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PRAISE FOR VAUGHN C. HARDACKER

“In this hard-hitting crime novel … Hardacker keeps the action flowing all the way to the violent climax.”

—Publishers Weekly on Black Orchid

“Fast paced and action packed, Black Orchid takes the Hollywood private eye novel in a bold and exciting new direction. You won’t want to put it down.”

—Paul Doiron, author of The Precipice on Black Orchid

“Hardacker is a writer as comfortably at home on the dark streets of Boston as he is in the north woods of Maine. In both places, his story of a twisted serial killer will make you feel like you’re there even as he keeps you right on the edge of your chair. This ensemble of strong men, strong women, good bad guys, and bad bad guys will take you on a trip you won’t want to miss.”

—Kate Flora, winner of the 2013 Maine Literary Award for Crime Fiction on The Fisherman

“Born in Southie and forged by the Marine Corps, there’s no way Boston police detective Mike Houston is going to sit still for a sniper shooting up his city, never mind going after the people he loves. A tense and exciting duel that turns the pages for you.”

—Stephen D. Rogers, author of Shot to Death on Sniper

“From its initial horrific crime to its hold-your-breath climax, Sniper is a full-throttle thriller. Hardacker has written a page-turner that feels authentic both technically and in its very human cast of characters. Fans of Stephen Hunter’s Bob Lee Swagger won’t want to miss this outstanding debut!”

—Steve Ulfelder, Edgar-nominated author of Shotgun Lullaby on Sniper

“Tense, taut, and genuinely chilling. Hardacker instills this disturbingly sinister tale of vengeance and terror with true Boston heart and authenticity.”

—Hank Phillippi Ryan; Agatha, Anthony, Macavity, and Mary Higgins Clark award–winning author of The Wrong Girl on Sniper

“Hardacker handles the action and the characters well and ties things together in a suspenseful manner.”

—Kirkus Reviews on Sniper
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Of the evil beings who dwelt on the periphery of the world of the Anishinaubae peoples, none was more terrifying than the Weendigo. It was a creature loathsome to behold and as loathsome in its habits, conduct, and manners.

The Weendigo was a giant manitou in the form of a man or a woman, who towered five to eight times above the height of a tall man. But the Weendigo was a giant in height only; in girth and strength, it was not. Because it was afflicted with never-ending hunger and could never get enough to eat, it was always on the verge of starvation. The Weendigo was gaunt to the point of emaciation, its desiccated skin pulled tautly over its bones. With its bones pushing out against its skin, its complexion the ash gray of death, and its eyes pushed back deep into their sockets, the Weendigo looked like a gaunt skeleton recently disinterred from the grave. What lips it had were tattered and bloody from its constant chewing with jagged teeth.

Unclean and suffering from suppurations of the flesh, the Weendigo gave off a strange and eerie odor of decay and decomposition, of death and corruption.

When the Weendigo set to attack a human being, a dark snow cloud would shroud its upper body from the waist up. The air would turn cold, so the trees crackled. Then a wind would rise, no more than a breath at first, but in moments whining and driving, transformed into a blizzard.

Behind the odor and chill of death and the killing blizzard came the Weendigo.

Even before the Weendigo laid hands on them, many people died in their tracks from fright; just to see the Weendigo’s sepulchral face was enough to induce heart failure and death. For others, the monster’s shriek was more than they could bear.

Those who died of fright were lucky; their death was merciful and painless. But for those who had the misfortune to live through their terror, death was slow and agonizing.

The Weendigo seized its victim and tore him, or her, limb from limb with its hands and teeth, eating the flesh and bones and drinking the blood while its victim screamed and struggled. The pain of others meant nothing to the Weendigo; all that mattered was its survival.

The Weendigo gorged itself and glutted its belly as if it would never eat again. But a remarkable thing always occurred. As the Weendigo ate, it grew, and as it grew so did its hunger, so that no matter how much it ate, its hunger always remained in proportion to its size. The Weendigo could never requite either its unnatural lust for human flesh or its unnatural appetite. It could never stop as animals do when bloated, unable to ingest another morsel, or sense as humans sense that enough is enough for the present. For the unfortunate Weendigo, the more it ate, the bigger it grew; and the bigger it grew, the more it wanted and needed.

The Anishinaubae people had every reason to fear and abhor the Weendigo. It was a giant cannibal that fed only on human flesh, bones, blood. But the Weendigo represented not only the worst that a human can do to another human being and ultimately to himself or herself, but exemplified other despicable traits. Even the term “Weendigo” evokes images of offensive traits. It may be derived from ween dagoh, which means “solely for self,” or from weenin n’d’igooh, which means “fat” or excess.

The Weendigo inspired fear. There was no human sanction or punishment to compare to death at the hands of the Weendigo …


THE LEGEND

The Saint John River, near what is now the Madawaska Maliseet First Nation, New Brunswick, Canada, 1683

A gust of frigid wind caught and snapped the deerskin flap. The small fire at the center of the lodge struggled to ward off the cold while its light made the occupants’ shadows dance on the thin walls like an eerie shadow-puppet play. An old Maliseet man faced the five wide-eyed children who were huddled together as close as they could to the fire, several of them wrapped together in blankets, trying to absorb as much warmth as possible. The old man’s low, raspy voice filled the room above the periodic popping of the wood fire and the howling of the wind. His breath was visible in the air as his tale held his young audience captive.

