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				It was karaoke night at the Bear’s Den. Outside, the parking lot was overflowing with snowmobiles and pickups. A few couples were seated in the restaurant, eating a late dinner under the watchful eye of taxidermy gazing down from the walls. The tavern room, in the back, was full of Thursday night revelers. A few were celebrating the extension of the ice fishing season from the ides of March to the end of the month, but most of the tables and booths were crowded by sledders looking forward to an upcoming weekend of fun. The central Maine networks of snowmobile trails around the town of Dover-Foxcroft was in excellent shape, thanks to a recent heavy snowfall and frequent grooming by the Piscataquis Valley Snowmobile Club.
			

			
				A minor disagreement between members of two local snowmobile clubs – the Milo Devil’s Sledders and the Monson Narrow Gauge Riders, had flared briefly earlier in the evening, but the combatants had been escorted out to the parking lot and the glass fragments and broken chairs had been cleaned up. Mary Jo Arnold, a regular at karaoke night, had been halfway through her weekly rendition of “Stand by Your Man” when the disagreement had broken out. Unfazed, she had simply sung louder to be heard over the commotion.
			

			
				In the far corner, at a small table for two, Don Robertson sat nursing his beer and watching the entrance. Ximena was already a half hour late, but he wasn’t surprised. Ximena was a top selling real estate agent in town, and she was having dinner with a potential client that Don had pointed in her direction some months ago. The interested buyer, a wealthy older man and an investor with Don’s financial consulting firm, was looking at a million-dollar property near Willimantic, at the western end of nearby Sebec Lake. Don suspected that the rich client was smitten with Ximena, and she had warned Don that she couldn’t rush things right now, as a nice fat commission was in the offing.
			

			
				Don had grown up in Dover-Foxcroft and he recognized a number of the people in the room. He had moved down to the coast more than a decade ago, and only occasionally returned to Piscataquis County. As a result, while he felt at home in the Bear’s Den, he stood out from the other patrons in a number of subtle ways: His teeth had been whitened, for example, and he sported a $70 razor cut haircut and a $200 fleece from Eastern Mountain Sports in Portland, along with a $700 pair of designer glasses from a boutique eyewear store.
			

			
				A big man wearing the uniform of a Piscataquis County Sheriff’s Deputy approached Don’s table holding a half-full pitcher of beer in one hand and a beer mug in the other. Smiling, he spoke loud enough to be heard over the din.
			

			
				“Aren’t you Don Robertson? Foxcroft Academy? We were both on the football team back then. I’m Jack Walker. OK if I sit down?”
			

			
				Don reached over and pulled the other chair at the table out for him.
			

			
				“Let’s see what I can remember Jack – you played tight end and were pretty good, but the team sucked, right?”
			

			
				“Ayup,” Jack responded as he filled Don’s glass with beer. “If I remember right, you left Dover right after graduation – went down to the big city and I heard you got rich. What brings you back to shire town after what, it must be fifteen years?”
			

			
				“Fifteen years exactly, Jack. But I’ve been back off and on, mostly to visit my folks. They moved into assisted living down in Camden last summer, and I’m thinking about renovating the family camp out on Sebec Lake – probably going to move back permanently.”
			

			
				“Why would you want to do that?” Jack asked, clearly interested. His elbow slipped off the table and Don realized he had had a few. Don was feeling a beer buzz himself, and he remembered Jack now as having lots of friends and being a huge gossip in high school - always well informed about who was doing what. Looking at Jack across the table he realized that the deputy’s honest interest in what was happening around him had probably been honed into a valuable skill over the past fifteen years, and that Jack had not just randomly wandered over to his table. The deputy was checking out the new guy in town. It was inevitable, Don knew, that people would be curious about his return. Maybe it was a good idea to give Jack an overview of the mid-life crisis that had brought him back to Dover-Foxcroft, with the expectation that the deputy could serve as a town crier of sorts to fill out his profile.
			

