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PROLOGUE


THE LETTER


The note on the envelope was addressed to a man who had been declared officially dead three years earlier. It read: “To Ed Constance. If you’ve come this far, that is your name.”


He had had another name only yesterday: Martin Cruz. He had a wallet with credit cards, a driver’s license, and a social security card to prove it. He had a photograph of a woman who, only last night, he could not remember. But now he did: Sarah, his wife. His pregnant wife. They had taken her. How long ago? Two, three days?


So, here he was. Yesterday’s man was gone. The contents of the wallet were a lie. All he had were the photograph, this letter, and the slowly returning memories.


Memories of all the events of ten years before, when he’d last had his true name: Ed Constance. It had been the same then: he’d been alone and desperate; the killers had been close; his time was nearly up.


The only thing that could save him now was the letter. He opened the envelope and read.










PART ONE


THE MAINE WOODS


SUMMER 1970










CHAPTER ONE


That last evening at Eriksson’s Lot it was warm, and the late June sun was still falling westwards at 7.30 p.m. Outside the cabin nothing stirred. All that existed was the falling light and the endless trees of the forest.


The seven children waited in their cots, four on one side and three on the other, under the sloping roof of the loft. At the far end, away from the solitary, sealed window, two of the cast-iron beds had been pulled close to one another in the shadows. In one lay a boy, in the other a girl. He was called Ed, she Shannon. Like the other five children, both were nine years old and skeletally thin.


Ed and Shannon held hands across the space. In their free hands they clutched the single personal possession they had been permitted in all their years at this place: his was a one-eyed teddy bear; hers a black nylon jacket with a yellow cartoon of a dog on the back dressed in a pilot’s outfit. They had decided this creature must be called Snoopy because of the scrawled, loopy signature below the cartoon. The jacket was much creased by age and overhandling.


For the last two hours there’d been loud noises in the cabin’s concrete basement two floors down. The children knew what this meant: Mr. Frome was positioning the seven wooden chairs with their leather restraints, the trays of drugs, the cine equipment, and the loudspeakers ready for the evening lesson.


As if in confirmation, the wooden stairs creaked. “The witch’s coming,” Shannon whispered, and instantly closed her eyes. It was forbidden to look on Mrs. Frome until she permitted it. Three times now in the years they had been reading the Bible they’d come to the place in the Commandments where it said: “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.” Ed and Shannon had wished their captor’s end with the fervent devotion only nine-year-olds possess, but their wishing hadn’t been enough, for here she was again, ready to take them to the basement.


Unlike the others, Ed kept looking through batted eyelids long enough to see the woman’s head rise up the stairwell. Her auburn hair flared in the shaft of evening sun from the window. As usual her face was fixed and expressionless. She placed a large shopping bag on the floor.


“Get up,” she said.


The kids, all of whom had only been pretending to be asleep, sat up uncertainly, then, as she clapped her hands, got out of bed. They stood on the bare boards, hair and pajamas disheveled, staring at their feet. One or two of them shivered, though it wasn’t cold. One of the shiverers began to sob. She was a thin, waif-like girl with a kidney-shaped birthmark on her right cheek.


“Stop sniveling, Catrine,” Mrs. Frome snapped, and Catrine’s sobbing ended in a strange, strangled hiccup.


Mrs. Frome bent and took some things from the bag and placed them on the table under the window.


“Come here,” she said. The kids shuffled forward obediently.


Mrs. Frome had placed seven bags on the table: they were square and blue with white shoulder straps. The sides had a globe decal in the same colors: a white line of longitude through the poles, and curved lines of latitude radiating out from the central logo text, all against the background blue. The logo text “Pan Am” was stenciled across the globe.


All the kids could read. They had been through the Bible many times, from infanthood. But “Pan Am” was unfamiliar. Unfamiliar, too, was the globe: they, from their limited observations from this mountaintop, which they had never left, believed the Earth was flat. Neither did they know what an airline or airliner was, though they had seen the contrails of planes high above in the blue summer sky: they had thought them to be God’s chalk marks on the blue board of heaven.


There were price stickers on the bags. The children looked at the dollar symbols as uncomprehendingly as at the Pan Am logo. They had never seen a dollar or the symbol that represented it.


Next to each bag were cardboard placards, a length of butcher’s twine looped through the holes in their tops, and crayons.


Mrs. Frome gestured to the bags. “Pack one extra set of clothes and toilet items. Nothing else. When you’re done, write your names and the scripture I taught you this morning on the cardboard.” The children stared uncomprehendingly. Was there to be no lesson this evening? She clapped her hands again. “Go on now.”


That started them. There was an old chest of drawers in the dormitory containing a spare set of summer clothes: blue Airtex shirts, khaki short trousers, white socks, washed and ironed by the kids themselves, as they had been taught when very young. “Cleanliness is next to godliness” was one of Mrs. Frome’s favorite axioms.


When they came to put the clothes in the bags they found that each already had a copy of the Bible in it, taking up half the space. Then they wrote their names and the passage that they had learned that morning on the placards:


“For I think that God hath set forth us the apostles last, as it were appointed to death: for we are made a spectacle unto the world, and to angels, and to men.”


The words were meaningless to them. Their hands shook as they wrote; there were quite a few mistakes.


When they were done, Mrs. Frome looked upon their misspellings and smudges with a frown. Ed expected her to tell them to do them again. Such was the way of the Lot, endless repetition of verses, chapters, even entire books of the Bible.


But instead she said, “Now get dressed. We’re leaving in an hour.”


The second surprise. The kids couldn’t help glancing at each other. One of them tentatively raised a hand.


“Yes, David?” Mrs. Frome said.


“Leaving, ma’am? What do you mean?”


He was a tall, dark-eyed boy, and, despite the Lot’s meagre diet, bigger than any of the other kids. He was normally cocksure and had a cruel streak, which he took out on the wings and limbs of captured insects and fledglings and, also, on his slighter, less muscular companions. Mrs. Frome had done nothing to correct this behavior.


She had named him well: David. A king and, one day, a giant-slayer.


But this evening David didn’t look tough, only scared.


She smiled thinly. “It’s time for you to go out into the world.” She gestured at the forest through the window as if willing it to disappear and reveal this mysterious “world” behind.


David looked in that direction. All that could be seen were trees, which, naturally, looked no different to how they always looked. His eyes welled. He swallowed but didn’t let the tears flow.


As Mrs. Frome had taught them: for hadn’t the Lord in his short life wept only twice: once for dead Lazarus and once for sinful Jerusalem? Why should they, mere children, have the luxury of tears?


“Now get dressed,” she said.


The children discarded their pajamas and pulled on the underpants, pants, shirts, socks, and sneakers they had worn earlier.


When she saw they were all dressed, Mrs. Frome nodded and said, “Wait here,” then went back down the stairs. The kids looked at each other again. What was about to happen?










CHAPTER TWO


An hour later the children heard the engines of the two vehicles start outside. Some of the kids had lain back on their cots and begun to doze; it was way past their normal bedtime. But they woke immediately at the noise.


Mrs. Frome appeared moments later. She was dressed as if for one of her fortnightly supply trips: sunglasses, a flower-patterned scarf that complemented her yellow and red house dress, and a pair of black leather gloves. She had applied her makeup with some care: plenty of foundation, the red lipstick matching the red in the dress pattern. She was carrying a small blue handbag on her shoulder. It was not so unlike the blue airline bags she had issued to the kids earlier.


She told them to pick up their bags and the signs and follow her down the stairs.


As she disappeared, some of the kids tried to save their personal items. Shannon stuffed her Snoopy jacket in her bag. Ed looked at his large, languidly limbed teddy bear. The bear’s name was simply Bear. Bear had only one remaining goggling eye rotating in its white plastic socket. To Ed, it made Bear seem both vulnerable and heroic at the same time. He had made up a little rhyme about the eye, which he recited to Bear every night before sleep: “As long as I can see your eye, I cannot die.”