“It happened years ago, after Kji-kinap created the six worlds and the people. Many years before the French came to our lands and destroyed the balance of life, the people had shared with the Earth World from the time of creation. The people knew that for three seasons the Earth World worked hard providing crops so the people could survive the fourth season, when the Earth World rested. The balance was always uncertain, some seasons were dry and crops suffered, others were wet and again crops suffered. Then the whites came and killed the Earth World’s animals for the pleasure of it. They left the carcasses, taking only the prize meats, leaving the rest of the valuable gift to rot on the forest floor. Soon game was not so plentiful and Kji-kinap was displeased with the way both the French and the Algonquins had treated the Earth World. To teach the people a lesson and to get them to return to the old ways, Kji-kinap sent Wendigo to the land.

“Wendigo has always been a cruel teacher. He visits during the Hunger Moon, when food is scarce and the people are weak with starvation. His lessons always bring death and suffering.

“Over the land came a winter worse than anything the people had ever known. They knew Kji-kinap was angry and punished them for abusing the blessings that the Earth World provided. Snow fell for days at a time and soon was so deep even the deer and moose moved to the south. Many of the people died from the cold and lack of food.

“There was among the people a great warrior named Plawej. He stood head and shoulders above the next tallest man in the village. He saw that the people’s need was great and declared he would take a band of hunters far away, toward the setting sun to seek food for the tribe. There was great celebration in the village, for Plawej was renowned throughout the land as a great hunter. “Surely,” the people said,” if there is anyone who can find game it is he.” The villagers were so sure that the hunt would be successful that they gave most of their food to the hunters for their journey.

“The party was gone two moons with no word of them. One day, when it was so cold the air froze into fine crystals of ice, Wijik, one of the hunters, crawled into the village. The villagers took him before the council and placed him before a fire to warm. The warrior had been in the frigid cold for so long he was reluctant to sit close to the fire; its heat too painful for his cold flesh. He gathered the council around and this is the tale he told:

‘We traveled many days to the south and west, past the great lake shaped like the antlers of the moose. The cold and snow made travel hard and we saw no game. Plawej led us into a great cedar swamp where the snow was not so deep, but hoarfrost was everywhere. Never have I seen such a frozen and foreboding place. Ice coated the trees and their branches hung to the ground as if they were the arms of a great frozen monster, waiting to grab us up. It was there that Plawej decided to set our hunting camp. Many of the hunters were not happy with the place. The swamp air was so frigid that it seemed to freeze on our faces and every breath brought the glacial chill deep into our chests. On the ground, the hoarfrost was so thick and hard it was all we could do to chop through it for water. Plawej challenged anyone who doubted his decision. We all knew his prowess as a warrior, so no one challenged him.

‘We hunted around the great lake for seven suns and found no game. We told Plawej we should return home because we were running out of food. It is far better to starve with your people than to die alone in the deep woods. He refused us. Again he issued his challenge. No one took it.

‘The next morning when we arose, Skun and Njiknam were gone. We saw their tracks going toward the rising sun and believed they had given up and returned home. The following morning Tia’m and Mi’kmwesu were gone, the day after, Miskwekepu’j and Antawesk. The desertions continued until only Plawej and I remained.

‘Hunger and cold were the only truths we knew. I had lost much weight and was weakening. I knew I too had to leave while I still had enough strength to get home. Plawej, as was his habit, had left camp early, climbing one of the high ridges that surrounded the swamp. I was suspicious of his going off alone and I set out to find him. I walked on the ice, seeking the place where his tracks left the frozen bog and entered the deep snow. I followed his footprints out of the swamp and up the great ridge. I was almost atop the incline when I first smelled something foul. It smelled as if a great battle had taken place and the smell of spilled blood and death rode the gusting wind. The ledge was too steep for me to climb while carrying a notched arrow, so I took my war axe in hand, hung my bow across my shoulder and slowly climbed to the top.

‘Once atop the ridge, I heard cracking sounds and sought cover in some evergreen trees. Curious about what the sounds were, I crept toward their source. In a short time the cracking ended and a great beast, I hoped it was a moose, could be heard walking down the ridge. I notched an arrow in my bow and stepped out of the tangled evergreens.

‘What I found there will remain with me always. I was in an area of pine, beech, and great maple trees. Suspended from the trees were the remains of men. They had been devoured … the ground beneath the hanging carcasses covered with broken bones, the very marrow gone as if it had been sucked out. To one side I found a pile of clothing and weapons: Tia’m’s bow was there, as was Mi’kmwesu’s moccasins and Miskwekepu’j’s blanket. I looked up into the maple tree and saw what remained of Antawesk hanging by the neck in a forked branch. The fiend had lifted him up and left him there, no doubt to keep its food safe from other animals. At first I wanted to find Plawej, but was afraid the monster might return, smell my scent and follow me. I decided to return to my hiding place in the evergreens and wait.