			
				“Good question Jack. I guess I want to come home and start again. Things down in Portland were great the first ten years or so. Turns out I have a knack for investing – got interested in high school actually – from the stock market club. I worked for a brokerage firm for a few years and then went out on my own. My client base grew quickly and it didn’t take long for me to consider myself successful. I started moving in the right circles, got married to a smart, successful lawyer, and was living the good life. Then about five years ago it all slowly started to slip away, a little at a time. I lost interest in the social climbing, the dinner parties, and the competitive consumption. I even got tired of all the traffic on Route 1, all the tourists, all the strivers looking for the next step up, hoping for the brass ring move to Boston. It just didn’t seem to add up to much in the end.”
			

			
				Don noticed that Jack was listening closely and continued his soliloquy.
			

			
				“And then a few years ago my life really turned weird. My wife Rosemary got drawn into a cult-like self-improvement group. It started with her dentist inviting her to a local informal gathering and introducing her to some other members of the group. Soon she started going to their get-togethers, and under the guidance of her dentist, a guy named Lee Lamen, who became her so-called ‘mentor,’ she became obsessed with identifying and cleansing ‘negatives’ or ‘obstacles,’ whatever those are, from her ‘essential soul,’ whatever that is. I mean, these people are into some pretty weird shit. She believed she was making good progress toward ‘ultimate clarity,’ which was their jargon for self-enlightenment, and even signed up for a weeklong ‘multi-layered cleansing.’”
			

			
				Don knew it was a good story, weird and a little scary, and knew he had Jack’s full attention.
			

			
				“When she returned from being purified, she didn’t really want to have much to do with me, other than pressing me to join in her quest for self-realization. We had a huge argument and her mentor - this Lee Lamen guy, soon labeled me a ‘suppressive person.’ Rosemary was warned that she might be identified as potential trouble if she didn’t cut contact with me. It didn’t take long for her to inform me that ‘disconnection’ was necessary. I got the message and moved out of our condo, which she owned. I haven’t heard much from her since - she’s probably figuring out how best to screw me over when we get a divorce.”
			

			
				With a stunned expression, Jack asked: “Just like that? There must have been more to it.”
			

			
				“Not that I could see - I figured she had a thing going with this Lamen guy, but I never called her on it.”
			

			
				“Isn’t there anything you can do – an intervention or something?”
			

			
				“I thought about it Jack, but this Lamen guy made it quite clear that any efforts on my part to contact Rosemary or change her mind could seriously hinder her progress toward ultimate clarity, and they couldn’t allow that to happen. He said that I was close to being declared what they call ‘fair game,’ and that I could be targeted for many different forms of retaliation. At that point I figured it was a good time to cut my losses, get a divorce, and make a new start. Almost all of my interaction with clients and investment planning is done online or on the phone, so as long as I have internet, I can run my business from anywhere.”
			

			
				Jack filled Don’s glass again and was about to ask another question when Don looked past him, smiled, and stood up. Turning, Jack saw Ximena Lapointe making her way across the room, waving to people she recognized and shedding her snowmobile suit. Patting Jack on the shoulder in greeting, she threw her arms around Don’s neck and leaned in for a kiss. Standing now, Jack slowly retreated to an adjacent table, nodding his head and muttering to himself.
			

			
				“Ximena Lapointe – now there’s a very good reason to come home to shire town.”
			

			
				Jack and Don weren’t the only customers to notice Ximena’s arrival. She had been an avid runner and cross-country skier since high school, and the brightly patterned leggings and form-fitting running jersey she wore under her snowmobile suit showed off her athletic physique. Ximena noticed a booth opening up and grabbed it while Don went to the bar and ordered burgers and a fresh pitcher of beer. When he returned, he slid in next to her, stroking her thigh with one hand as he poured her a beer with his other.
			

			
				“Where were you? I was worried you weren’t coming. I hope you haven’t forgotten what I told you about your dinner companion. He might seem like a harmless geezer with a crush on you – but he’s not someone to take lightly.”
			

			
				“Sorry I’m late. It’s not the client. Nigel’s being the perfect gentleman. It was my babysitter. She was late again, and then my sled got stuck on the way here.”
			

