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				I couldn’t see him—the hood was over my head. But I could hear. He said, “It’s time. It won’t hurt.” Like he was talking to a neighbor about the weather. And he got me around the neck, a choke hold, I guess it was. And I was zip-tied, so I couldn’t fight back. I tried but I couldn’t. And he just started the pressure and things started to go black, just like in a few seconds. And I knew I was dead . . .

			

			Colter Shaw had come to the beautiful and gritty seaport town of Westbay, Maine, because in five hours and a handful of minutes, a woman was going to die.

			His Winnebago in a campground on the outskirts, his motorcycle locked to a parking meter on the street below, Shaw was presently in the office of the Westbay Police Department’s chief of detectives.

			He was, at the moment, alone and looking through the glass wall into the detective pen, in which were eight or so uniformed or plainclothed men and women. The windows comprising the walls of the office were spotless; Shaw smelled vinegar and had an early memory of his mother using vinegar and newspapers to clean panes. When there were newspapers. Shaw supposed paper towels worked too.

			His focus was on a man of about forty, sitting in a swivel office chair in the middle of the pen, the center of the clustered officers. He resembled any other businessman with his trim dark hair, slight roll of belly wrapped in a blue dress shirt, brown loafers with tassels. His slacks were black. His name was Ronald Kohl and the hollow look in his eyes and compulsive tapping of one foot then the other was because his wife, Ellie, was the woman with a limited future.

			Two of the officers—a man in a uniform and a woman in a gray suit—were asking Kohl questions. The others were either on phones or looking at computer screens—or at keyboards they pecked slowly.

			Colter Shaw himself was similar in appearance to the male officers of his age—thirties, athletic, trim, short hair—blond in his case—lying close to his head. One difference: they didn’t have a facial scar, or at least any Shaw could see from this distance. He was in black jeans, black Ecco shoes and a dark gray collared shirt. His leather jacket was folded and sitting atop his black motorcycle helmet and backpack, both on the floor beside him.

			One of the men left the crew around Kohl and made his way through the pen to the office where Shaw sat. He was a white man, huge, with a crew cut. Shaw would have placed a sizable bet that his younger days—he was late forties now—involved football. His position: tackle, of course. His navy suit jacket and slacks were close in shade but did not quite pair. He’d have trouble finding clothes that size.

			“Mr. Shaw. Lloyd Oberon.” The man settled into a chair that creaked under his weight.

			They shook hands.

			“Detective. I’m Colter.”

			“And Lloyd’s fine.” He opened his red eyes wide, then closed them, rubbed with knuckles like a sleepy child. “All this rigamarole over titles. Sold a house once. The lawyer wanted to be called Esquire Kepler. Can you imagine? So you’re in the reward business.” He made it sound like Shaw’s livelihood was a profession, complete with conferences and pension plans.

			Shaw didn’t elaborate on the MO of his work, just nodded. “An associate saw the notice the city posted online. I was in New Hampshire. I drove up.”

			The offer was brief: $25K for information leading to the rescue of Ellie Kohl and the arrest of her kidnapper. Those experienced at offering rewards always attach conditions. In this case, no cash unless the victim was rescued and the perp collared. Shaw didn’t care. For him it was never about the money.

			There was another word in the announcement: “Urgent!” in red. The reason for this was made clear by Teddy Bruin, the man who had emailed the announcement. Teddy had done some digging into the case. The kidnapper would murder Ellie if he didn’t receive the ransom within twelve hours of his call, which had been at 8:00 that morning. This wasn’t a bluff. He’d done the same thing last month, and the victim had come within seconds of dying.

			The time was now 2:38 p.m.

			“After you called,” Oberon continued, “I ran your name. Came up clean. And your concealed permits’re in order. You’re not . . .” A frown.

			“No. My weapon’s in my bike.”

			The state of Maine was generous on the subject of residents’ and nonresidents’ carrying weapons, concealed or open. On the front door of the government complex here, though, was a prominent sign prohibiting guns inside.

			“You’ve been in the news some.”

			This was true. Most of it was positive.

			“To be honest, sir . . . Colter, I would not normally do this, bring on somebody outside. I got some flak from up above. The commissioner was not sidesplitting happy when I told him this wasn’t about tips; you’d be helping the investigation. Didn’t sit well. The mayor either. But there’s precedent.” He nodded toward an office whose door was labeled Dispatch. “Our nine-one-one girl’s a civilian and we farm out crime scene work and trackers. We can’t afford hounds. You wouldn’t believe what they cost. Ooo-eee.

			“Anyway, I see it, we don’t have a choice. Kidnapper’s not negotiating. Either we pay or she’s gone.”

			The man massaged those ruddy eyes with massive knuckles once again. “So, long as you stay a football field away from tactical, we’ll take your help. But I want information, and only information. That I act on. You don’t.”

			Shaw said, “I’m not into citizens’ arrests.” This was accurate, though not a whole disclaimer, and if Oberon pressed, Shaw might admit that he carried zip ties in his pocket and, from time to time, used them.