‘The sun was halfway across the sky when I heard it. I waited for him to get settled for his midday meal. I soon heard the cracking noises again and pushed aside the evergreen boughs.

‘I could not believe what I saw. There sat the creature—only it was not an animal!

‘It was Plawej. He squatted with his back to me, chewing and sucking the marrow out of one of Antawesk’s broken leg bones—he had become Wendigo.

‘I knew that even at full strength, I was no match for him, so I crept away. Once I reached the bottom of the ridge I ran and ran until I thought I could run no more—then I ran more. I ran until I dropped from exhaustion. Several times I heard Plawej call to me, asking me to wait for him so that we could travel together. I was too afraid to do anything but run….’”

The children sat entranced. Only the smallest, her eyes wide with horror, was brave enough to speak. “What happened then, Grandfather?”

“The next morning when Plawej arrived at the village, unaware Wijik had beaten him there, the people fell upon him and killed him. Because a Wendigo will resurrect unless his icy heart is melted in a great fire, they cut his body into pieces and burned the pieces.

“But, that was not the end …”

“It wasn’t?” the youngest said, her eyes wide and she leaned forward.

“No, the villagers were too hasty. They did not remember all there is to know about the Wendigo. Although they are gaunt in appearance, no mortal man can move faster. It is said that it would be easier to outrun the wind than a Wendigo. It was impossible for Wijik to have outrun one.

“As the fire in which Plawej burned died down, Wijik suddenly grew to over twenty feet tall. He snatched up two of the village children and disappeared into the woods, leaving only his laughter behind.”

The children gasped as one. “You mean—” said the eldest.

“Yes, Wijik was the Wendigo. That is why you must always be good children. When the winter wind blows hardest and coldest the Wendigo comes for bad children. It always has and it always will….”
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Township 19, Range 11 West of the Easterly Line of the State (T19, R11), North Maine Woods

Ryan Kelly sped along the remote tote road with a wary eye on the rapidly darkening sky. Even on a sunny day, night came early in January in northern Maine. But that day was overcast and clouds hung ominously low. Night would come earlier than normal. Getting lost in the dark would be the final blow to what had been a foolhardy endeavor in the first place. Running to Frontière Lake in advance of the annual fishing derby to check out the ice and a site for his portable ice fishing shack was a dumb idea. This time of year, the conditions could change in a heartbeat. What was clear ice today could be covered with deep snow by next Saturday.

Ryan looked at the trees bordering the road and saw the first snowflakes appear against the gray-black backdrop. Suddenly the wind escalated into what the locals called the Montreal Express and blasted his face with stinging sleet. He hunched forward and bent into the wind, wishing he had stayed back in Lyndon Station with his sister and her boyfriend.

The headlamps of his Bearcat illuminated the shape of something in the road ahead. At first he thought it was a moose. But as he neared, he realized it was much too tall. A large moose stood five feet at its shoulders; this shape was at least three feet taller than that. Kelly slowed his sled—if it was a bear he didn’t want to get too close. It couldn’t be a bear, he decided. They’d all been in hibernation for the better part of a month.

The figure noticed his lights and turned. When it turned and faced him, Kelly realized that it was humanoid. His heart skipped. All his life he’d been told that there had been Bigfoot sightings here in the crown of Maine. Was he looking at a Sasquatch? He shook his head as if to clear away a drunken mirage.

The shape began walking toward him and he slowed his sled even more. As he watched it approach, he debated whether to spin around and leave this thing behind. But, he asked himself, what if it’s just a big person in need of help? He made a decision and crept forward.

As he neared the form, Kelly saw that it was indeed a human being. He raised his hand in greeting.

Suddenly a dark cloud covered the man from the waist up, the temperature dropped so dramatically that several trees cracked, the wind escalated from a gentle breeze to a raging blizzard, and an overwhelming odor of death and decay and corruption permeated the air. Icy hands gripped Kelly and began tearing him apart while jagged teeth ripped into his body and he felt his blood being drunk. Kelly fought for his life and screamed and died.


2

Lyndon Station, Maine

Warden Larry Murphy drove slowly. The road was slick with snow and ice that had been packed by passing cars and trucks until it was as hard as the pavement it covered. When he stepped on the brake, the pickup’s rear end fishtailed and he steered in the direction of the skid to bring the vehicle back under control. The tires suddenly came into contact with the road’s paved surface and straightened, snapping the four-by-four to the left. Murphy pulled into the parking lot of McBrietty’s Outpost.

Wendell “Del” McBrietty was the wealthiest man in Lyndon Station and his gas station, general store, restaurant, and rental cabins formed a gauntlet along the only major thoroughfare in the minuscule town. He provided just about everything a resident of—or a visitor to—the remote town could need.

Like the majority of small Maine towns, Lyndon had no police force of its own. Law enforcement was handled by a consortium consisting of the Maine State Police, Aroostook County Sheriff’s Office, and Murphy, a member of the warden service of the Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife. While Murphy’s primary responsibility was enforcement of the state’s many hunting and fishing laws, members of the warden service are also police officers. They are required to successfully complete the Maine Criminal Justice Academy as well as a number of physical tests specific to the job. The warden service has the responsibility of conducting search and rescue operations throughout Maine’s extensive woodlands—which was why Murphy was at McBrietty’s.