			
				Don’s hand slid further up her thigh and he leaned in to nuzzle her neck.
			

			
				“I was thinking maybe we could head up to the cabin after we finish a pitcher or two here – get away from all the noise.”
			

			
				Ximena laughed and clicked glasses with him, her smile bordering on a leer.
			

			
				“I have to be home to relieve the babysitter by one or so, but that will give us plenty of time.”
			

			
				An overweight middle-aged man with a scruffy beard entered the tavern from the restaurant, taking a seat at the end of the bar. Glancing around the room he noticed Don and Ximena canoodling in the booth. Pulling out his phone he keyed in a number.
			

			
				“Hey Wes. It’s Gary. You asked me to call when I got here. Don Robertson and Ximena are in a back booth. They’re looking pretty horny. I’m guessing they’ll be heading out to his cabin soon.”
			

			
				Gary listened to the reply and then answered.
			

			
				“Sounds good. I’ll be here.”
			

			
				Twenty minutes later, as Ximena and Don were finishing up their burgers, Don felt a shift in the room. The Karaoke singer, an older man in a wheelchair, paused in his rendition of “My Way,” as the noise level dropped. Don looked up just as Wes Fuller, Ximena’s ex, slid into the booth, facing them. Conversation had gone quiet at adjacent tables, and Don noticed many of the men sitting at the bar had turned around and were looking toward their booth with interest that bordered on anticipation.
			

			
				Fuller was about Don’s size, maybe five ten, but probably outweighed him by twenty pounds, most of it muscle. Ignoring Don, Fuller folded his large hands on the table and focused on Ximena.
			

			
				“How ya been X? Haven’t seen you around lately.”
			

			
				Ximena did not look up as she whispered to Don.
			

			
				“Let’s go Don, I’m finished eating.”
			

			
				“Don’t leave yet. I just got here.” Fuller urged.
			

			
				Suddenly angry, Ximena looked across the table at Fuller and answered him in a barely controlled voice.
			

			
				“You’re a sick man Wes. You need help. I’m calling the cops to report you as soon as we leave. Or don’t you remember the protection from abuse order the court slapped on you? No indirect or direct contact with me is allowed.”
			

			
				“That order runs out pretty soon. Don’t be so stubborn.”
			

			
				“No way Wes. I requested an extension last week, and now for sure it will be renewed.”
			

			
				Fuller leaned across the table and reached for Ximena’s arm. Don grabbed Fuller’s wrist with one hand and cocked his other arm, clearly intending to punch Fuller in the face. Jack Walker, who had stood up from his place at a nearby table, suddenly loomed over their table and placed his hand on Don’s shoulder.
			

			
				“No need to nail him Don, he was just leaving.”
			

			
				Turning his attention to Fuller, he continued.
			

			
				“Wes, in case you forgot, I happened to be in the courtroom when Ximena’s protection from abuse order was issued against you. I’m ready to recount to the court what just happened here, and if Ximena wants to come by and file a complaint I will certainly back her up.”
			

			
				With an enraged expression, looking ready to lash out, Fuller pulled his hand away from Don’s grip. The deputy sheriff set his beer glass down on the table and spread his feet a bit, flexing his knees, and smiled at Fuller.
			

			
				“What’s it going to be Fuller? We got a cell just waiting for you down at the jail, and Debbie and her team can fix you up a real nice home cooked breakfast in the morning.”
			

			
				Staring at the deputy, doing his best to hose him with fear, Fuller finally slid sideways out of the booth and started to walk toward the exit, rasping out a final threat in Don’s direction.
			

			
				“You can count on it Robertson –you’re gonna end up a big-time loser. I’m gonna fuck you up.”
			

			
				After Fuller had left, Ximena and Don thanked Jack and decided to take him up on his offer to walk out with them. The wind had died down and a light snow had begun to fall. Starting their sleds, Don and Ximena pulled out of the parking lot, waved to Jack, and headed out east of town on ITS main trail 82.
			