But Bear wouldn’t fit into Ed’s bag; he was just too big. He was not coming with him, wherever they were going.


Ed looked at him sadly. “Bye, Bear,” he said. He hugged him, then tucked him under the threadbare blanket on his cot. The toy’s remaining goggling eye stared up at the ceiling beams. Maybe after he was gone Bear would go on sleeping here, forever and ever?


Ed followed the others downstairs to the kitchen. There was no bread or orange juice on the checkered tablecloth as there would have been at breakfast time. Mrs. Frome stood at the open door. “Into the bus,” she ordered.


The yellow school bus, which had never been out of the outbuilding next to the cabin in all the preceding years, was idling outside in a haze of blue diesel exhaust. The red Chevy pickup was parked behind it, engine also running.


By now the sun was casting a slanting blaze over the house and the vehicles. All appeared to be on fire in its last light.


Mr. Frome grinned down at the kids from the driver’s seat of the bus, his red lips showing through the black bush of his beard. His eyes were recessed, shrike-like. For some reason he was wearing thick workmen’s gloves.


Ed went up the three steps and past Frome. A sour body odor came off the man’s stained mackinaw.


There were six rows of seats and a wide bench in the rear. Ed went right to the back and sat down on the hot buttoned cushions. He stared, unseeing, out the window at the side of the log house. For a moment he thought about Bear. A cold shiver went through him. He played the mantra in his head: “As long as I can see your eye, I cannot die.” But in that moment he was sure he would never see Bear again.


There came a slight pressure on the seat next to him and then the press of a warm side and he turned from the window, and there was Shannon. He reached out and squeezed one of her hands.


David climbed into the bus and swaggered toward the back. He was grinning now, though earlier, when Mrs. Frome had told them they were leaving, he had been terrified.


“Just look at you two,” he said, flopping down in the seat in front of them. He leaned over into their space.


“You gonna kiss her, Ed?” he asked.


Ed knew how these situations ended. He let go of Shannon’s hand and balled his fists, ready for a fight.


“Why don’t you sit somewhere else?” he said, hating the sound of his voice, which, to his ears, was small and whispery.


“What, and miss you two making out?”


The other kids were now all on the bus.


“Hey, you, knock it off back there,” Frome yelled from the driver’s seat. He yanked the lever by his side and the bus door shut with a hydraulic whoosh and thunk.


David sneered. “See you later, lovebirds.” He stood and made his way back down the aisle just as Frome rammed the stick into gear and the bus lurched forward, nearly throwing David onto the floor. He grabbed a seat back, then sat next to his buddy, Carl. They were behind Hope, the timid blond girl. David leaned over to her, said something inaudible that made her flinch away. He laughed and back-slapped Carl.


The sudden, surging movement of the bus made Ed feel sick. He swallowed bile.


Shannon didn’t seem to have the same problem. “Where’re they taking us?” she asked, wide-eyed.


“I dunno.” He swallowed again.


“Maybe it’s like the witch said,” she said, “we’re goin’ to see the world. Maybe there’ll be no more movies, or readings or ’noculations, no under the stairs…”


The bus was rolling down the unmade road in a huge cloud of dust. Ed looked back through the fly-specked rear window. The sight of the rapidly receding log cabin where he had slept every night of his conscious life made him light-headed.


The Chevy was following. He wondered how Mrs. Frome could see to drive through the dust.


Ahead was the gate in the fence. It had always been padlocked, the limit of their world until now, but this evening it was open. The bus swept through it. Ed was surprised that in the instant they passed it the world didn’t change completely, revealing some remarkable new vista. But all there was beyond were more of the endless trees.


The bus plunged down a steep track in the forest, juddering and shaking with the sudden gear changes and braking required to negotiate the switchbacks. Ed retched slightly, shut his eyes and clutched the back of the seat in front in a death grip.


After twenty minutes the gradient eased. Ed tentatively squinted forward. They were on the flat; the bus rolled up to a junction with the Chevy right behind. Frome brought the bus to a stop. There was another gate in a fence ahead and a gravel road beyond it. Frome opened the door, got down and pulled aside some heavy limbs of brushwood obscuring the inside of the drive entrance, then used a key on the padlock on the gate and pulled it open.


He returned sweating, swearing and swatting at a cloud of blackflies that had materialized around his head. He climbed back into the driver’s seat, engaged the door mechanism, jammed forward the gearstick, gunned the engine, and, with a roar, swung left onto the gravel road.


Behind them Ed saw Mrs. Frome drive the Chevy through the gate, then get out to pull the branches back over the track. Maybe they were leaving her behind—maybe that was the end of the witch? He felt a faint tick of hope in his chest. He stared out the rear window, hoping it would be so, but five minutes later the Chevy reappeared, hurtling around a corner behind the bus like a furious red hornet. The bile rose in his throat again.


The new world was the same, yet terrifying. The bus was full of the noise of tires, the slanting orange light, the roar of the wind through the window vents, the flapping of the faded curtains. A lake flashed past, large boulders stood hunched by the roadside, a large Prussian-blue river rushed by, then the bus labored up an avenue of pines to a pass between two mountaintops. Frome pulled down the visor against the dropping sun.


Ed shut his eyes against the light and held tight to Shannon’s hand.










CHAPTER THREE


They drove for over an hour. Shannon was asleep on Ed’s shoulder. His own eyes opened and closed as he dozed then woke abruptly. Suddenly the tire noise went from a gravelly roar to a hum. He looked out and saw they were now on a black-road surface. The bus braked. There was a boarded-up building on the side of the road with a shot-scarred red and green star sign on a high pole. Four rusty, red metal boxes sat under a sagging canopy on the weedgrown asphalt.


The bus pulled in, circled the boarded office and parked on the back lot, and the Chevy came to a stop behind. Frome turned off the engine and opened the door.


“OK,” Frome said. “Out of the bus. Leave the bags and signs.”


Silently, the seven children stepped down to the hot, cracked asphalt, blinking at the last rays over the trees and staring at the alien vision of the gas station. The cicadas sang in the long grass, a pulsing chorus, loud then subsiding, loud then subsiding—the pulse of a summer evening. There were birds singing the evening chorus. The curious whistling song of the white-throated sparrow sounded: Ah, te,e,e,te,e,e,te.


Mrs. Frome was out of the Chevy. “Follow me,” she said. She walked toward the woods at the back of the lot, around a mound covered with Johnson grass and white and yellow flowers. The children followed unhesitatingly. They plunged into the semi-dark canopy of trees and after fifty yards came to a rusted chain-link fence. There was a gate set into it with a padlock; both were rusted and apparently disused. Beyond, Ed could make out the faintest of paths disappearing into the trees.


Frome, who had been at the back of the group, pushed through and went to the gate and shook it with his fists. Flecks of rust fell from the fence but the lock held. He took hold of the padlock and rolled the tumblers. Despite the rust they moved freely, as if the mechanism had been oiled recently.


“All good,” he said to Mrs. Frome.


“Alright, come here,” she said. The kids dutifully arranged themselves in a semicircle around her. Mr. Frome positioned himself behind them and Ed felt his sour breath on his neck. Mrs. Frome reached into her handbag and drew out a crucifix on a silver chain and held it up in her gloved hand. It flashed in the light through the tree canopy.


Ed closed his eyes. Bad things happened when the crucifix was out.


“Look at the cross,” Mrs. Frome said.


On more than one occasion he had refused to look, but each refusal had brought pain and humiliation—beatings, or the closet under the stairs. He reluctantly opened his eyes. All the other kids were staring at the shining metal as Mrs. Frome began to swing it from side to side. It flashed in the dim light of the forest canopy and he found his eyes matched its oscillations, rocking his mind… His eyes began to get heavy.