Murphy parked his truck in front of the store and walked inside. The difference between the minus-twenty degrees outside and the store’s eighty-plus temperature hit Murphy like a wall. He felt as if he had entered a blast furnace.

McBrietty, who was in his midseventies, harbored fond memories of a bygone era and anyone entering one of his buildings for the first time would think they’d entered a time capsule from the 1930s. In the middle of the room was a pot-bellied wood-burning stove—the source of the super-heated, arid air—surrounded by a number of wooden chairs. A large metal coffee pot sat on top of the woodstove and the aroma of percolated coffee filled the air. Del McBrietty stood beside the stove and seemed to be in serious conversation with several men of his own age. Del was a large man, both in stature and in girth. He wore hunter-green wool trousers that were secured by both a wide leather belt and a pair of red suspenders over a red-and-black plaid flannel shirt. He sported a full beard and mustache, and his long hair fanned out from beneath a ball cap that had DEL’S embroidered on the front.

In similar fashion, the men seated around the stove wore the unofficial uniform of northern Maine’s long, long winter season: heavy flannel shirts, wool trousers, and L.L. Bean boots. When he spied the warden, Del stopped talking midsentence and said, “Hey, Murph. I take it you’re here about that idiot snowmobiler from away.”

“Yeah. How you doin’, Del?”

“If business was any slower, I’d have to shut the place down.”

Murphy grinned. For as long as he’d known Del, the man had complained that business was so slow he was going broke—a fact belied by the fancy Cadillac Escalade Del drove. Del’s Place was a gold mine and everyone in Lyndon Station and the surrounding towns knew it. Everyone agreed that if the store were to go out of business it could very well be the end of the town and locals would have to drive to Fort Kent, almost thirty miles away, to buy their cigarettes, booze, and lottery tickets. Regardless, there was no way Del was ever going to close his doors—at least not while he was still looking at the grass from the green-side-down. Murphy expressed his opinion of Del’s complaint. “I seriously doubt that. What’s the story on this lost sledder?”

“Friggin’ idjut from away decided he wasn’t gonna let cold weather keep him from takin’ a ride in the North Maine Woods. He left out of here yesterday mornin’ headed up towards Lake Frontière.”

“That’s a long ride in this weather.”

“It’s a long ride in any weather. But like I said, the guy’s an idjut. He’s a young fella with more guts than brains, if you ask me. He told me that he wanted to check things out before the ice fishing derby this coming weekend.”

“It’s unusual for out-of-state fishermen to go up to Frontière. They usually stay around the more accessible lakes along the Fish River.”

“The kid’s from Massachusetts—that tells me all I need to know.”

Murphy sighed. There was a lot of country between Lyndon Station and Frontière Lake … a trip of about thirty miles along isolated woods, roads, and trails. It was, he believed, going to be an exercise in futility. For all anyone knew the guy had crossed over into Quebec and was holed up someplace—not that there were any places to hole up in—unless he had found an unoccupied camp and broke in. He believed however, that the missing rider was most likely dead from prolonged exposure to subzero temperatures. Either way, Murphy was going to have to head up that way. “Was he here alone?”

“Nope, he was staying with a couple of others…. At least they had enough sense to stay inside until this weather breaks. Gonna have a heat wave, supposed to be up to twenty degrees by Tuesday.”

“I’ll make it a point to keep my bathing suit handy. What cabin were these guys in?”

“Hell, there’s only four back there…. Look for the one with a bright-yellow Hummer parked in front.”

Murphy left the warmth of the store and immediately felt the moisture inside his nose freeze as he circled the building and crossed the parking lot. He spotted the yellow Hummer parked in front of one of McBrietty’s rental cabins. Wood smoke furled from the stone chimney and the windows were covered with a layer of heavy frost. He stepped onto the wooden porch and rapped on the door. A muffled voice called out, “Who’s there?”

“Maine Warden Service.”

Murphy heard footsteps stomping across the cabin’s wood floor and envisioned their source as a large person. He was surprised when a slender woman, who he assumed to be in her early thirties, opened the door. She stepped aside and said, “Come on in, no sense trying to heat the outdoors.”

Murphy stepped inside and removed his bombardier hat. “I’m Warden Larry Murphy. Did you report a missing sledder?”

“No, my boyfriend did.” She raised her voice and called, “Steven, there’s a warden here about Ryan.”

A small man, barely taller than the woman, walked out of the bedroom.” Have they found him?” he asked.

“That’s hardly likely,” Murphy said, “seeing as how we haven’t started looking yet.”

A reddish hue covered the young man’s face. “I was hoping that maybe he’d gotten back or something.”

“There’re a lot of woods out there and before I head out I need to know anything you might know that will help me narrow down the search area,” Murphy said.

“Of, course, I’ll do anything I can to help.” The young man held his hand out and said, “I’m Steve Millhouse….” He turned to the woman. “This is my fiancée, Lisa Kelly.”

“And the name of the missing man?” Murphy asked.

“Ryan … Ryan Kelly,” Lisa said. “He’s my younger brother.”