			
				It was a beautiful night for sledding and the trail was well groomed and smooth - winding through dark green walls of hemlock and white pine. They made good time and reached the cabin, located a few miles downstream from Sebec Village on the Sebec River, in less than an hour. Once inside Don fired up the kerosene heater, placed it in the fireplace for venting to the outside, opened the damper, and lit two large candles on either side of the hearth. Ximena dove under the down comforter on the bed before starting to undress.
			

			
				“Jesus Don, it’s fuckin freezing in here. Can’t we have a decent fire in the fireplace?”
			

			
				“No way lover. I have this bad reaction to wood smoke. Even a little bit messes up my sinuses and gives me an instant headache. But this cabin is really snug, and the heater warms up the place in no time. Plus, I can help.”
			

			
				Don stripped off his snowmobile suit, boots, and the rest of his clothes before joining Ximena in bed. She greeted him with open arms, and entwined, they giggled and gasped as their cold hands explored and the candles flickered in the dark cabin.
			

			
				Ximena and Don had been a couple for most of their last two years of high school, but they broke up when he moved down to the coast after graduation. When they ran into each other at the Whoopie Pie festival the previous summer, after fifteen years, there was an immediate and intense rekindling of their attraction. They had lunch at the Mill, and while Ximena called a babysitter for her son and watched the out-of-town throng stream across the Piscataquis River Bridge on their way to the festival, Don got them a room in the boutique hotel above the restaurant. They emerged briefly for dinner at Allie Oops before returning to their room to get caught up on their lives and see how much they had changed over the past fifteen years. Ximena knew immediately that they could have a future together, and by the morning, Don was also convinced. He told her all about his failed marriage and his potential move back to Dover-Foxcroft, and pressing up against him in bed, Ximena enthusiastically endorsed his plans.
			

			
				Wes Fuller, who Ximena had briefly dated the previous winter, and who refused to accept her rejection, had continued to harass her on and off over the past year, but the confrontation at the Bear’s Den had been a disturbing escalation of his hostility toward her and her new man. Don downplayed Fuller’s behavior, remembering him as being pretty much a loser in high school, but Ximena was definitely getting creeped out by his unhealthy fixation on her. She knew he was involved in the drug scene in the county and had been arrested several times for assault. She had thought that the protection from abuse order she had obtained would put an end to Fuller’s harassment, but clearly it hadn’t worked.
			

			
				The snow was coming down more heavily, muffling sound outside the snug cabin on the Sebec River. Ximena and Don drifted off to sleep, warm now and entwined beneath the thick down comforter. Just after midnight Ximena’s Fitbit alarm woke her out of a deep slumber. She slipped out of bed and dressed slowly, trying to shake off her grogginess. Don was lying diagonally on the bed, tangled in the comforter, and snoring loudly – dead to the world. Looking out the window, Ximena was surprised by the heavy snow accumulation and worried about the trip back to her place. She took several deep breaths as she stepped outside and immediately felt better. It was hard sledding through the deepening snow on the trails back to her place, and the babysitter was pissed when Ximena finally showed up a half hour late. An extra five dollars mollified her somewhat. Checking on her son and pulling the covers he had kicked off back up to his chin, Ximena then headed off to bed, already thinking about tomorrow. Other than a scheduled meeting with a couple that were planning on putting their Sebec summer cabin on the market in the spring, her day was clear, and she had promised Don to be back at the cabin first thing in the morning.
			

			
				Bright and early the next day Ximena stopped off at the Center Theatre Coffee House and picked up two lattes and several Elaine’s donuts for her Sunday morning snuggle with Don, and headed out to his Sebec River cabin. The snowstorm had cleared off and the temperature had dropped overnight, with a strong wind out of the west. The snowmobile trails had seen some use that morning and the snow was well packed. Ximena made good time. Pulling up next to Don’s snowmobile, Ximena expected him to be peaking out the cabin window. Don was a huge fan of coffee and Elaine’s donuts. But the cabin was silent. Pushing aside the foot or so of snow that had drifted up against the door, Ximena juggled the coffees and bag of donuts and opened the cabin door. Inside it was pitch dark and ice cold.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				2.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Anne Quinn’s phone rang as she was getting out of her truck in the parking lot of the Piscataquis County Sheriff’s Office in downtown Dover-Foxcroft. She wasn’t surprised when Ximena’s name showed on the screen – they had planned to go cross-country skiing that afternoon so Ximena could show her the basics of free skate techniques.
			

