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      Heat not a furnace for your foe so hot

      That it do singe yourself.

      

      William Shakespeare

      Henry VIII

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Shelby Kim pulled off the road onto a well-maintained gravel drive. Pulling up to the gate, into whose decorative metalwork a discreet BV had been incorporated, she got out her phone and tapped a code into an app. The gate swung open. She pulled through and the gate swung shut behind her.

      She passed from warm sun, a welcome change after a long stretch of cold, wet weather, into the dappled light of a wooded slope. Oaks and maples quickly gave way to pines towering over moss- and fern-covered rocks. When she glanced into her rearview mirror, she could see the occasional glint of sunlight off Bracy Cove. She returned the wave of a gardener who was preparing one of the Brookview flower beds for a spring planting.

      When she reached the house, she pulled around the circular drive to the guest parking space tucked behind a giant rhododendron. She grabbed a hiking stick from the back seat, then crossed to the entrance and climbed the stone steps. She knocked and in a moment the door was opened by a young woman wearing black skinny jeans and a starched white blouse.

      “Hey, Shelby, come on in.” The woman stepped back to let Shelby enter. “Here for a hike with Dr. Dorn?”

      “Hi, Megan,” Shelby said, stepping inside. The entrance hall was an odd combination of stately and homely. Antique oil landscapes that Shelby knew were destined to hang on the walls of museums in Portland, Boston, and Philadelphia, were scattered somewhat haphazardly across the paneled walls. An intricately tiled fireplace anchored one side of the space. The other walls were lined with scratched and stained benches, under which lay a jumble of tennis shoes, badminton racquets, and kayak paddles. “We didn’t have a hike scheduled, but it’s such a nice day I thought we might be able to sneak one in.”

      “It'll be nice to get out, especially after all the rain we’ve been having. I’ll let Dr. Dorn know you’re here.” Megan disappeared down one of the hallways.

      Shelby shrugged out of her yellow jacket, stuffed her hat in one of the sleeves, and laid it and her hiking stick on the bench.

      Megan returned a minute later. “Hey, cute outfit. As slender as you are, you should show it off, not hide it in baggy clothes.”

      Shelby blushed. Her brightly colored leggings and long-sleeved workout top were a far cry from the cargo pants and sweatshirt she normally wore to hike.

      “Dr. Dorn says he’ll be out in a minute,” Megan said, then disappeared again.

      A few moments later, Shelby heard purposeful footsteps, accompanied by the tick of canine toenails, approaching from one of the hallways that branched off the entrance. A woman appeared, followed by three beagles. She was reading from a small piece of paper that Shelby could tell even from across the room had the creamy texture of an expensive party invitation. The woman looked up. She was tall—just under six feet—and thin, with ash blonde hair tinged with gray scraped back into a stubby ponytail from a severe, sun-weathered face.

      “Why, hello, Shelby. Here for a hike?”

      “Hello, Ms. Pepperidge,” said Shelby. “Yes, I hope so. It was a spur of the moment idea.”

      “Is Megan fetching Leo for you?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Would you like to wait in the sitting room? It would be more comfortable.”

      “I’m fine waiting here. Thanks, Ms. Pepperidge.”

      “Well, have a nice hike,” said the woman and, switching her attention back to the invitation, she passed through the entrance hall and disappeared out of sight down another hallway, followed by her canine entourage.

      Shelby had to wait only a few minutes before her prospective hiking partner appeared.

      Tippy Pepperidge’s husband, Leo Dorn, was a couple of inches taller than his wife, with a build that could have belonged to a rugby player but a face and bearing more appropriate to a board room.

      “Good morning, Shelby,” he said. “I have to say I was a little surprised to hear that you were interested in a hike with me today.”

      “It’s a perfect day for it.”

      “Yes, I suppose it is,” he said, looking at her speculatively.

      “I wanted to talk about …” Her voice trailed off, then she continued. “About what we talked about the other day.”

      “You did, eh? If you could wait until tomorrow⁠—”

      “I’d rather not wait.” She gave him a sheepish smile. “I got a new pair of hiking shoes I want to try out.” She glanced down at her worn shoes. “Rats, I forgot to put them on. They’re in the car—hold on one minute.”

      Before Leo had a chance to object, she slipped through the front door and hurried out to the car. She sat in the passenger seat to change her shoes, fumbling with the laces, hoping that the delay wasn’t giving Leo a chance to cement his decision to postpone the hike.