“Del … Mr. McBrietty told me that he was headed up to Frontière Lake. Is he familiar with the area?”

“Our father grew up around here, over by Saint Francis. We’ve been coming up here since we were little kids.”

Murphy nodded. Her answer made the selection of Frontière Lake as a potential ice fishing location a bit more understandable. “Did your brother say which trail he was going to take?”

“He said he was going to take Lake Road to Cross Lake Road and then cut across Block Road until he came to the lake. He marked it on a map for us.” She walked to the room’s small couch and picked up a copy of DeLorme’s Maine Atlas and Gazetteer. She opened the book to the appropriate map and traced her brother’s alleged route. Murphy scanned the page and saw that Ryan Kelly did know something about the area. The only remaining questions were about the youngster’s readiness for a trip in subzero weather. “What type of condition is his sled in?”

“Tip-top,” Millhouse replied. “It’s a new Arctic Cat Bearcat 570. He was dressed for the cold, too.”

“What about food and water?”

“I don’t think he took any,” Kelly said. “He was planning on riding up and back in one day, said all he was going to do was check out the ice conditions before next week’s derby.”

Murphy grunted. It wasn’t the first time he’d come across people whose one-day ride turned into an exercise in survival. He could only hope that Ryan Kelly was still alive. “Okay, I’ll head up there.” He took a notebook from his coat pocket and wrote a number down. “Do either of you have a phone?”

“We both do,” the young woman replied.

Murphy jotted a number down. “This is the number of the Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife Regional Headquarters in Ashland. If you hear anything from your brother, call them and they’ll get in touch with me. Does he have a cell phone too?”

“Yes,” Lisa answered.

“And I’m assuming that he hasn’t called.”

“We figured that there aren’t any towers up here.”

“Oh, you can usually get one, either in the U.S. or from across the border in Quebec.”

“Unless,” Millhouse interjected, “his battery is dead.”

Murphy opened the door and stepped out into the freezing temperatures. As he walked to his truck, he hoped that the only thing dead was Ryan Kelly’s cell phone.


3

Little Black Checkpoint, North Maine Woods

Murphy walked inside the checkpoint and nodded to Sean O’Gill. As he walked to the pot behind the desk and helped himself to a cup of coffee, Murphy asked, “Did a sledder named Kelly come through here yesterday?”

“Don’t know, I was off.”

“Suppose you could check the log?”

“Suppose I could.” O’Gill smiled at the warden. “Carole was on yesterday, so I know that nobody slipped through without her seeing them. What’d this guy do?”

“It’s what he didn’t do—he didn’t come back. Told everyone that he was riding up to Frontière Lake to check it out before the derby next weekend. He hasn’t been heard from since.”

“He may have gone through Dickey checkpoint.”

“Could have, but he was staying at Del’s in Lyndon Station and Dickey is the wrong direction.”

O’Gill accessed the computer on his desk. “I got him. It looks like he came through at ten forty-five yesterday morning. Don’t see where he came back though. Of course if he came through after nine last night there was no one here.”

“What are the roads like between here and Frontière?”

“If I were goin’ up there, I think I’d take a sled. Not much cutting goin’ on in that area so I doubt that plowin’ those roads is a priority. They’ll make sure some of the roads are open for next weekend, but that’s a few days away.”

“You’re probably right. Will it be a problem if I leave my truck here?”

“Nope, you need a hand getting your sled out of the bed?”

“Nah, I got a set of ramps.”

Murphy drank the last of his coffee, crumpled the disposable cup, and tossed it in a waste can.

“Well, if you decide you need me, holler.”

“I will. Okay if I suit up in the restroom?”

“Be my guest.”

It took Murphy ten minutes to don his snowmobile suit, heavy insulated boots, and helmet. He thanked O’Gill for the coffee, went outside, and unloaded his sled from the back of his truck. He let the motor warm for a few minutes while he checked that all of his equipment was in working order.

Lake Road was maintained by logging companies and Murphy was able to race along its plowed surface at forty-five miles per hour. After thirty minutes he left Lake Road, turned onto the unplowed Cross Lake Road, which would take him to Frontière Lake, and followed a trail of snowmobile tracks. Two miles down the road he saw where a single set of tracks turned onto an unnamed tote road and followed it. After a mile and a half, he broke out of the trees and spied a well-worked Ski-Doo with attached trapper sled parked beside a blue and white painted Arctic Cat Bearcat. He stopped behind it and raised the visor on his helmet. As he got off his sled and approached the Ski-Doo, a familiar figure stepped out of the woods that lined the trail. “That you, Louie?” Murphy asked.

Louis Cote raised his visor. “Yup, you been lookin’ for this feller, Murph?”

“I am looking for a sledder who was reported missing this morning. He was reported to be riding one of those.”

“Well, it looks like he ain’t missing anymore.”

“That’s a load off my mind,” Murphy said, he looked at the Arctic Cat and saw what appeared to be blood on the seat. “Is he hurt?”

“Not anymore.”

Murphy turned toward the woods and saw a blood trail. “Maybe you better explain….”

“He’s dead,” Cote said.