And then there was black and he went down to the silence.


Mrs. Frome saw that the children had fallen under the spell of the cross: to a one, their pupils were dilated, their faces slack.


She slowly stopped the motion of the cross.


“What’s the first number?” she asked the children quietly.


Like a choir of ghosts they whispered, “Sixty-six.”


“Louder now,” she said, and they repeated “Sixty-six,” but this time the number burst from them, sharper, higher; shocking in the otherwise growing stillness. The birdsong died. It was as if nature heard.


The children were a little out of time, but a cold thrill went up Mrs. Frome’s spine.


She composed herself. “Louder,” she ordered.


Again, they weren’t quite together. The drugs and sessions of group chanting in the basement had instilled in them a perfect synchronicity, but the strangeness of the day had apparently thrown them out of it again. Did it matter that they were off cadence a bit?


“Sixty-six. Sixteen. Sixteen. Fourteen.” Their voices sounded stronger.


They were on the path. “Where do these numbers lead?” she asked.


“To Armageddon,” they answered.


“Where is Armageddon?”


Their voices went down several octaves, to an unearthly growl that thrilled her even more. It was as if the Devil spoke. “We are here,” they chanted.


“And what is Armageddon?”


“The final battle.”


Mrs. Frome shivered again. She whispered, “Consummatum est.”


With that, she turned and walked back toward the gas station. The kids turned and shambled after her, their faces slack, like the undead.


Frome shepherded them from the rear. They circled the mound and walked across the back lot to the bus. Mrs. Frome stopped at its door and the kids bumped into each other like zombies, then shuffled into their semicircle again.


“OK,” she said. “Now it’s time to forget—forget the numbers of Armageddon and all that you have learned here in the woods. Your past is nothing, your future blank, until you are awoken to do the Lord’s work. What must you wait to hear?”


And she led them in the verse: “How long wilt thou forget me, O Lord? Forever? How long wilt thou hide thy face from me?” The kids followed, their voices high once more, almost innocent—it was like a prayer in church when the congregation lags just a tiny beat behind the celebrant.


“When will you wake again?” Mrs. Frome asked when the last of the voices had trailed off.


“When the Beast calls.” The voices fell down those octaves again.


“What are the Beast’s numbers?”


“Sixty-six. Six. Six.”


“And what are these numbers called?”


“The Beast and One,” they intoned.


“And what are the words of the Beast and One?”


“And I heard a voice in the midst of the four beasts say, A measure of wheat for a penny, and three measures of barley for a penny; and see thou hurt not the oil and wine.”


This time the chorus was perfect.


She clapped her gloved hands and said abruptly, “Wake!” and they did, like those suddenly woken from a deep sleep. They looked bewildered when they saw her, Frome, the bus, the gas station, and the Texaco sign now almost invisible in the twilight, as if seeing them for the first time.


Mrs. Frome nodded at Frome. He opened the door of the bus and the interior lights came on, flooding the scene with a wan yellow light. He went up the steps and pulled out a J.C. Penney bag from under the driver’s seat.


“Get onto the bus,” Mrs. Frome ordered.


As they started to file up, she frowned. She had been distracted earlier and so, too, it seemed, had Frome. One of the kids, Hope, had brought her personal item with her despite her instructions. It was only a pink plastic ring that she was wearing, oddly on her engagement finger. Mrs. Frome took hold of Hope’s tiny hand, yanked the ring off and threw it across the lot.


“What did I say to you?” she growled as the girl’s face scrunched. “Mr. Frome, inspect the bags.”


Frome lumbered back down the steps and roughly took each of the bags from the kids’ shoulders and unzipped them. He got to Shannon’s and found the hidden Snoopy jacket, unballed it and showed it to Mrs. Frome.


Before she could take it, Shannon took a step forward and ripped it from his giant paw. She hugged the jacket defiantly to her chest.


“Why, you—” Mr. Frome growled but Mrs. Frome held up her hand, stilling him.


“Give me that,” she commanded. Shannon stared back, unyielding.


“Give me it,” she repeated. When Shannon didn’t comply, she lunged forward, seized the girl’s braids with one gloved hand and the hand with the jacket in the other and twisted savagely. Shannon yelped in pain and the bundle fell to the ground.


Ed jumped forward but Mrs. Frome released her hand from Shannon’s hair and back-slapped him; he collapsed, his eyes glazed, his nose trickling blood.


Oh well, nine years of no slapping and now this, Mrs. Frome thought. The instructions had been clear: no corporal punishment, no injuries, no hospitals, no records. The slap was satisfying, though, she had to admit that. And only a slap. She reached down, picked up the jacket and hurled it after Hope’s ring into the weeds.


“Now, on the bus,” she said.


Shannon helped Ed get back to his feet. He wiped the snot and blood from his nose.


“You OK?” she asked. Her brown eyes were full.


He didn’t answer.


Mrs. Frome turned and went to the Chevy, yanked open the door and got in behind the wheel.


“Come on,” Shannon said and took Ed’s hand. They went up the steps of the bus.










CHAPTER FOUR


Frome ordered the kids to sit facing him on the benches at the front of the bus, then took a two-gallon plastic container out of the J.C. Penney bag along with some of those tiny paper cups found by watercoolers in doctors’ offices.


“Thirsty work, eh?” he asked with fake solicitude. He ignored the sniffs of Ed, Shannon, and Hope. “I have some OJ here for you.” He sloshed the liquid inside the container invitingly, though, given the heat of the evening, the juice must be blood-warm by now. He took one of the cups and poured a measure, then approached Kevin on the first bench. Frome told him to open his mouth and tilt his head back. Kevin complied. Frome forced the cup between the boy’s lips. Kevin gagged but swallowed.


He went from Kevin to Hope and repeated the procedure. Hope also gagged and Frome wondered if, in fact, he should have checked in with Mrs. Frome before he added that extra dose; he had tried a little by way of experimentation a week or so before. The stuff tasted a little chemical even in beer. And, boy, talk about lights out. He’d woken in the depths of the night, disorientated, without any idea where he was or what time it was.


Well, it was too late to start second-guessing now. He would give the others a little less. He went from one seat to another until he reached the last two. Ed and Shannon. There was a smear of blood on Ed’s lip from Mrs. Frome’s blow. The two kids held each other close.


Frome held up the by now soggy cup to Shannon. Some of the liquid splattered on the floor. “Drink,” he said.


“No,” she said.


She was giving him the look again. He eyed her braids—they were a weakness, as Mrs. Frome had already proved. He reached out his free hand, seized a handful and yanked back, then applied the cup to her lips and tilted it. She gagged, then spat the stuff out on his shirt front. He cursed, released her hair and, forgetting all restraint, cuffed her heavily. Ed’s arm shot out but Frome back-slapped him too and the boy’s head cracked against the dusty window behind him and for a moment the kid’s eyes rolled up into their sockets. Oh well, three slaps in one night. In for a dime, in for a dollar.


Frome reached behind for the container and chugged some more OJ into the paper cup, not minding that it overflowed and splashed on the buttoned cushions. The boy was still groggy and Frome grasped him firmly by the lower jaw so his mouth opened, tipped his head back and forced the OJ between his teeth, then clamped the mouth shut again, the way you give a cat a pill.


He let the kid go and Ed’s head flopped back against the headrest; the whites of his eyes were still showing. He was out, whether through the blow or the drugs, he couldn’t tell.


He turned to Shannon. A purple welt showed through her brown skin by her left eye. She was staring at him.


“So, little lady, what’s it going to be? Wanna fight? It makes it more fun.” He gave her the smile.


She swallowed, then held out a hand. It trembled. She took the cup. Frome wondered if he was going to get it on his shirt again. She dry-swallowed, then tipped the paper cup back and the drugged juice was gone. Like a Greek philosopher taking hemlock.