      When she got back to the entrance hall, he was leaning against the wall next to the fireplace, his arms folded.

      “If you’re really that excited about trying out a new pair of shoes, I guess I shouldn’t stand in your way,” he said with a smile. He pulled a jacket off a hook. “What shall it be today?”

      “How about Aldrich Hill?”

      “The ledge trail?”

      She nodded. “The view is so nice from the top.”

      “Yes, I suppose it is.” After a moment, he shrugged. “All right.”

      She patted the jacket, a slight frown creasing her forehead, until she located her hat in the pocket. She retrieved her hiking stick, then followed Leo outside.

      “Do you want to talk while we walk?” he asked.

      “Let’s wait until we get to the top.”

      They crossed the drive and entered the woods on a path padded with pine needles. Birds chittered in the trees, their song occasionally drowned out by the scream of a gull that had drifted over from Eastern Way. Even when the trail would have allowed them to walk two abreast, Leo trailed a step or two behind Shelby.

      After a few minutes, the trees opened up onto the first challenge of the trail: a jumble of granite boulders at the bottom of a semi-circular indentation in a sheer rock wall that rose several dozen feet above them. Leo referred to it as the Barrel, but it suggested to Shelby the jawbone of some gigantic monster, the boulders, which the millennia had heaved up to a forty-five-degree angle, like deadly teeth.

      Although the day had been cloudless when Shelby arrived at Brookview, she saw that a gray overcast was beginning to move in from the west.

      “I hope we finish up before it rains,” she said.

      “We will if we keep moving,” replied Leo.

      With his long legs, Leo could easily hoist himself from rock to rock, but at just over five feet tall, it was a scramble for Shelby. Collapsing her hiking stick and looping its strap over her wrist, she began the climb. She kept her eyes down on her foot placement and hand holds.

      She reached the top of the stretch of rocks a little winded. From there, they followed a gentle loop through the pine woods before the path switched back and began to climb again.

      They reached the Barrel again, but now Shelby was looking down at the granite boulders thirty feet below. The path ran near the edge of the drop, but on the left were bushes and small pines that, along with her hiking stick, provided opportunities to steady herself. The only potential hazard, a snarl of exposed roots that could snag an unsuspecting hiker’s foot, was no hazard to someone as familiar with the path as she was. She stepped gingerly past the roots and past the stunted tree that they anchored precariously to the top of the cliff.

      Finally they got to what was for Shelby the most challenging part of the climb. The path narrowed to a ledge two feet wide and two dozen feet long, bounded on the left by a barren rock wall that rose straight up to the summit and on the right by the sheer drop to the boulders below. The path tilted ever so slightly toward the drop—it was a crossing no one would make if the rocks were wet or icy. Even in weather as dry as it was now, it had taken Shelby a few hikes with Leo before she was willing to cross the ledge.

      She stopped and looked back toward him. “Will you go first?”

      “You’ve done this plenty of times before, Shelby—you shouldn’t need me to take the lead anymore.”

      She glanced down at the rocks. “I’d feel better if you went first.”

      He sighed. “Fine. Come back here and we’ll switch places.”

      She expected him to move back to where the path was wider, but when she reached him, he just turned sideways, his back pressed to the rock wall. She shuffled past, keeping her eyes averted from the drop. She flinched as he reached for her arm.

      “I’m just giving you a hand,” he said. “You look a little unsteady on your feet.”

      She stepped onto the path behind him and shrugged his hand off her arm.

      He shook his head. “Ready?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “One at a time?”

      “Yes.”

      Leo started across the ledge. He moved slowly and carefully, but with an ease and assurance that Shelby would never achieve. He really did make it look like it was a stroll down a sidewalk.

      Until his right foot shot to the side.

      She heard his gasp. He froze, balanced on his left foot.

      “Leo?” Her voice was a breathless squeak.

      “Ice,” he hissed.

      He began to move his right foot, which was hanging over the drop, back to the ledge, but the movement made his left foot slip infinitesimally to the right.

      Shelby took a step forward, then stopped.

      “Not ice,” he said through gritted teeth. “Not cold enough.”

      He slowly extended his left hand and wedged his fingers into a tiny fissure in the rock face. His left foot slipped a fraction of an inch further to the right.

      “Shelby,” he croaked. “Your hiking stick. Hold it out to me.”