			
				“Hi Ximena. Are we still on for this afternoon?”
			

			
				“Anne. He’s dead. I’m at the cabin. What should I do?”
			

			
				“Who’s dead? What cabin?”
			

			
				“My boyfriend, Don Robertson. His cabin is out by Sebec Village.”
			

			
				“Are you sure he’s dead?”
			

			
				“Oh yeah, he’s dead. Like frozen dead.”
			

			
				“OK Ximena. Help’s on the way. Don’t touch anything. Can I reach the cabin in my truck?”
			

			
				“No way Anne. The snow’s too deep.”
			

			
				“OK. Here’s what we’ll do. Go back out to the Sebec Village Reading Room and wait for me. I’ll meet you there and ride with you back to the cabin on your sled. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”
			

			
				Anne continued walking into the courthouse complex that housed the sheriff’s office, looking for Jim Torben, the sheriff, or Jack Walker, the deputy she often worked with.
			

			
				Seeing Jack at his desk she told him about Don Robertson being found dead out at Sebec Village and asked him to hitch up the trailer with the snowmobiles and a sled for the body and follow her out to the Reading Room as soon as he could. Jack looked stunned and mentioned as he got up from his desk that he had talked to Robertson just the night before.
			

			
				Ximena was waiting when Anne pulled up at the Reading Room and she gratefully climbed into her truck to warm up. She was shivering from the cold and the shock of finding her lover dead, and she was crying. Ximena immediately started talking, and Anne didn’t interrupt.
			

			
				“Don and I went out to the cabin last night after karaoke at the Bear’s Den. I had planned on staying the night with him but then my babysitter informed me that she had to be home by one. I left the cabin last night about midnight and then came back out here this morning.”
			

			
				Ximena’s narration was broken by a deep sob, and the sound of her ragged breathing filled the cab of the truck for several minutes before she continued.
			

			
				“Don was still in bed when I went into the cabin this morning and at first he seemed fine, all wrapped in the comforter with just his head out, pretty much the way I left him last night. But he was ice cold when I touched him, and he wasn’t breathing.”
			

			
				Anne leaned over and hugged Ximena, reassuring her that she would be OK. Everything would be OK. It looked like more than a foot of fresh snow had fallen overnight and it began to snow hard again as they rode Ximena’s sled back to the cabin. When they arrived, Anne made a quick search of the surrounding area. With the exception of Ximena’s footprints from that morning going into and out of the cabin’s front door, the area was blanketed with a smooth unbroken expanse of snow.
			

			
				The cabin door stood ajar. Anne stopped just inside and scanned the room. There was no sign of a struggle and nothing out of the ordinary jumped out at her. A kerosene heater was sitting in the fireplace, flanked by two large candles which had burned out. She touched the heater and it was cold. She shook it, confirming that it had run out of fuel. Approaching the bed, Anne was surprised by Don’s appearance. Only his head was exposed, cradled in the folds of the down comforter. She had expected his face to be drained of color, but instead his lips were cherry red and his cheeks were a healthy pink. Reaching to check for a pulse in his neck, Anne quickly pulled her hand back. He was ice cold to the touch.
			

			
				Deciding to err on the side of caution, Anne retreated from the pink-faced corpse. Closing the cabin door on the way out, she called Doug Bateman, catching him at home. Bateman was a detective with the Maine State Police, out of the Major Crimes Unit-North in Bangor, but he lived just up the road from Sebec Village in the town of Bowerbank, on the north shore of Sebec Lake. He was also Anne’s lover. He picked up on the second ring.
			

			
				“Hi sweet Anne. How about meeting up for breakfast at Spencer’s?”
			