Shannon stared at him for a moment longer, then the light seemed to ebb out of her eyes, just like when Mrs. Frome had been swinging the crucifix, and she leaned back against the headrest, her eyes rolled up and she was gone. Christ, maybe he had overdone that dose.


Frome checked on the other kids. All out. He glanced at Mrs. Frome waiting in the Chevy. She had the vanity light on, doing her makeup. Cool as ever. He waved to her. She closed the compact, nodded at him, then the vanity went off, the headlights came on and the engine of the Chevy roared into life. She put it into gear, drove out to the road and turned in the direction of the Lot and the Canadian border.


Nine years of the ice maiden and, poof, just like that, he was finally out from under her feet: “Now, Mr. Frome, do you think it’s nice to leer at the children so much?” or “There’s an odor in the cabin, Mr. Frome. I do hope you have been washing?” and so on.


The taillights vanished and she was gone.


He still didn’t know her real name; he guessed he would never know it. She had ordered, he had complied. Occasionally the loneliness of the cabin had gotten the better of him and he’d thought of making a play for her, then, invariably, thought better of it—he was pretty sure how such an overture would be met. But a man had to dream better than the whores he met on Highway 1 during his resupply trips. Skinny heroin addicts for the most part. Nine years of not much satisfaction.


Anyway, there was one big attraction remaining before he dumped the kids. He had timed the explosion for just after she had passed the turnoff to the cabin. By then it would be nearly full dark and the smoke would likely not be noticed until the next day, but no point taking any chances.


There was going to be nothing left as evidence of what had happened at Eriksson’s Lot. He had placed the dynamite, blasting caps, det cord, the 55-gallon drums of gasoline, and several unused propane canisters strategically at the house’s core, beneath the wooden hall floor and the wood staircase.


The house had a nice wooden heart, Frome thought. The scent of pine sap, rich with fast-burning pitch, had been heady as he’d worked.


His real name was Eugene Macdonald Dubois. He had missed college, but had caught up when serving time in Stillwater for arson and then the nine years here in the woods. He had learned, for one, that all nature yearned to return to ash. After all, that was the Earth’s ultimate fate: it would be swallowed by the sun in seven and a half billion years. But not all Creation had to wait that long. Yes, if the Lord pleased, when the Lot went it would be that friggin’ hot, as hot as the sun at its core.


After Stillwater he’d left Minnesota for Maine, intent on turning his back on his fire-starting past. He began hauling loads over the border into Canada. Tough years in which the temptation raged in him, like a burning imp stirring the embers of his heart. Yet he kept the desire in check—at first. There were nights when the gas can and rags and Zippo under the driver’s seat called out to him with such intent that they drowned out the chatter on the CB.


It was his nature. He had to succumb, and did so eventually—three times, in short order.


One night soon after the third of the incidents he was in a truck stop outside Waterville. A man sat down on the banquette opposite him in the diner. There were plenty of spare seats elsewhere in the joint. After prison, Eugene didn’t like being crowded. Keeping people at arm’s length—that’s how he liked it. So he was irritated when the stranger didn’t yield to the “don’t fuck with me” look he’d worked on in Stillwater.


The man looked back at Eugene placidly: a gray square jaw, gray buzz cut, steely eyes, taut muscled body that suggested military veteran; a man who might now be an agent of some sort. Alarm bells began going off.


“Don’t think I invited you,” Eugene said, but with less assurance than he would have liked.


The man didn’t blink. “So I noticed,” he answered.


Eugene stopped chewing. “So why don’t you git?” he asked.


“Strikes me you might like some company,” the man said. “Bad for the digestion eating alone. Besides, I like shooting the breeze, you know? Especially talking about my travels, places I’ve visited. Maybe you’re the same? You’re a trucker, ain’t you? Bet you’ve visited some. How about Godley’s Farm, Dark Ridge, and Jesmond’s Country Store—bet you been to them places.”


Eugene’s blood ran cold; the stranger had named the sites of the three burnings.


He stood abruptly, ready to punch the guy in the face or maybe run—in the split second he wasn’t sure which—but the man’s hand was suddenly gripping his forearm like a vise. He stared at Eugene with those impassive gray eyes.


At Eugene’s sudden movement the diner had gone quiet and heads were turned. One of those looking over in his direction was wearing a sheriff’s uniform.


The man’s voice didn’t lift despite the effort of restraining Eugene. “Just sit the fuck down and don’t make a scene, Dubois. If you do, Sheriff Watson over there is likely to come over and ask what’s goin’ on. He happens to be a particular friend of mine.”


“I ain’t done nothin’ wrong,” Eugene said. Nevertheless, he sat.


“I didn’t ask you to talk,” the man said. The man held on to his arm. To an onlooker it must have looked like they were in an arm-wrestling match.


“As I was saying,” the man continued, as evenly as before, “if you continue to attract the attention of the sheriff, you may be arrested. Then Watson’ll start making inquiries about you and I think we both know where that will lead. With your record and the unsolved arson attacks in the area, he’ll have probable cause to search your truck. And, if he does, he’s going to find some interesting stuff under your driving bench, ain’t he? There’s enough to tie you to those three burnings right there. In addition to mean ol’ juries up here we have some mean ol’ judges on the circuit too. Why, I wouldn’t be surprised if you’d be looking at the full thirty years, without parole.”


As well as never blinking, the man seemed not to draw breath.


Eugene shrank back into the banquette. “If you want money, I ain’t got much,” he said weakly.


The man smiled and relinquished his grip. Eugene rubbed his forearm. There were five distinct red marks on it as if it’d been squeezed by a five-fingered vise.


The stranger’s lips formed into what might have been a slight smile but the expression didn’t reach his eyes.


“Eugene—you mind if I call you Eugene?” he said. “I’m Henry. Relax—I don’t want your money. Fact is, I may want to pay you some. Quite a bit. A lot more than you’ll ever earn hauling loads on the 95.”


Then Henry laid things out. It was a harsh deal. In fact, it was, in quality, not much different to doing time. It differed in two crucial aspects: the duration and a very large cash payment at the end. A million bucks. As Henry described it, nine years in the wilderness, “just looking after a bunch of kids. It’ll be like falling off a log.”


The reality had been far different. When Mrs. Frome laid out the program he thought it was a joke: a twisted joke, but a joke nonetheless. He’d heard the rumors about the CIA and its brainwashing programs but hadn’t really believed them. Now he did.


The nine years in the cabin were nothing like falling off a log. They had sure “looked after” those kids: after all the sessions in the basement, some of them were now no better than the walking dead.


There was one cherry on the dung heap. Back in Waterville, Henry had told him he would get to burn the place down when the nine years was up. He would get to burn bodies too. It would have to be done real good, because in the end these corpses, or the very little that remained of them, would have to pass for him and Mrs. Frome.


The corpses were now waiting at the Lot for their moment. Last night, after he’d set the charges, he’d applied Vaseline under his nose, put on a face covering and gone back out to the truck, dropped the tail and dragged out the two human-sized packages wrapped in plastic and duct tape that were concealed there. Though he had chosen new ones from his contact at the Paris Town Crematorium in New Hampshire, the long journey and the summer heat had had the obvious consequences, hence the Vaseline. The relatives of the two corpses had already been given some ashes in an urn, but the remains were from animals cremated at the veterinarian’s. Eugene smiled: the actual cremations of their loved ones had been deferred, but only for a little while.


He’d pushed the bodies through the coal hatch and they thudded onto the basement floor below. He went through the cabin and down the cellar steps, took a breath and dragged the corpses over to the gasoline drum, the propane tanks, and explosives. Then he pushed the trolleys with the drugs and hypodermics, the tape machine, home- movie equipment and the reels of film, and the chairs with their leather restraints over to join them.