      Her knees trembling, and searching in vain for a handhold with which to anchor herself, Shelby crept onto the ledge. She dropped her eyes to the path, hyperalert for any hazards. She knew she was moving too slowly—she could sense the seconds ticking by. She tore her eyes from the ground and looked toward Leo. His left leg was starting to shake from the strain of trying to maintain his precarious position.

      “Where are you?” he gasped.

      He was still facing forward, unwilling to try to turn his head to watch her approach.

      “I’m almost there,” she said, trying to sound sure of herself, trying to convince herself that she could do what needed to be done.

      He tried to tighten his grip on the fissure, but his foot slipped another inch to the right.

      She took another step, and then another. “Almost there, Leo. I’m almost there.”

      She extended her hiking stick toward him.

      He turned slowly toward her, one painful inch at a time, trying to use his uncertain grip on the fissure to steady himself.

      “A little closer,” he whispered, as much to himself as to her. “A little closer.”

      Her heart pounding, she shuffled forward on the path.

      His fingers brushed the end of the stick and his features began to relax in relief.

      When he fell, his cry might have been mistaken for the scream of a gull, until it was cut short when his back was broken on the granite teeth below.
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      Ann Kinnear lifted the small black dachshund off the dining room chair. It had been peering over the edge of the table at a bowl of Brussels sprouts and the dollop of butter melting on top. She placed the dog on the floor.

      “Scott, Ursula was checking out the dining room table again,” she called toward the kitchen.

      Scott Pate appeared in the doorway. “Again? I thought we had addressed that issue.”

      “Evidently the stern talking-to you gave her has worn off.”

      Ann’s brother Mike entered the dining room carrying a roast chicken on a platter. At that moment, a gray cat with a white tuft on its chest trotted out of the living room on a direct intercept course with Mike’s feet. Ann glanced at the dachshund, who was clearly torn between the need to stand watch at the table and the desire to chase the cat. Since the siren call of the dinner table seemed stronger, Ann shrugged and sat down. Mike’s feet passed through the cat’s semi-translucent body.

      “Scooter’s back,” said Ann, shaking out her napkin.

      “Really? Where?” asked Scott, looking around.

      “On her way to the kitchen.”

      “I’m surprised Ursula didn’t go after her, although I suppose the Brussels sprouts won out,” said Scott.

      Ursula popped into the begging position next to his chair.

      “Bad,” said Scott mildly, and moved the bottle of wine to make room on the table for the chicken. He sat down as Mike began carving. “Any updates on when you two will be going to Maine?”

      “Not yet, and we need to get a move on,” said Mike. “I cleared Ann’s calendar, but if things don’t get going soon, I’m going to start booking engagements again.” He handed a plate of chicken to Ann.

      “You should come, too,” she said to Scott.

      “If I could get away from work, I would,” said Scott, “I’d love to go back there.”

      “Ann has earned lifelong celebrity status on Mount Desert,” said Mike. He handed Scott a plate, then put aside the carving knife and got out his phone. He scrolled, then handed the phone to Ann. “Another article about you in the MDIslander.”

      She took the phone but passed it immediately to Scott. “Can’t they just let it drop?”

      “Are you kidding?” said Mike. “You’re the most exciting thing that’s happened on Mount Desert Island since the Fire of ’47.”

      “I understand why the production company is saying that the documentary has to be based there,” said Scott, scanning the article. “I think that even outside Maine, people associate Annie with MDI now.”

      The phone buzzed. Mike extended his hand toward Scott.

      “Sweetie, not during dinner,” groaned Scott, handing over the phone.

      “Speak of the devil,” said Mike, reading the text. “Corey wants to meet with Ann and me at eight.”

      “In the morning?” asked Scott.

      “No, tonight.”

      “Tonight?” Scott looked at his watch. “That’s fifteen minutes from now.”

      Mike shrugged and sat down. “Eat fast,” he said to Ann.

      Scott shook his head. “You made the dinner. You’d think you’d want us all to have time to enjoy it.”

      “What’s Corey in such a hurry about?” Ann asked Mike.

      “I imagine he wants to talk about a possible topic.”

      “Another topic, you mean,” said Scott, helping himself to Brussels sprouts.

      “It’s Corey’s fault that it’s taking so long,” said Mike. “He can’t come up with a reasonable topic.”

      “You really need to stop shooting down all the ideas that Corey suggests,” said Ann. “Pretty soon he’s going to get fed up and just make it a solo show: Garrick Masser Senses Spirits.”