			
				“Doug- I’m over at a cabin on the river by Sebec Village with Ximena Lapointe. She found her boyfriend Don Robertson dead here this morning.”
			

			
				“I’m on my way – what’ve we got?”
			

			
				“I’d guess an accidental death – carbon monoxide maybe. Looks like he died in his sleep. You won’t be able to reach the cabin in your jeep. Jack Walker should be on his way out to Sebec Village with snowmobiles and a towing sled for the body. You can meet him there and ride back to the cabin – just follow our tracks on the road going east out of Sebec Village between the dam and the Reading Room.”
			

			
				Jack and Doug reached the cabin about half an hour later. Doug took in the undisturbed snow cover, the cold kerosene heater, and Don Robertson’s surprisingly healthy-looking dead body, and agreed with Anne’s assessment. He checked the chimney, noted that the damper was open about halfway and that the chimney looked clear. Following protocol, Doug called down to the Chief Medical Examiner’s Office in Augusta for guidance. Mike Bowman must have had Doug included in his call recognition list and answered with his standard greeting.
			

			
				“Douglas Bateman – when are you bringing me some of those donuts from Elaine’s? It’s been a while you know.”
			

			
				“Next time I come down. I promise. But right now I’m hoping you can help us with a body discovered up here in Sebec this morning. Looks to me like an accidental death. The victim is a man in his thirties – dead in bed. It’s an isolated cabin, deep snow, no evidence of foul play, and a kerosene heater out of fuel. Looks like it could be carbon monoxide poisoning. The puzzling thing is that the heater was in the fireplace and the damper was half open, so it looks like there was adequate ventilation in the cabin.”
			

			
				“Yeah, we get those occasionally,” Bowman replied. “If the outside temperature is very low a cold air plug can form in the chimney. It can block the kerosene heater’s carbon monoxide fumes from escaping up the chimney, even if the flue is otherwise unobstructed. The CO gets trapped in the house. A clear, odorless gas, it’s a silent killer. It interferes with your body’s oxygen delivery system. You are literally starved of oxygen at the cellular level.”
			

			
				Pausing for a moment to think, Bowman continued. “This would be the third case of CO poisoning this winter, I think, which is more than average. But it’s been unusually cold this year, even for Maine, beginning way back in November.”
			

			
				Even though Doug had been investigating suspicious deaths and homicides for more than a decade, this was the first case like this he had encountered.
			

			
				“Is there anything I can look for that might confirm he died of carbon monoxide poisoning?”
			

			
				“Have you had a close look at the body? Describe it.”
			

			
				“Looks like he died in his sleep, wrapped up in a comforter, just his head showing. The weird thing is his face is a nice rosy pink.”
			

			
				“Bingo – a classic sign of carbon monoxide poisoning - The carboxymyoglobin content of the blood colors it pink, creating a false image of good circulation rather than being starved of oxygen. Carbon monoxide kills because it’s hundreds of times stronger than oxygen in binding to hemoglobin – that’s the protein in your red blood cells that carries oxygen from your lungs to the rest of your body. As you breathe in carbon monoxide it restricts the oxygen-carrying capacity of your blood and reduces the delivery of oxygen to tissues. I’d say this is likely an accidental death. Bag up the body and send it down. We can run a CO-oximeter analysis of a blood sample and have a quick answer for you – it only takes a few minutes.”
			

			
				After they placed Robertson’s body in a body bag and carried it out to the towing sled, they retraced their path back to the Sebec Village Reading Room. There they transferred the deceased to Jack Walker’s SUV for the long trip down to Augusta and the Chief Medical Examiner’s Office. As expected, when the lab result came back the next day it showed that Don Robertson had a carboxyhemoglobin level of 61% - clear evidence that carbon monoxide poisoning had killed him. His death was officially classified as accidental, and the investigation closed.
			

			
				 
			

			
				.     .     .
			