Murphy gave Cote a stern look and said, “I don’t think finding a dead body is something you ought to get cute about. Maybe you better tell me what you’re doing out here and what you found.”

“I left home before first light this morning, checking out my trapline. I came across this sled, saw the blood, and got curious. As you can see, anyone—even a city dweller—can follow that trail. I stuck my nose in there. You got any idea who he was?”

“If he’s my guy, his name was Ryan Kelly. He was staying at Del’s. I went over there and met with his sister, who told me he was headed up to Frontière Lake.”

“What’s in Frontière Lake?”

“Next weekend is the ice fishing derby.”

Cote nodded as if Murphy’s answer was all the explanation required. He looked at the registration sticker on the Arctic Cat. “That’s a Massachusetts registration.”

“Yeah, but the family is originally from Saint Francis. They come up here several times a year…. Apparently the kid knew his way around. In fact he was smart enough to leave an itinerary with his sister.”

During winter, darkness comes early in the north. Murphy glanced at his watch, the luminous dial said 5:25 p.m. and the sun was already below the trees cloaking the ground beneath them in deep shadows. Murphy walked to his sled and got a flashlight. He shined the beam on the Arctic Cat’s seat.

“I thought that looked like blood,” Cote said. “That’s when I decided to look around for him. There’s a trail leading into the alders over here.” He pointed toward the copse of brush. “The body is in there.”

“Have you looked at it?”

“Not up close. Once I got to the point where I knew it was a body I backed off. I didn’t want to fuck up the area.”

Murphy nodded. “I appreciate the effort, but out here, during the winter there won’t be much to fuck up. C’mon, let’s have a look at it.” He retrieved his Maglite and followed Cote.

They pushed their way through the knee-deep snow following the trail Cote had blazed earlier. In the concentrated beams of their flashlights the world seemed confined, almost claustrophobic. The red left by Kelly’s blood stood out in stark contrast to the white background of the snow.

When they reached the copse of alder bushes, Cote forged ahead and peered into the small stand of leafless bushes. He hesitated before entering the thicket.

“You okay?” Murphy asked.

“Yeah.”

“You say you didn’t go in there?”

“Just far enough to see that he was there. From all the blood, I knew he was dead and backed out…. That’s when I met you.”

Murphy lightly grabbed Cote’s shoulder, restraining him, and moved ahead, spreading the alders and pushed his way inside. The carnage that greeted him was horrific and his stomach lurched, trying to evacuate its contents. Whoever had killed Kelly—if this was Ryan Kelly—had ripped the body apart. For some strange reason Murphy visualized a medieval pagan feast where everyone around the table grabbed meat with their hands and ripped it apart with their teeth. Murphy forced his revulsion aside and squatted beside the body to inspect it. He expected to see damage from where predator animals had been at the corpse—this was over and above any damage he’d ever seen done by scavenger animals. Starting at the head, he slowly trolled the light’s beam over the body and stopped when he reached the chest cavity. The body had lain in the cold long enough to have frozen and everything looked crystalline in the light of his Maglite. “Christ … ,” Murphy whispered—then he realized that the boy’s legs and buttocks were gone.

“What you say?” Cote asked.

“Nothing.” Murphy spread the snowsuit open. As he spread the fabric, the frozen blood that covered it cracked and snapped. He peered inside and saw the chest cavity had been ripped open rather than cut and appeared to have been ravaged by teeth. He rocked back on his heels, took a deep breath, and rose. As he stepped out of the brush, he said, “Did you contact anyone else?”

“Like I said, I got here just ahead of you. Was gonna see if I had any bars on my phone when you came along. It don’t take no doctor to see there ain’t no rush to get no ambulance out here—he’s beyond their help,” Cote said. “Even if they was of a mind to come, the closest they’ll be able to get an ambulance will be Cross Lake Road.”

“I could call for a helicopter to get him out of here. Nearest hospital is Fort Kent and that’s, what … thirty, forty miles away?”

“By helicopter, yeah, maybe as close as twenty if they cut across Canadian airspace.”

“Well, I better call. Where’s the nearest place a chopper can get in?”

Cote thought for a minute and then said, “About a mile south there’s a clearing that might be big enough, but it’d take an idiot to try and land there at night.”

Murphy glanced upward at the black sky, “I left my truck back at the Little Black checkpoint. Looks like I’m in for a long night.”

“I could swing by Little Black and have them send someone up here.”

Murphy checked his watch. “The checkpoint will be closed before you get there. I’ll see what I can do with my cell phone.”

“We could pull him out of here, put him in my trapper sled, and head back there. Somebody will have to collect his sled tomorrow though—I got no way to haul it.” Cote scrutinized the warden. “Murph, I can’t help but notice that you seem a bit shaken. What did you find in there?”

“Whoever killed that boy tore him apart. There are parts of him missing. You head on, I don’t want to disturb things any more than I have to.”

“You gonna spend the night out here?”

“Might have to.” Murphy shined the beam around the ominous trees. In the monochromatic world of the winter night, snow falling from the pine and evergreen boughs resembled white cirrus clouds. “If you don’t mind, in the event I can’t reach anyone, when you get back to Lyndon, would you call 9-1-1 and report this?”