      “Masser already knew all about every topic Corey suggested,” said Mike.

      “That’s because as long as the backers are insisting that the documentary be based on Mount Desert, Garrick’s going to know about every topic,” said Ann. “He’s like an MDI encyclopedia.”

      “He’s like a world encyclopedia,” said Scott.

      “It’s not fair,” said Mike.

      “It’s not a competition,” said Ann.

      Scott leaned toward Ann. “Your brother thinks everything is a competition,” he said in a stage whisper.

      “That’s because when you have someone like Garrick Masser who won’t admit that he’s become second fiddle, it is a competition,” said Mike.

      Ann rolled her eyes.

      “You guys are wasting your fifteen minutes,” said Scott, cutting off a piece of chicken.

      After gulping down a few more bites, Ann and Mike left Scott still enjoying his dinner, and passing minuscule morsels to Ursula. Mike detoured to the kitchen and poured his wine into a coffee mug.

      “Why are you doing that?” asked Ann.

      “It looks more professional.”

      “Hey, Corey’s the one who called the meeting during dinnertime with fifteen minutes’ notice. He can’t very well frown upon some wine-drinking.”

      “You’re the artiste, so wine-drinking is practically expected of you,” said Mike. “I’m the business manager, so I have to pretend to be businesslike.”

      Ann followed him upstairs to his office.

      When Mike had first escorted Ann into his home office for the unveiling of the new videoconferencing set-up, she found a sign advertising Tarot readings on the wall and a Ouija board on the table.

      “Mike!” she squawked. “What the hell?”

      “You don’t think it will intrigue potential clients?’

      “It will scare off potential clients. Or,” she amended, “it will intrigue exactly the kind of clients you’re always telling me you’re trying to filter out.”

      “You don’t want to give it a test run?”

      “I am not going to⁠—”

      He held up his hands placatingly. “Okay, okay. It was supposed to be a joke.”

      “I told you it wasn’t funny,” called Scott from downstairs.

      Mike had replaced the mystical props with decor he felt was more appropriate to the Ann Kinnear Sensing brand: vintage travel posters.

      “Notice a theme?” he asked.

      “Same artist?” she asked, peering at each in turn.

      “No. They’re all places where you’ve had sensing engagements.”

      She stepped back from a sixties-era poster featuring a TWA jet zipping over stylized renderings of Big Ben and Westminster Abbey. “I never had an engagement in London.”

      “Okay, not an engagement per se, but you saw that spirit on Tower Green.”

      “I was seven. Plus, probably half the people who go to Tower Green see a spirit.”

      Now Mike settled into his chair with his mug of wine. “I wonder if Corey expects Masser to figure out how to call in to a virtual meeting,” he said. “It’s so twenty-first century.”

      “Corey told me he went over to Garrick’s house and set up a computer for him so he could join the calls.”

      “Instead of typing comments into the chat, Masser can write them out with a quill pen and then hold the parchment up to the camera.”

      Ann swatted him with the back of her hand.

      At the appointed time, the parties appeared on the videoconferencing screen.

      Corey Duff sat in a guest room at the Bar Harbor Inn. He had relocated from his normal base of operations in Los Angeles to Mount Desert Island, Maine, a week earlier and was probably regretting his early optimism that the parties would quickly agree on a topic for the documentary he was directing. His California tan was fading to a paleness more appropriate to Maine in May. His normally wavy red hair was flattened in a bad case of hat head.

      Garrick Masser sat in the waiting room in his home in Somesville, Maine, just across the hall from the office where he met with clients. Illumination appeared to be provided by a single antique lamp on a table behind him, leaving his face in shadow. However, even the dim light didn’t conceal the impressive beard that Garrick was sporting.

      The third picture in the gallery showed a man unfamiliar to Ann. His beard was merely a stubble, but one that looked less like the result of a skipped shave than like an intentional fashion choice. His hair was an inch shy of a pompadour, although suitably tousled to be a fitting complement to the beard, and his eyes were picturesquely accentuated with crows’ feet no doubt caused by the wide smile that displayed perfect teeth. Even his lighting provided a noticeably more attractive effect than that of the other participants.

      “Hello, everyone,” said Corey.

      “Hi, Corey. Hi, Garrick,” said Ann.

      Mike raised a hand in greeting.

      Garrick stared stoically into the monitor.

      “Garrick, can you hear us?” asked Corey.

      “Of course,” intoned Garrick.