			
				 
			

			
				Several months later, however, Don Robertson’s cause of death would be revisited. Spring had finally arrived in central Maine. The black fly season was well along and Dover-Foxcroft was starting to gear up to host the Whoopie Pie festival in several weeks. Anne noticed the blue tubing strung between sugar maples as she drove along Route 6 and wondered what kind of a yield Bob’s Sugarhouse in town got this year. She had read that climate change was hitting the maple sugar industry hard – narrowing the temporal window of sap flow, and pushing it back earlier in the spring.
			

			
				Jack Walker had called early that morning and asked her to meet him out at Don Robertson’s cabin. There was someone she needed to talk to. Anne had initially resisted, saying she had a lot of work to catch up on, but without giving any further explanation, Jack insisted it was important. Pulling up to the cabin, she parked next to Jack’s SUV and an older pickup that had several ladders, rakes, and pole saws sticking out of the bed of the truck. Yellow crime scene tape still hung from the cabin’s door frame, waving in the light breeze.
			

			
				Jack was sitting on the front porch next to an older man sporting an impressively bushy white beard. They were clearly enjoying the mid-morning sunshine. Jack introduced the older man.
			

			
				“Anne, this is Gavin Anderson. He opens and closes camps for summer people on the lake, including Don’s cabin here. Don’s widow is putting the cabin up for sale and asked Gavin to get it ready for the realtor. He came out this morning to check out what might be needed to be done – any downed trees or burst pipes, or just general cleanup. He discovered a few things he thought we would be interested in.”
			

			
				Anne shifted her attention to Gavin, and he picked up the story.
			

			
				“A couple of things caught my eye. When I went to the storage shed the ladder wasn’t where I usually keep it – hung on the outside wall.”
			

			
				Gavin led them over to a small shed behind the cabin and pointed to an area of beaten down grass along the base of the shed.
			

			
				“I found it right here, lying on the ground.”
			

			
				“Couldn’t it just have fallen off where it had been hung?” Anne asked.
			

			
				“No, not really. I hang it on the other wall, not here,”
			

			
				Gavin walked around the corner of the shed to point at the hooks where the ladder was usually stored.
			

			
				“OK,” Anne responded, giving Jack Walker a puzzled glance. “Someone took it off the hooks where you store it and used it for something. So what?”
			

			
				Gavin smiled, catching Anne’s bemused reaction, and pointed back toward the cabin, where a bright red fiberglass extension ladder leaned up against the chimney.
			

			
				“Right,” he replied. “They used it for something.”
			

			
				Smiling broadly now, he continued.
			

			
				“When I got here this morning the first thing I did was pick up the ladder from where it was on the ground here by the shed and set it up so I could seal off the chimney opening. Chimney swifts can be a real problem around here if you don’t put a board or something to block them from getting down the flue and nesting, and that’s one of the things I do every spring here at Don’s. I figured a chimney full of chattering birds wouldn’t help to sell the place. When I climbed the ladder with the slab of slate I use to block the chimney I saw something weird, and called Jack. He’s been up there too. Why don’t you take a look?”
			

			
				Anne climbed the ladder, looked at the top of the chimney, and called down. “What am I looking for?”
			

			
				“Look closer,” Jack replied.
			

			
				Turning back to the chimney, Anne looked again and noticed several fragments of dark gray fabric – likely canvas, caught on the sharp edges of the metal flue encased in the surrounding cement and stone of the chimney. Climbing back down the ladder, Anne looked over at Gavin, who said out loud what she was already thinking.
			

			
				“Someone used the ladder to climb up and cover the top of the chimney with a tarpaulin. When they removed it, they didn’t notice that some of it got caught in the metal sheathing of the flue. I’ve been doing work at this camp for more than a decade and I’ve never used a tarp to cover the chimney, and those torn fragments were not there when I took the cover stone off last fall.”
			

			
				Anne looked at Gavin with new appreciation.
			

			
				“Mr. Anderson, thanks for calling Jack and alerting us to what you’ve found.”
			

			
				Gavin smiled again.
			

			
				“I’ve been watching those crime shows – you know, the CSI shows – you think I might be on to something here?”
			

			
				“Maybe so Gavin. Let me make a call and see if we can follow up on this.”
			