“Sure.”

When Cote was out of sight and the whine of his motor faded, Murphy began a quick search of the area. Returning to the thicket, he scanned the area with the flashlight’s beam. If there was one single positive thing about a winter crime scene it was the difficulty a perpetrator had in obscuring his or her tracks. After a short time he found one. He took care not to disturb the area any more than he had to and estimated the distance from the track to the thicket to be approximately six feet. He perused the area around the footprint and discovered another, also about six feet away. If he ain’t running, he’s one tall son of a bitch, Murphy thought. He reached inside his winter snowmobile suit and took out a folding knife. He cut several long, full boughs from a pine and carefully laid them over the two tracks to protect them from drifting snow.

He straightened and inhaled deeply. There was an odor hanging in the air. Murphy couldn’t describe it except to say it smelled like rot and decay. It was as if he was standing beside a corpse that had been lying in the summer sun for a week. Suddenly Murphy was overcome with the feeling that he was not alone. He slid his nine-millimeter pistol from its holster and held it in his right hand while he swept the area with the flashlight in his left.

The wind increased, causing the trees to rustle and creak. Snow drifted through the light beam and settled on Murphy. Time to build some sort of shelter for the night, he thought, and he stepped wide of the crime scene and trudged back to his sled.

It took him the better part of an hour to scoop out an impromptu shelter in the snow, pausing several times when the wind escalated and the trees groaned as they swayed, stressing their frozen trunks. It is going to be one long night, he mused as he settled into the crude shelter.


4

Viverette Settlement

It walked across the clearing toward the abandoned village. No one had lived in the settlement for almost fifty years. Still, it kept a wary eye out for any sign that someone had been in the area. But the snow along what in summer was a dirt street showed no sign of anyone having walked on it.

The lane ran between a number of depressions that were the foundation remnants of buildings that had succumbed to the ravages of time and the weight of the snow of many winters. There was a time when the settlement was a small but thriving village, but then the lumber companies determined they’d harvested all of the trees of any value and moved on to more lucrative wood lots, effectively killing any chance Viverette had of ever again being anything but a ghost town. The only proof of its existence was a small dot and notation on topographic maps. The deep snow, which would be hip-deep on a person of normal height, barely came midway up its shins. It proceeded effortlessly across the open dell and approached one of the two remaining structures, a collapsing shanty. It pulled the door open, stooped down to avoid banging its head on the top of the entrance’s threshold, letting the portal swing closed. In spite of the cold, its breath was not visible when he exhaled. Now that the hunger had lessened, the monster was at peace.

It walked back outside, carried the rest of his provisions inside, and placed them on the counter next to the sink. When placed beside the legs and the pieces of rump, the liver looked tiny. Too small to sate hunger, still it would make a passable snack. The gigantic being stared through the small, grime-coated window that was centered over the sink, opened the window, placing the meat in a wooden box fastened to the sill, and closed it, secure in the belief that the food would be there when wanted.

It walked over to the elongated cot that lay along the wall of the one-room hovel and flopped down on it. Like any sated animal, now that it’d fed, it would sleep—until the hunger came again.

_____________

Unnamed Logging Road, T19, R11, North Maine Woods

Murphy heard the sleds several minutes before he saw them. Awake since dawn, he had left the snow shelter he’d made, and had been crouching on the leeward side of his snowmobile, using it as a windbreak. He would be the last to admit it, but when he saw the two sleds he felt an immense wave of relief flow over him and he stood up for the first time since leaving the body.

The two machines stopped beside Murphy’s. Not sure who the riders were, Murphy removed his helmet and remained silent. The rider on the sled closest to him stepped off and removed his helmet. Murphy immediately recognized the man. “Hey, John,” he greeted John Bear, the DIF&W Crimes Investigation Division investigator.

“Murph, long time no see.” John Bear looked around the area. “Could you have found a worse day to discover a body?”

Murphy grinned. “Believe me, it ain’t something I planned.”

The second man rounded the sleds, carrying his helmet in his left hand. “Looks like you found a way to screw up my week, Murph,” Bob Pelky said.

Murphy nodded to Bob Pelky, the Maine State Police officer assigned to Lyndon Station. “Wish I hadn’t, that’s for sure. It’s the goddamnedest thing I ever come across,” Murphy answered. He pointed to the mound. “You guys should probably take a look for yourselves.”

John Bear took the lead. When he reached the corpse he stood beside it for several seconds, looking around the area. “Things pretty much the way you found them?”

“I tried to keep the scene undisturbed as much as I could. But, with the snow and everything there ain’t gonna be a hell of a lot of forensics takin’ place,” Murphy answered.

John Bear said nothing as he surveyed the corpse and their surroundings. After several seconds, he turned to Pelky who squatted beside him and said, “seen enough?”

Pelky nodded. “For the time being.”

The two men stood. Pelky turned to Murphy and asked, “You find any sign of who did this?”

“A couple tracks.”

“Show us,” John said.

Murphy led them to the first track and raised the pine bough he had used to cover it. Pelky saw the bough and looked at him. Murphy said, “Hey, the way it’s blowin’ I wanted to preserve it as much as I could. I was careful to disturb the snow as little as possible.”