      “Ah, good. Before we get started, I’d like to introduce all of you to Kyle Lathey. The management at Authentic Productions has asked Kyle to join the team so that we’ll have immediate access to them in case we need any resources or direction.”

      Mike muted the microphone and held his mug of wine to his lips to mask his mouth. “Resources or direction my ass.”

      Ann unmuted the mic. “Nice to meet you, Kyle.”

      “Likewise, Ann,” said Kyle. “Pleased to meet you, too, Garrick.”

      “Charmed,” said Garrick.

      “Little hard to see you there, Garrick,” said Kyle.

      “Garrick, do you still have that ring light we set up?” asked Corey.

      Garrick gave an audible sigh of resignation. He reached forward and a light snapped on. Now his hooked nose and jutting cheekbones were clear, although his eyes were still partially shadowed by his untamed black eyebrows.

      “That’s better,” said Kyle heartily.

      “Now that you’ve seen what I look like …” said Garrick, and the light snapped off.

      “Anyhow,” Corey said quickly, evidently hoping to avert another exchange between Garrick and Kyle, “I have what I think is good news regarding a possible topic for the documentary. Kyle, I’m not sure how much information Authentic Productions gave you about the project, but the goal is to explore a topic that will allow Ann and Garrick to demonstrate their spirit-sensing abilities. The backers are financing the project on the condition that it be set on Mount Desert Island, since they want to capitalize on the coverage of the events at the Lynam’s Point Hotel.”

      “Of course, I’ve seen the video from Lynam’s Point,” said Kyle. “Extraordinary stuff—over a million views last time I checked. That video is why we need Ann, Garrick, and Mount Desert all to be part of this package.”

      “It’s unfortunate that we can’t shoot at the hotel where the video was taken,” said Corey, “but the new owners won’t agree. However, I think we have a great alternative. Let me show you a story that hit the news just a few hours ago.”

      The gallery of participants’ images was replaced by a screen-share from Corey’s computer. It displayed the website of a Bangor news station, the video thumbnail showing a reporter standing in front of an imposing gate with a discreet BV worked into its decorative metalwork. Beyond the gates, a drive disappeared into a wooded property. Corey hit Play.

      “In tragic news from Mount Desert Island,” said the reporter, “we’ve learned that Leo Dorn, head of MDI-based Stata Mater Technology, died earlier today in a fall from a ledge on a trail on the Brookview estate, the property belonging to the family of his wife, Tippy Pepperidge.”

      The video of the reporter was replaced by a photo of a formally dressed couple. They were standing in front of a banner identifying the venue as a fundraiser for victims of western wildfires. Leo Dorn wore a perfectly tailored tuxedo and an easy smile. Tippy Pepperidge’s hands grasped a small purse so tightly it looked like a wet cloth she was about to wring out. Her hair was pulled back in a stubby ponytail more appropriate for a workout than a black-tie gala.

      “According to Stata Mater Director of Research Operations Dr. Hannah Jeskie,” the reporter continued, “Dr. Dorn had been accompanied on the hike by a young Stata Mater colleague, Shelby Kim, who called 911 and led first responders to where Dorn’s body lay at the bottom of the cliff.”

      The photo of Leo and Tippy was replaced with another, perhaps at the same event, of Leo standing on a podium, shaking the hand of a petite woman in her mid- to late-twenties, a shy smile on her face.

      “We switch now to video from the news conference held at SMT headquarters in Bar Harbor earlier today.”

      A woman identified by the caption as Dr. Hannah Jeskie stood behind a lectern, on the front of which were the words Stata Mater Technology and a logo of a stylized flame being whisked to one side by the cool blue letters of the company’s initials. Carefully casual salt-and-pepper hair framed a face whose expression was stoic despite the bloodshot eyes.

      “The trail from which Dr. Dorn fell was one of his favorite hikes on MDI,” said Jeskie, “one he made several times a week, weather permitting.”

      She pointed to someone off-camera, and the reporter’s question bled through faintly on the audio: “Did the recent heavy rains play a role in the fall?”

      “According to Dr. Kim, the path was completely dry. Today’s rain didn’t start until after Dr. Dorn’s fall. Shelby said neither she nor Leo would have taken that particular trail otherwise.”

      A different off-camera voice asked, “Did Leo Dorn and Shelby Kim often hike together?”

