he made a visit to that bank as they were putting the plan together. All he could do now was hope that she believed his lie.


The earpiece picked up just enough of the teller’s voice for the man to hear “Good morning.”


“Hi,” Sandy said. “I’d like to make a withdrawal.”


The phone’s camera pointed up at an odd angle, catching the top of Sandy’s head and the ceiling beyond. After that, the voices became too muffled to understand. Spud began to worry as seconds ticked into minutes. How had he let himself get talked into this? What had he been thinking? He wasn’t a bad guy, but here he was, doing a very bad thing. There could be no half measures now—he was all in. The plan had to work.
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