			“Word of warning. I can’t stop you from carrying; it’s your right. But I do not want any weapons leaving holsters.”

			“No interest in trading slugs myself.”

			The detective looked out the window at Ronald Kohl. “Man, oh, man . . . What a mess this is. I thought after the first kidnapping he’d just go away. Move to another city, another country.”

			The detective’s mobile rang and he took the call. His voice dropped and softened. It was a personal call. A picture on the spotless credenza depicted the detective beside a woman his age—Jenny presumably—and, in front of them, a couple in their twenties with a young boy. The child was pale and thin.

			He disconnected, grimaced and forced his attention back to Shaw. “I’ve got to get back to it. I’m going to set you up with one of my men. He’s good. He’ll brief you.”

			Shaw asked, “Anyone else try to claim the reward?”

			“Got a couple of calls. Clear they didn’t know anything. Just hoping for a piece of the pie. One said he was a financial advisor. He’d be happy to help with any funds transfers. I told ’em obstruction of justice’s a felony and I was tracing their number. Disconnected so fast I hope they broke a finger.”

			He rose and together they walked out of his office. “Let’s go meet your partner.”
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			They moved through the pen proper.

			The office was typical of the scores that Shaw had been in, pursuing rewards offered by police and prison officials. The business end of enforcing laws was little different from that of an insurance agency or a wholesale kitchen goods distributor. Functional. Cubicles with half-walls, topped by frosted glass. Desks, chairs, low-end computers and copiers, floors that needed tiling, walls painting. And, of course, paper, paper, paper. One difference from Allstate or Mutual of Omaha—Wanted posters on the walls. They were yellowed and the corners curled. Shaw knew the serious warrant action happened online. Maybe these were left up as decorations.

			Shaw glanced toward Ron Kohl, who looked back, perhaps wondering who was the man dressed like a biker and toting a helmet and why was he involved in the case.

			An expert investigator with an esoteric specialty?

			Or perhaps he was not seeing Shaw at all, but thinking of his wife, Ellie. A woman whose bio Shaw’s Washington, D.C., private eye had provided.

			Forty-two years old.

			Mother of a daughter at Smith College.

			Director of a literacy charity.

			Former high jumper in college whose bid for the Olympics failed by 1/16 of an inch.

			Middle-school English teacher and girls’ soccer coach.

			And a woman slated to die in, now, just a little over five hours.

			Shaw and Oberon arrived at a cubicle on the far side of the pen. A detective was sitting at a desk as cluttered as Oberon’s was immaculate. He was a thirty-ish Black man. Seeing Shaw, he rose.

			“Chief.”

			“Detective Sam Goodway. Colter Shaw. Who I was telling you about.”

			The men shook hands. They were of identical builds and facial structures. They might have been brothers, but for . . .

			His jacket and slacks were seersucker, blue and white stripes. Shaw believed this was not a common cloth but he didn’t know much about suits. He owned only one and wasn’t sure where it was.

			After another knuckle rub to his eyes, Oberon left, calling over his shoulder, “Work a miracle, gentlemen.” He didn’t stride so much as saunter, his 250 plus pounds moving with a sort of grace.

			“You’re a consultant? Like Castle or Poirot?”

			Probably cultural references. They were lost on Colter Shaw, though he got the gist.

			Goodway motioned Shaw to a chair to which was attached one circle of handcuffs; the second dangled open. Another difference from the insurance agency.

			“One second.” The detective sat and typed. Unlike the others Shaw’d seen at keyboards, Goodway was a touch typist. His fingers sped along, and he never hit backspace.

			He said absently, “So, twenty-five K. We’ve offered fifty. When there’s a child missing.”

			Some law enforcers were resentful that civilians could score big doing jobs they themselves received a modest salary for. Of course, one could make the point that if they were successful there’d be no need for a reward. Goodway didn’t seem like a member of this club.

			He hit return and then turned to the cubicle directly behind him. Through the open doorway he said, “Hey, Claire?”

			A blonde in a gray wool suit, stylishly cut, turned. Her blouse was the same powder shade as the blue stripes in Goodway’s slacks and jacket. Her hair was tightly bunned.

			She glanced toward Shaw with a modicum of curiosity, noting in particular the empty Blackhawk holster on his right hip. Goodway didn’t introduce them.

			He said to her, “Any chance you can take over on the smash ’n’ grabs? Maybe have a witness. I sent it to the file just now.”

			“Sure, Sam.”

			“Thanks.”

			Shaw had two observations: neither wore wedding rings and the chemistry between them boiled.

			She cast Goodway a look that involved a minuscule tilt of her pert head and returned to her desk.

			Goodway turned back to Shaw. “I run Larceny. We’ve had a string of burglaries in upscale neighborhoods and the perp’s good. We call him the Road Runner. He gets in and out fast, before first units roll up. Frankly, I’m impressed.”

			Shaw happened to look into Oberon’s office. The man was pacing, gazing down, as he spoke. He glanced into the pen and turned away, facing the window that overlooked the town square.

			Goodway noticed. “Lloyd moves slow, and between you
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