Nothing could save this house and its secrets. When the Feds came, as they surely would, all they would find would be a vast smoking crater and traces of his and her bones. Unidentifiable; known only to God.


And even if the Feds somehow worked out that he and Mrs. Frome were still alive, there would be no retribution. The kids would never speak of what had happened to them here: the seal of the Lord, or, properly speaking, Henry’s people would be on their lips.


So, he should have been happy this last evening, but the thought that things could go wrong had begun to weigh on his mind over these last few days. He had spent a lot of time in the garage tinkering with the engine of the school bus. The vehicle had been decommissioned ten years ago and there was no knowing what state its carburetor was in. A breakdown would be a disaster. And, if the state troopers arrived before he could fix the problem, a yellow school bus out at night with seven unconscious kids in the back would take some explaining.


He’d become obsessed with the risk of one of the kids regaining consciousness as he was transporting them; they might signal a car through a window. That was when he’d first begun to doubt the dose of sedative prescribed by Mrs. Frome would knock them out for long enough. They still had to be unconscious when he got to the dumping ground. A couple of the boys, David and Edward, were quite big for their age. Hence his decision to double the dose. Mrs. Frome always thought she knew best. Well, not in this case—it wasn’t her ass on the line.


He stared toward the Lot. It was now what is known as nautical twilight. The sun was gone but the forest horizon showed like a black saw edge over to the northwest. The first planets were glittering like jewels against the indigo. On the furthest black ridge he saw a sudden eruption of smoke, like a distant volcano blowing. What looked like tiny meteors fell from the cloud. A couple of minutes later he heard a low rumble. The smoke thinned and aligned itself into a narrow column rising straight up to the starry sky.


As he stared at the smoke, the battery-operated clock above the driver’s seat clicked around: one, two, three—and he realized he had been drifting. Each tick had been a minute.




At the Lot, after the engine noise died in the distance, the only sounds were the timbers of the house creaking in the lessening heat, and the song of the white-throated sparrow off in the woods. Then it began to grow dark.


Below, in the basement, the timer on a cheap plastic clock ticked down and down for two hours until there came the tinny shrill of its alarm.


Before any more sound could be heard, the world simply turned into sheet white. There came a roar like a Saturn rocket at launch, and the house lifted itself off its basement, up into the skies.


Bear did not flinch even as a wave of white heat reached upward through the wooden heart of the house into the dormitory. A heat so intense it was very much like the heat of the eye of the sun.


And Bear and the bed rose up on this wave of superheated air through where the shingles of the cabin had once been (they were now far above him, tumbling upward like playing cards in the pewter-­colored sky), into the orange cloud, his incurious single eye taking in the tops of the pine trees that stood around the lonely mountainside now starkly illuminated in the hellish glare and the birds departing the treetops like clays from a catapult at this unexpected orange sun rising when the other had set.


But then there came a secondary ignition as the propane tanks blew and all below became a red and black furnace reaching up to Bear with fiery fingers. He fell back into the inferno and, within a second, his beige fabric and his straw stuffing were first black then gray ash. His eye, which had once seen all the evil that had passed at Mrs. Frome’s establishment, but which, alas, was only attached to Bear’s face by the flimsiest of threads, separated during his descent and fell to one side of the furnace. The tiny jewel looked back at the sky and the eye of the moon looked back on it.


And there it waited. A goggling toy eye knows no time.













CHAPTER FIVE


In the bus the sky was fading to utter black. Soon it would be time to move.


Frome stirred himself. He needed to check the kids. First was Hope. He felt for a pulse, found there wasn’t one. Her skin was cold. His heart lurched uncomfortably. He tried another pressure point on her wrist but still felt nothing. He thumbed open one of her eyelids and her pupil contracted; a reaction to the interior light. Good—she was still alive then.


But then he remembered something from a mystery he’d read in Stillwater. The exact same thing occurred when a doctor examined a dead person’s eye. The pupil contracting was just some weird post-mortem reaction to light like a corpse’s leg twitching. Was that some writer bullshit? These guys just made stuff up, right? The pupil had reacted. Hope was alive. End of.


Despite the evening’s warmth, he felt cold, cold as Hope’s skin. Henry’s people regarded everyone but the children as expendable. He really should have checked before doubling the dose. But why was that on him? Do this, do that—nine years of crap. They weren’t taking the risk here. Fuck ’em. He would just lie, tell them the kids were fine when he dumped them. Must have been hypothermia; after all, the country got damned cold at night despite it being June. Should have given the kids more than Airtex shirts to wear. It was down to them, not him.


There was a groan. Another dagger stabbed at his heart and his sphincter opened and he pissed himself slightly. Was the noise from Hope? No, the girl’s face was still like marble. He steeled himself and forced himself to turn his head. David lolled on the floor behind him, muttering and stirring. Frome reached for the OJ, lifted the boy’s head, prised open his mouth and gave him another dose. The kid subsided again.


Frome went back to his seat. He mopped at the wetness around his groin with a Kleenex. He’d brought one of his magazines along to kill time, but the pink flesh didn’t excite him as it normally would. The cold in his pants lingered. He threw the magazine aside. He felt Hope’s sightless pupils fixed on his back. He got up. Though it was getting chilly, he took off his mackinaw and dropped it over her head.


Gradually total night closed in until all was utterly black outside the globe of the interior light. The clock now read 10.51. He stared at it, scarcely crediting that the time had come. With a shaking hand he twisted the key in the ignition. The engine fired. He switched off the interior light, turned on the headlights, shifted into first gear, drove around the back lot and onto the abandoned spur of highway toward Ashland.


When he reached the town there was not a light showing. He turned north onto the 11. Every sense was on alert for the Highway Patrol. The schools had finished up for summer over a week before: the sight of an empty bus heading toward the depot at Presque Isle shouldn’t arouse too many suspicions. But bad luck had a habit of following Eugene Macdonald Dubois around. He knew he was not just transporting seven abducted children.


At least one of them, he was sure, was dead.










CHAPTER SIX


A young mechanic, Brent McAllister, discovered the kids. He had been coming home late; late enough that he was almost in danger of coming home at dawn. But for now, as far as he could establish, for he was very drunk, it was full dark, no hint of brightness in the east, and he had his lights on full beam. Though Highway 11 was a major artery leading up to the border, after midnight there was no traffic.


His problem had been the blond waitress at the honky-tonk on Highway 1 outside Presque Isle. Though the place was a good thirty miles from his marital home, once he had set eyes on Charlayne two months previously he’d been returning there on a regular basis. Working overtime was what he told his wife, Patrice. But he’d never been “working” so late as this and wondered if tonight, or today as it might well be, things were going to explode back home.


Charlayne had a pretty, lived-in smile. Her lipstick was always slightly smeared, and the kohl around her eyes was not perfectly applied. There were gummy little balls of it in her eyelashes. Before each visit he’d slipped off his wedding band. After each beer Charlayne became more beautiful to him. He decided her eyes were kind, and so was her smile… Tonight finally, their fingers touched as he slid over some dough. They talked. He spilled his whole life plan. Well, almost everything except the existence of Patrice. Charlayne went to serve at the other end of the bar.


He found he was in a state of some excitement and couldn’t wait for her to come back. But she didn’t return for a few minutes. He found he was drifting… Gotta get it together. Gotta be around when her shift ended. Where was she? He saw she was talking to a couple of guys. They were wearing cowboy hats and denim jackets with Confederate flag badges sewn on the back. What was that about in rural Maine? Damned if she wasn’t patting one of them on the hand in the exact same way she had patted his hand a few minutes before. And batting those lashes at the dude just as she had at him. She said something and the two tilted their heads back and showed their teeth. Like mules. One of the cowboys glanced his way. Were they laughing at him? His fist clenched and his face burned. He felt like punching them, stopping their laughter, knocking those stupid hats off and stuffing them past their mule teeth and down their throats.