      “I believe they hiked at Brookview fairly regularly,” said Jeskie. “Shelby Kim is a brilliant young woman whom Leo Dorn and Tippy Pepperidge took under their wing when she joined the Stata Mater team a year ago. After first responders removed Dr. Dorn’s body from Brookview, Ms. Pepperidge’s concern turned to Dr. Kim’s well-being. Tippy accompanied Shelby back to her apartment and ensured that she got the care she needed after such a traumatic experience.” Dr. Jeskie looked down at the lectern, marshaling her emotions, then looked back up at the cameras, her mouth set. “I won’t comment further on the circumstances of Dr. Dorn’s death, except to say that the timing of it is especially tragic in view of a planned announcement about Stata Mater’s pro bono work in fire prevention and suppression technologies.”

      Corey ended the screen share and the videoconference participants’ images displayed again.

      “What kind of name is Stata Mater?” asked Kyle.

      “Stata Mater is an ancient goddess to whom the Romans turned for protection against fire,” said Garrick.

      Kyle gave a bark of a laugh. “How in the world do you know that?”

      Garrick raised an eyebrow. “How in the world do you not?”

      “You know about this Stata Mater Technology?” asked Mike, clearly preparing to object to the latest proposal for the documentary subject.

      Garrick sat back in his chair, rested his elbows on its arms, and steepled his fingers in front of his chest. “Dr. Leo Dorn was the husband of Elizabeth ‘Tippy’ Pepperidge, the granddaughter of Oliver Pepperidge of Pepperidge Realty Holdings, originally Pepperidge Land and Property. Eight years ago, Ms. Pepperidge’s first husband, Frank Judd, died in a fire at his studio at the Pepperidge property on Mount Desert Island. In response to the tragedy, she established a sizable grant to establish Stata Mater Technology to do research and development work in fire prevention and suppression to then share, pro bono, with the for-profit sector. Dr. Dorn and his team—including Dr. Hannah Jeskie—won the grant. Four years later, Dr. Dorn and Ms. Pepperidge married.”

      “If you know so much about Stata Mater and Leo Dorn,” said Mike, “I’d say this hardly qualifies as a documentary subject that will provide an even playing field.”

      “In the interests of the documentary as a whole,” said Ann, “we should take advantage of any information anyone has about the subject. I don’t mind if Garrick already has some background on the Pepperidges and Leo Dorn.”

      “That Kim girl is good-looking,” said Kyle. “I wonder if his wing was the only thing Leo Dorn was taking her under.”

      “Jesus, Lathey,” muttered Corey.

      “What? I’m just saying—she’s a good-looking girl.” He leaned back and laced his fingers over a stomach that his form-fitting T-shirt showed to be washboard flat. “On the other hand, I’m betting that the Pepperidge spread is big enough that they could get up to some trouble in those woods—and not just a roll in the leaves.” He glanced around the virtual table, waiting for a reaction that didn’t come. He leaned forward again. “Maybe she and Dorn were screwing around, Dorn got tired of her and cut it off, and she gave him a little push.”

      “Based on that news photo,” said Mike, “Shelby Kim is a foot shorter and a hundred pounds lighter than Leo Dorn. It’s hard to imagine her pushing him to his death.”

      “Whether or not Leo Dorn is a viable subject for the documentary,” said Garrick, “the point is moot if Ms. Pepperidge won’t provide access to her property.”

      “I’ll see if I can contact her in the next day or two to discuss it,” said Corey.

      “I’ll come with you,” said Kyle. “I can catch a red-eye tonight, be on MDI in the morning.”

      “I can take care of it,” said Corey quickly.

      “I could speak with her,” said Garrick.

      “You know her?” asked Corey guardedly, sensing another possible barrier to Mike’s agreement to the subject.

      “When Mr. Judd was killed in the fire, Ms. Pepperidge hired me to try to contact him. I visited the site of the fire, but he had passed on and was not available to be contacted.”

      “You’ve worked for the widow?” asked Mike, his voice rising. “That’s quite a coincidence.”

      “Hardly,” said Garrick. “I’ve worked for a number of the more established families on Mount Desert Island. In fact, it seems that the more established they are, the more insistent they are about the need to contact their dead relatives.”

      “And the more likely it is they can afford Masser’s fees,” Mike muttered to Ann.

      “I beg your pardon?” said Garrick blandly.

      “Nothing.” Mike redirected his attention to the other attendees. “If Garrick has already done work for the Pepperidges—” he began.