Pelky shrugged and looked at the track. He asked John, “What you think—a snowshoe maybe?”

“It sure as hell ain’t a human boot,” John answered. He turned to Murphy. “This all you found … a single track?” He reached inside his cold-weather suit and took out a small digital camera and took several photos of the depressions.

“There’s another about six feet over there.” Murphy pointed to a dark spot in the snow. He shrugged with embarrassment. “Yeah, I know … another pine bough.”

Pelky looked skeptical. “That’s it? Two tracks about, what, five or six feet apart?”

“Believe me, Bob, I looked everywhere to see if there were any others that may have drifted in—didn’t find a single one. Like I said, it’s the goddamnedest thing I ever saw. It’s like the killer escaped like Tarzan, swinging from one tree to another.”

John squatted beside the huge humanoid footprint and studied it. The killer, if these were his tracks, was gigantic. He bent cautiously over the packed depression, eyeing it with trepidation, as if he were afraid it would attack him. The print was sharp and clearly defined; wind blew snow across the area and some was caught by the depression, but had not yet filled it with drifting snow. John studied the footprint. Other than its size there was something peculiar about it. He bent over the track, intently studying its shape, and then he caught a whiff of a repugnant odor, similar to that of a rotten carcass.

John’s eyes returned to the track. He knew when fully expanded each of his hands measured nine inches from the tip of his little finger to his thumb’s end, a technique he had used for years to measure fish he caught. He touched his thumbs together and spread his fingers as wide as he could. He placed his hands into the track. He touched his left pinky to the heel and made a mark where his right pinkie ended. There was still an inch of space between his pinkie and the toe of the track! Allowing for distortion in the snow, John guessed the track to be near twenty-four inches long and its width about ten inches! Cold sweat soaked through John’s heavy wool shirt. He slowly stood up and moved deeper into the woods, his eyes searching, expecting who-knew-what to jump out of every clump of brush he saw. He cast a last look around and began backtracking. A gust of wind blew through the trees and made a sound not unlike a howl. He spun around, trying to identify the source of the eerie sound, but all he saw were gray trees and snow drifting through the air. Another gust of wind sent the trees creaking and swaying. The hair on the back of his neck stood up; he thought he could detect a foul smell in the wind, similar to the odor of decaying flesh. Just as he was about to give in to fight or flight, he heard Murphy shout, “Where are you, John?”

Without removing his eyes from the woods in front of him, John answered, “Over here!”

John returned to the body and said, “The body was like this when you found him?”

“Yeah, you notice anything unusual about the vic?”

John spread the remnants of the dead man’s snowmobile suit and saw the ravaged chest cavity. “It looks like scavengers got to him before you found him.” He took several photos of the body.

“If they did, I sure as hell didn’t see them—besides, the only tracks I saw were the two I showed you. When I found him there was no heat in the cavity. The wounds are not sharp and precise.” Murphy said. “His legs and ass are gone. If I didn’t know better I’d think he was slaughtered and butchered like a cow.”

“So, what now?” Pelky asked.

“Let’s take him down to the Little Black checkpoint. The rangers there can babysit him until the medical examiner can get someone out here to check him over.” John looked at the sky and noted the lowering clouds. “Gonna be snowing soon. There’s no way we’ll find anything in this weather….”

“I suppose you’re right,” Pelky said. “Any evidence is buried deep in the snow and ain’t goin’ nowhere. I’ll bring a crime scene tech out here first thing in the morning and look things over.” He turned to Murphy. “That okay with you?”

“Guys,” Murphy said, “I been out here since yesterday afternoon, I’m more than ready for some heat and a few hours’ sleep.”


5

Viverette Settlement

It sat in the darkness, listening to the blowing wind, and staring at the snow flying past the filthy window of the cabin. Its mind drifted back to a time when it had been someone different. His name had been Paul Condor….

_____________

Oslo, Maine, 1996

It was the January thaw, a brief period of unseasonable warmth which usually preceded the really cold weather of February and March. Paul Condor stood silently staring out the filthy window of the ramshackle hut where he lived with his father. His eyes followed his father, a solitary, drunken figure who held his collar closed around his neck as he staggered through the pouring rain. Paul watched with dismay as his father pulled a pint of gin from his pocket, took a deep swallow from it, and succeeded in returning it to its resting place in his pocket on the second try. His father’s feet slid in the mud that covered the road’s shoulder and the drunken man took several quick steps to try to right himself, but Wally Condor was unable to maintain his balance and he tumbled face-first into the mud. Paul watched his father lying in the mud and knew that the cold rain was soaking through his coat and shirt, plastering it to his back. He heard Wally curse and saw him spitting mud out of his mouth as he scooped a handful of snow from the snowbank that bordered the road and washed the mud from his face. He must have thought about the pint of whiskey he had put in his coat pocket and began patting his pockets, searching for it. He extracted the unbroken bottle of Seagram’s, unscrewed the cap, and took a drink. He wiped his mouth with the back of his muddy hand, spit out the debris that wiping his face had left in his mouth, staggered to his feet, and plodded toward the shack.
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