Yes, that’s what he was going to do. He got off the stool. But then the world started spinning. Charlayne and the cowboys seemed a long way away. Too far to get to in his current state. He needed some air. He zigzagged to the open door, guided by the breeze. He stood unsteadily on the saloon porch and breathed deep of the cool, loamy air of the night. He took a couple of unsteady steps, unzipped and relieved himself off the porch. His aim was unsteady. Some of it splashed his boots. He thought of going back inside. After all the country tunes on the juke, a new type of song had come on: “The Long and Winding Road.” He had never been much of a fan of the Beatles, but this song, which was at that moment number one on Billboard, struck him with a wave of sentiment. He thought of Patrice back in Portage, waiting for him. He forgot the likely harsh words that would greet his return; thought only of her sitting there, fretting, lonely—pretty, dammit. He found his ardor for Charlayne had vanished. He also realized he was very tired.


The next thing he knew he was driving in the pickup. The brights slid over the center line as the truck swayed into the oncoming lane. How had he gotten in his truck, started it and driven away? Where was he? He pulled back onto the right side of the road and braked down to the speed limit. You never knew when the sheriff or one of his deputies would be out. He looked for a passing landmark, recognized a barn as it flashed past. Highway 11. He had somehow gotten past the regional airport, transited the state road and was now on 11 heading north.


He drifted again and woke with a start. He found he was, once more, over the center line. He braked violently again, gripping the wheel with both hands. Gotta stay awake. Gotta hold it together… Just ten miles to Portage; halfway there already.


At first he didn’t register what he saw on the verge just after the next bend. He went another fifty yards or so before braking sharply again so the road behind lit up red. He sat there a moment, breathing heavily, wondering if what he had just seen was some alcohol-induced hallucination. No doubt of it, he decided: he should just go on home.


Then a better angel prevailed—it would only take seconds. Just go back, have another look. If it was just a hallucination, no harm done… 


He turned the truck in a slow circle across the highway, drove back in first gear, craning forward over the wheel, trying to see beyond the cone of headlights.


There. It had been no illusion. In the high beams he saw it again, but starker now as he suddenly sobered, his mind jolted by the strangeness of the scene. He rolled to a stop.


Seven children were lined up on their backs in the dew-wet grass on the verge of the northbound highway, each in a uniform of blue Airtex shirt, khaki short, white socks, and sneakers. So neatly laid out they looked like corpses on mortuary blocks. And they were so still they might, indeed, be dead because who could lie unmoving in that wet grass? Even on a June night the temperature was down in the mid-fifties.


His second thought was this must be the aftermath of an alien abduction. The Betty and Barney Hill episode had happened on a night not unlike this nine years ago across the border in New Hampshire. He looked up into the sky, half expecting to see a rotating, illuminated saucer, but there was nothing but the stars.


His eyes went back to the roadside. The kids were laid out so neatly. There were little Pan Am bags arranged precisely next to each of them. There were placards hung around their necks with butcher’s twine.


He noticed that on the roadward side of the kids there were the deep tire tracks of a large vehicle showing on the verge.


McAllister stared, paralyzed. What should he do? Drive off and find help? Or just carry on as if he had seen nothing? He would sleep off the booze and it would be just a bad memory when he woke up.


The better angel spoke to him again and he pushed open the door and got down from the cab. His work boots crunched on the standing between the asphalt and the verge, seemed to carry him forward absent his conscious will. He looked down at the first kid. A black child, maybe about nine, pretty braids, her eyes closed. He could see the message on the placard hung around her neck: “I am Shannon. For I think that God hath set forth us the apostles last, as it were appointed to death: for we are made a spectacle unto the world, and to angels, and to men.”


Her chest heaved.


Shannon was alive.


Another light showed over the trees to the south. The beams filled the sky and caught on the tops of the pines before the curve. He snapped out of his mind freeze, staggered out into the middle of the road, his hands waving. It was a lumber truck bound for Canada, an eighteen-wheeler—the sort that doesn’t stop for anything. McAllister was blinded as it thundered around the curve and headed straight toward him. He dropped his hands to his eyes. There was the deafening sound of air brakes. The truck grille halted a bare twenty feet in front of him. The Canadian driver jumped down, was about to curse him out when he, too, saw what McAllister had discovered.


The truck had a CB radio. Within the hour that lonely section of Highway 11 was swarming with vehicles. There were ambulances from Caribou and Presque Isle, the cruisers of the state troopers from Houlton, and reporters’ cars from as far away as Bangor.










CHAPTER SEVEN


Ed came back from a blackness as deep as the one before birth, and maybe the one that awaits in death. There were lights playing before his closed eyes.


He opened them. It was night. Emergency stutter lights flashed: blue, red, blue, red… Flashlight beams cut here and there through the dark. Black figures moved through the glares of light, like aliens.


His back felt wet. His hands reached out and felt to either side: he lay in soaking, dew-dampened grass.


A shadow fell over him. Then a voice belonging to the shadow shouted: “This one’s alive!”


Other shadows came quickly, blocked out the light. He felt breath on his face. It smelled like meat: raw meat.


“Son, can you hear me?” Meatmouth asked.


Ed blinked.


The voice again: “How many fingers are there?”


Something blurry and white passed across his vision. A hand? He found he couldn’t speak.


Three floating faces now. A new voice: “What’re his signs?”


“He’s unresponsive; looks like a barbiturate overdose, same as the others.”


The newest, commanding voice said, “Take him to the ambulance, stat.”


There came a rattling of wheels and a contraption was parked next to his body. He was lifted up and laid down again; canvas now not wet grass at his back. His shirt was soaked through.


He stared at the bright silver blanket they had laid over his middle. It was bright and warm, so warm after the cold of the grass, like something from God.


Above, the night sky spun with brilliant diamond stars.


The man pushing him wore a green smock and was upside down. He had fearful, rolling eyes and a sweaty, stubbly face.


Ed was lifted up into a brightly lit vehicle. There were two beds, and the interior was filled with canisters and tubes and racks of bottles. He was sure he had never seen anything more strange or beautiful. He was laid out on one of the beds. Hands were placed on him.


“This may hurt,” a new voice said. Something was inserted into his arm: a needle. But he felt nothing. He looked at the needle through half-closed eyes. It was as if the needle and arm belonged to someone else. The blanket was taken off his trunk, his shirt unbuttoned and a cold disk was put on his chest, and the man said, “Breathe in.” This he knew how to do and he sucked in a breath and the man said, “Good—good chest sounds. Pulse steady but slow.” Then fingers lifted up an eyelid… A probing light stabbed in.


The light snapped off. He began slipping into the black.


“Stay with me,” the voice said, but from far away.


He was drifting. Whatever had been in the needle was working on him. A warm bullet raced through his veins, waking his dead blood. It was aimed at his heart. It exploded there and he felt his whole body spasm. His eyes shot open. The world tilted, then whirled, then stilled again.


They propped up his head. Suddenly his vision cleared. He saw the lights and bustle outside. But there, amidst the chaos, was the dead stillness of six other bodies lined up by a road. They each wore the same blue shirt as him.


But he did not know who they were.










CHAPTER EIGHT


Aroostook County had never seen a crime like this: seven abducted kids, two of them dead. Its resources were slim and stretched. The county was bigger than some states and the second largest east of the Mississippi, but the sheriff’s office in Houlton was manned by only thirteen law enforcement officers. So the incident on Highway 11 had been swiftly escalated.


It was around ten in the morning when the FBI arrived. The Boston Field Office had been called in to “provide additional resources” and by mid-morning several government sedans carrying Supervising Special Agent Greg Hennessey and a dozen field agents were on the scene. They set up a command post at Houlton and the media descended upon it like flies on a corpse.