			
				Anne called Doug over at the Maine State Police barracks in Bangor and described what they had found at the cabin. He agreed it was worth looking into. The State Police Evidence Response Team down in Augusta was alerted and several crime scene technicians arrived at the cabin by mid-afternoon. They photographed the chimney and the fabric fragments before bagging them. They also dusted the extension ladder for prints – not really expecting to recover any, given the length of time that had passed and its exposure to the elements.
			

			
				Knowing that the recovery of fabric pieces from the chimney would not be enough on its own to justify opening a suspicious death investigation, Doug and Anne assembled an informal group of several dozen volunteers the next morning and began a search in hopes of finding the chimney tarp discarded somewhere nearby. Conditions were not the best – it was black fly season and understory vegetation was thick in some places.
			

			
				Working outward from the cabin and focusing on road margins and trails, the search turned up nothing of interest through the morning. In the afternoon they widened the search to include both sides of the Sebec River and the surrounding forest.
			

			
				By mid-afternoon one of the volunteers – George Moser, an avid fly fisherman who knew this section of the river quite well, had worked his way downstream several hundred yards from the cabin when he saw something. He hadn’t really been looking for the tarp so much as searching for promising fishing spots when he noticed what looked like a bright red snake caught on a rock mid-stream. Looking closer, George realized it was a bungee cord attached to a large piece of gray canvas. Using a long branch he picked up from the forest floor, George snagged the canvas and pulled it to shore.
			

			
				Roughly rectangular and ragged around the edges, the canvas measured about three feet on a side and was covered in paint spatters. Along with the red bungee cord, a thin cable maybe twenty feet in length was attached to the canvas. Leaving the tarpaulin on the ground, George went to report what he had found. It was bagged and driven down to the crime lab the same afternoon. Analysis soon confirmed that the fabric fragments recovered from the chimney at the cabin were a match with the tarp recovered from the river. A solid case for the death of Don Robertson being a homicide could now be made. It had been an ingenious and well-thought-out killing, and if Gavin Anderson had not been such a fan of television crime scene shows it would quite likely have gone undetected.
			

			
				It had been a simple plan. At some point prior to Don and Ximena arriving at the cabin the killer had used the nearby extension ladder to reach the top of the chimney and seal off the flue with the tarp, using the bungee cord to hold it in place. The length of cable was left dangling down the side of the chimney. There was little chance, given the dark night, that either Don or Ximena would notice the tarp when they arrived at the cabin. Returning in the last hours before dawn, the killer could simply pull the tarp off of the chimney, using the attached cable, and then disappear back into the darkness. Not wanting to risk being seen with the murder weapon, the killer had later dropped it in a snowbank on the ice-covered Sebec River, confident that spring floodwaters would carry it downstream.
			

			
				 
			

		

			
				3.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Soon after he was elected Sheriff of Piscataquis County, Jim Torben got rid of the large ornate desk his predecessor Don Hudson had been so proud of. Hudson, a transplant from Massachusetts, had been arrested on federal drug charges and removed from office a while back. In stark contrast to Hudson, Torben was not “from away.” He had been born and raised in Dover-Foxcroft and had joined the sheriff’s department soon after graduating from Foxcroft Academy. Steadily working his way up through the ranks in the sheriff’s department, Torben had gained the respect of the people he worked with on a daily basis, as well as many of the communities dispersed across Piscataquis County - one of the largest and least populated counties east of the Mississippi. In place of Don Hudson’s desk Torben had picked up a large and well-used oak library table at the Chesley Auction House over in East Corinth, twenty minutes away down Route 15.
			

			
				The morning after the discovery of the piece of canvas that had been used in the murder of Don Robertson, four people sat around the sheriff’s oak table and contemplated how to approach what they all recognized would be a difficult if not impossible case to crack. Doug Bateman sat next to the sheriff, with Anne Quinn and Jack Walker facing them across the table. While Anne, Doug, and Jim had previously worked together on a number of high-profile cases, Jack was new to the group. He hadn
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