In response to the media furor Hennessey’s SAC in Boston demanded quick results. The Child Abduction Response Plan was upended. The Bureau’s job was usually to find missing children and return them to their families, but in this case they had found the children but there were no families to return them to. With the agreement of the Houlton sheriff, Hennessey took the decision in the first hour to issue police pictures of the seven children to encourage people to come forward. Five were taken in hospital wards, two in morgues. The pictures went onto the front pages of local and national newspapers. Five of the children stared out of the front pages, glassy-eyed and confused, but two others were shown with eyes closed and with an unmistakable pallor. The images shocked the nation. The signs with their names and the biblical passage were also published, in case they jogged anyone’s memory. A hotline was set up in Houlton.


Neither the mugshots nor the signs elicited any worthwhile leads, though there was a call from someone who had seen a suspicious flying object in the night sky over the dump site and another from a person who claimed to have contacted one of the dead children on the astral plane.


One of the dozen field agents was called Gloria Gonzalez. She was fresh out of Quantico and this was her first major case. She was paired with a veteran of the Bureau, Chris Madden. The two were chalk and cheese. He was thirty-seven, a Korean war veteran with a buzz cut and stern frown but otherwise no visible emotion, and on the older end of the spectrum for a field agent. Despite the regulation gray pantsuit she was wearing, Gloria knew how to have fun and accessorize. She was big in voice, on hair, perfume, and jewelry—the new face of the FBI just emerging in these last days of Hoover.


Hennessey called the first case meeting early the next day. Present were his own agents and assembled police officers from Aroostook and the two neighboring counties of Piscataquis and Penobscot. He said that the medics had forbidden any questioning of the traumatized kids for now, since the doctors reported that each of the five survivors was suffering from acute memory loss, to the degree that they were unaware of the names on their placards. The only clues thus far were the tire tracks on the roadside verge at the dump site and the Pan Am bags. The bags were widely available at every airport gift shop and identifying a point of origin and a purchaser would be near impossible. The Bibles in the bags were the Douay version, used by Catholics, so there was a slight clue. However, these had been printed back in 1941 and so again their origin was difficult to discover. The children’s clothing was so commonplace as to be untraceable. They puzzled over the biblical quotation written in childish hands on the placards.


Molds of the tire tracks had been made by the Evidence Response Team and sent for analysis at Quantico. Yesterday’s canvasing had yielded nothing, but had only taken in the couple of dozen farms, cabins, and trailers in a four-mile radius of the dump site. Apart from the alleged unidentified flying object in the sky, nothing unusual had been noted until McAllister came across the kids at 3 a.m. the day before.


The sheriff ordered the search to be expanded and, short of any other clues, all other officers and agents were sent to man roadblocks and canvas Presque Isle to the east, Ashland to the south and as far north as Fort Kent on the border. A handful of officers were left to man the newly opened public information line.


Madden and Gonzalez were assigned to Ashland and here, at the combined convenience store and gas station, got the first lead.


They showed their badges to the owner, Louis Grandfleur, a garrulous, rotund, thickly bearded French Canadian.


Madden took the lead. “You heard about the abduction case?”


“Who hasn’t?” Grandfleur answered, nodding toward the newsstand, where the pictures of the Seven Apostles, as they were now being called, stared out in life and death.


“We want to question anyone who might have seen the children.”


Grandfleur shook his head. “Believe me, we’d notice seven strange kids around here. This place ain’t exactly teeming.”


Madden tried a long shot. “So, anything else unusual been going on around here?”


Grandfleur shrugged and stroked his beard. “Folk here keep themselves to themselves and that’s fine, but we have some outsiders come through.”


“Such as?” Gloria asked.


“Well, we get our share of out-of-state hunters, folk on a back-to-nature Thoreau trip, a few anti-draft kids heading north to Quebec, but they’re all here today, gone tomorrow. Strangest permanent folk around here would be that couple living out in the woods. Name of Frome, place called Eriksson’s Lot. About the only piece of the North Woods not owned by the big logging companies. He’s some kind of survivalist I guess, but she don’t look like that at all. She’s more housewifely, you know? They drive through in a beat-up Chevy pickup every now and again. But never together. Just one or the other. Never stopped here neither, which is weird, given there ain’t another gas station within ten miles of this place. Only reason I know their name is one of the guys at the forestry checkpoint told me it.”


“So, you never saw them with kids?” Gloria asked.


Grandfleur quirked an eyebrow. “Like I said, in this town you’d have noticed something like that. But if you want to know more, go out to the forestry checkpoint. It’s on the abandoned highway west of here. There’s a story there—shoulda gone all the way to Canada but construction got pulled in the Fifties. Land slips and environmentalists, you know? Checkpoint’s manned eight to four this time of year. Those guys are meant to log everything. Must have processed that Chevy a bunch of times. And they may be able to tell you where this Eriksson’s Lot is. Me? I ain’t got a clue. Back of beyond is all I know. Watch you don’t get a flat—no tows out there.”


Madden and Gonzalez exchanged glances. They had been assigned to assist in canvasing the town. But, as it was, the place was already crawling with police teams. There was something in Grandfleur’s story. Loners were behind most non-family child abductions and these Fromes fit that bill exactly. They thanked him, called Special Agent Hennessey and told him they were investigating a lead and set off down the highway. A sign gave it a name, Realty Road, but after a few potato farms and a sawmill on the edge of the forest there was no other property.


The officer at the checkpoint was new to the job but showed the agents the logbook. Sure enough there was a record of the Chevy’s journeys back and forth, its registration and two barely legible signatures, always on different dates. He, too, had heard that the Fromes were some kind of survivalist couple, maybe even cultists of some nature. The one time he’d seen the Chevy, its bed had been piled with dry goods, good enough for a month-long siege, but, hell, survivalists were hoarders, weren’t they? With the Missile Crisis not that long ago he guessed these folk were just stockpiling against a nuclear winter. He gave the two agents directions to the turnoff to the Lot.


Madden aimed the sedan down Realty Road. It was strange to be following a blacktop into the middle of an uninhabited wilderness. They drove down this dull, undulating arboreal tunnel, the monotony broken only by glimpses of distant blue-gray mountains, streams rushing under the road in culverts, and the hint of blue lakes glimpsed through the lattice of trees.


Then an aberration appeared. They came around a wide bend and saw that the firs and spruce had been cleared back some twenty yards from the road and there sat a ruined Texaco station. The place had apparently been dropped from the heavens to serve the abandoned highway, then forgotten. The Texaco sign with its red star and green T on its post was rusty and pitted with buckshot. Rusted pumps stood under a sagging canopy on the overgrown asphalt. Beyond, the office front was boarded with rotten panels. At some time the entrance had been broken into and the hole looked like a dark, sinister mouth. A few yards further on, the blacktop abruptly ended and the road became shale and gravel.


They didn’t stop. The agents’ attention had already been drawn to a plume of smoke rising from a mountain ridge some twenty miles to the northwest, roughly where the forestry officer had told them the Lot was. Madden pressed down on the gas, heedless of Grandfleur’s warning about flats.


They could hardly miss the turning when it came. There had been no other side road, just firebreaks, in the last hour. A chain-link fence appeared by the side of the road and ran alongside it for a half-mile to a padlocked swing gate. There was a metal sign with “Eriksson’s Lot: Private Property. Trespassers will be Prosecuted,” stenciled in faded red paint on the fence next to it. Rusted buckshot holes decorated the sign in several places. A passing wit had scored through “Prosecuted” and scratched the word “Shot” above it. The unpaved track behind rose steeply into the forest.


Seeing the locked gates, Madden went to the sedan’s trunk and took out a pair of bolt cutters.


“Let’s call it probable cause,” he said. He swiftly dispatched the padlock. They cleared the scattered deadfall on the track beyond. There were two vehicle tracks in the mud underneath: one heavy, possibly correlating to the heavy tracks found on 11, the other lighter and perhaps those of the pickup.


Madden looked at Gloria. “Looks like a match, but we need a warrant and the ERT before we go further and we’re out of radio range. I’m going to have to go back while you hold the fort. No one in, no one out.”


“No one’s coming, Chris,” Gloria said.


“I won’t be long,” Madden said. But, of course, he was. It took four hours before he was back with the warrant and the ERT. The four hours were the loneliest Gloria had ever spent. She sat on a tree stump, fished out a packet of Salems and lit up. There was utter, total silence. You would have to believe in some crazy stuff to live out here in this nowhere. A millennial cult who drank the blood of living children perhaps. She shivered. There was a sudden rustling in the trees across the way. She dropped her cigarette and pulled her service .38, thinking it was a bear. She was ready to fire a warning shot but the rustling moved off. Her heartbeat stilled. She sat back on the stump, let the sun beat down on her, hoping it would drive the unease from her. But she couldn’t rid herself of it, or the sense of being watched. She looked around but there was only the rusted gate and the track leading up to God knows what on the top of the mountain. Not a single vehicle passed.


By the time Madden was back with the ERT in the midafternoon, there were a half-dozen lipstick-ringed Salem butts around the tree stump.


The ERT confirmed the heavy tracks looked a match with the ones on the 11. They took molds and photos for analysis. Then Madden, Gonzalez, and two others drove up the track. Gonzalez clutched the gold crucifix around her neck. She decided she hated these woods.


The second gate lay open at the top. A little beyond, smoke rose from a blackened crater some forty feet across and twenty feet deep. No trace of a dwelling remained, just charred wood scattered for 100 yards around. The surrounding trees were scorched but had not caught aflame. Even in June the Maine woods had a pervading dampness about them.


The neighboring lean-to had partially collapsed but otherwise survived the explosion. The ERT went into it first. They found tools and empty fuel containers, which they dusted, but these had been wiped of fingerprints.


More agents arrived and an incident site was established. A mechanical digger was brought in from a logging camp and a six-foot radio mast was erected with the range to reach Ashland. Tents were set up and a latrine dug. The summer bugs descended on the sweating agents. Gloria spent three nights in that godforsaken place without a change of clothes or anywhere to wash. The ERT sifted the pulverized concrete, melted metal, and charcoal at the bottom of the explosion crater. On the third day they found fragments of carbonized bone, possibly lumbar vertebrae. There was not much left for the pathologist. All he could determine was that they didn’t belong to a child; the fragments seemed to belong to a mature adult, or adults.


It could be the Fromes, but two vehicles had been driven away from the Lot. Did the Fromes have accomplices? Other members of the same cult who had disposed of the kids while the Fromes killed themselves?


On July 1, the abandoned school bus was discovered in some woods near Fort Kent. The tire treads of the bus were an exact match with those gathered at the Lot and on Highway 11. The bus had been purchased for cash in a sale of state assets ten years previously. The purchaser’s ID was discovered to be fake. The bus contained the fingerprints of the seven children, but not its driver. A J.C. Penney bag with a jug of OJ and barbiturate mix, a Penthouse magazine, and some used Kleenex were found under the bus driver’s seat. The driver had presumably skipped across the border into Canada from Fort Kent.


Identikit pictures of the Fromes were produced and warrants for their arrest issued, just in case they were still alive.










CHAPTER NINE


The children were transferred to hospitals in Massachusetts. Who were they? All the authorities had were the names on the placards. The Missing? The Trafficked? The Abducted? Survivors of Homicide? The doctors determined that their ages were probably within six months of one another, from nine to nine and a half years old. Young for runaways, but still possible. In that year there were over a half-million missing person cases in the US. But after a solid month of exhaustive cross-checking it was established that the kids could not be linked to a single one of them.


The FBI’s Kidnapping and Missing Persons department had a list of the rare cases of babies being snatched from childcare situations, but nearly every one had been solved and the child returned to its parents. There were only unsolved cases every five years or so. Seven concurrent cases had never happened.


Homicide: what if both parents had been murdered and the child taken by the perpetrators? Despite some 16,000 homicides in the US in 1970, there were no reported cases of double homicides and child abduction that year, or, for that matter, in the preceding decade.


The only remaining theory, bar the alien abduction one, was one that actually approached the truth. The children had been born off the grid and their parents had simply vanished.


Gonzalez was given the task of examining the land registry for the Lot. The public record office in Houlton had all she needed. The place got its name from a Swede, Matthias Lars Eriksson, who bought it shortly after the creation of Aroostook County in 1839. Eriksson logged the valuable white pine out of it, then departed the woods leaving only his name behind.


Afterwards the Lot changed hands twice and was then sold just after the Second World War to what her investigations would eventually reveal was a shell company registered in the Caymans. As the islands were a British Overseas Territory, further information about the directors of the company would have to be sought from the UK. Companies House in London did eventually supply some names, but these, unsurprisingly, also turned out to be entirely fictitious.


It was time to begin questioning the children. The Massachusetts psychiatrists and the FBI established a protocol: the five survivors were to be kept under observation in separate institutions. The separation was intentional: if their memories did return, and the case ever came to trial, the Feds didn’t want any cross-contaminating false memories. Child witnesses were tricky enough at the best of times.


An agent was designated to each child. On his return to the Boston Field Office, Hennessey, who was pleased with his new agent’s performance in the backwoods, got Gloria assigned to one of the boys, Edward. Gloria was to feed information back to the investigative coordinator. How much could be obtained from the kid was doubtful. The psychologists were certain that the children had been subjected to some kind of deep brainwashing regime. They used the word “zombie” in private to describe them, but never in public.










CHAPTER TEN


Dr. Roger Gant, the child psychologist at the Boston Children’s Hospital in Brookline, looked like an eccentric scientist in a TV show: he was bearded and wore a stained lab coat and half-moon glasses. He liked to keep things informal and decided he’d address the kid as Ed. He wasn’t happy to learn that an agent had been assigned to shadow Ed’s treatment.


He met Gloria in the corridor outside his office before the first session.


Gloria had ditched the serious pantsuit. She wore coral lipstick and a sangria-colored blazer and skirt combo. The skirt had quite a high hemline. She smiled warmly, and Gant couldn’t help but smile back. Whoever had chosen her for this assignment had chosen well: this could work.


“Good to meet you, Agent Gonzalez—”


She held up a hand. Her rings flashed in the corridor light. “Please, call me Gloria.”


“OK, Gloria. Before we go in, I just wanted to review the case.” He gestured to a bench in the corridor.


“Fine by me.” She sat, pulling down her skirt, but not before Gant had admired her knees.


He cleared his throat and sat too. “The kid’s suffering amnesia brought on, we think, by some sort of traumatic mind control. Are you familiar with the topic?”


“You mean, have I seen The Manchurian Candidate? Yes, as a matter of fact.”


Her smile was really quite infectious. He smiled back. “Well, I guess the movies and books have a lot to answer for. Fact and fiction kind of blur. I hear that some of the defendants in the Tate–LaBianca trial are pleading coercive persuasion.”


The trial of Charles Manson had just begun and had quickly replaced the Apostles’ story in the national headlines.


“Do you believe they were forced to commit those murders?” Gloria asked.


“As a matter of fact, I do. I think given the right circumstances—drugs, sleep deprivation, torture—quite normal people could be driven to murder on command. They’re called robot agents. I’m sure you’ve heard the term.”


Gloria’s smile faded a little. She wasn’t going to admit it to Gant, but at Quantico the trainees had heard all about MKUltra, the CIA’s program of research into behavioral modification. Prisoners, ­psychiatric patients, and women suffering postpartum depression had been subjected to electroshock and LSD treatments by their secret service colleagues disguised as innocent medical research students, all with the intention of wiping their subjects’ memories.
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