      Ann rubbed her temple. “Mike, just stop it, okay? The whole island can’t have a year-round population of more than, I don’t know …”

      “Just over ten thousand,” supplied Garrick.

      “—just over ten thousand,” she repeated. “Garrick’s bound to know a lot of them.”

      Mike scowled. “Even if we overlook the fact that Masser already has an inside track on this topic, if he wasn’t able to make contact with Frank Judd, it doesn’t bode well for his ability to contact Leo Dorn. Corey, we should let Ann give it a try.”

      “If Dr. Dorn’s spirit is available to be contacted,” said Garrick, seemingly unperturbed, “I will contact him. If he has passed on, as Mr. Judd had, then neither I nor your sister will be able to make contact.”

      “Garrick,” said Corey, “if everyone agrees to this topic, it would be great if you could talk to Ms. Pepperidge. We’ll need access to her property, and I’m sure she’d be more likely to give approval to someone she knows.” After a pause, he continued. “Assuming your relationship with her was not too … prickly.”

      “My interactions with her were appropriate to someone who had recently lost a husband.”

      “Okay,” said Corey, a little uncertainly. “You left on good terms, then?”

      Garrick raised an eyebrow. “As I said.”

      Corey sighed. “Okay. I’d appreciate it if you can talk with her, Garrick. Thank you.”

      “I will go alone,” said Garrick. “She is notoriously averse to publicity and would not appreciate a delegation arriving at her door.”

      “Hey,” said Kyle, “this team will be doing Tippy Pepperidge and the police a favor if we’re able to get in touch with Leo’s spirit and find out what really happened on that trail. Be sure to tell her that.”

      “I shall tell her nothing of the kind,” said Garrick.

      “Listen, Masser—” Kyle said, his voice rising.

      Corey raised a hand. “Everybody, just calm down—we’re supposed to be in this together.” He picked up an iPad and tapped the screen. “This is the fifth subject we’ve discussed, the first four having been discarded because of some direct or tangential involvement by Garrick or knowledge he had of the subject.” He read from the iPad. “The Asticou Azalea Garden murder, the Manset Darling of the Docks, the St. Saviour’s Tiffany window theft⁠—”

      “Oh, please, not that,” said Kyle with a laugh. “Who cares?”

      “—the Bangor House hotel strangling⁠—”

      “Bangor isn’t on MDI,” said Ann.

      Corey looked up at the camera, his normal calm wearing thin. “I was having to cast my net a little wider when the MDI topics kept getting vetoed.” He set the iPad aside. “Leo Dorn is an undeniably fascinating subject. I had always assumed that we would be trying to contact people who had died years ago or trying to interest viewers in a case that had disappeared from the public consciousness, but a current case will be much more gripping. More importantly, we might uncover information that would be of practical value to the friends and family of the deceased. Mike, I know you’re concerned about Garrick’s previous involvement with the Pepperidge family. Garrick, how long ago was it that Tippy Pepperidge hired you to try to contact Frank Judd?”

      “Eight years ago.”

      “And have you had any contact with her since then?”

      “I have not.”

      “Any contact with Leo Dorn?”

      “No.”

      “With Stata Mater Technology?”

      “No.”

      Corey sat back and shifted his gaze across the virtual meeting attendees. “If the backers are insistent on shooting the documentary on Mount Desert Island—and they are—then we can’t very well reject any subject that Garrick, a long-time MDI resident, knows something about.”

      He paused, providing an opening for contrary views, but everyone was silent.

      “As to whether the death is too recent—too fresh for Leo Dorn’s loved ones—I hope that Ann and Garrick trust me to handle the topic with sensitivity.” At this, he shot a look at the monitor—no doubt at Kyle—then shifted his attention to take in the whole group again. “Not to be morbid, but this is the perfect subject for us.” His eyes tracked across the screen. “Thoughts?”

      “Ann and I will need to talk off-camera,” said Mike.

      “Garrick?” asked Corey.

      “I am amenable if Miss Kinnear is.”

      “If we’re going to focus on Leo Dorn and his death as the subject of the documentary,” said Corey, “we need to get started as soon as possible.”

      “We’ll let you know tomorrow what our answer is,” said Mike.

      “I will await your decision with bated breath,” said Garrick, and his image disappeared from the gallery.
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      In the kitchen, Ann and Mike found Scott loading the dishwasher, Ursula standing on the open door and providing a pre-wash cycle.

      “I put your plates in the oven to keep warm,” said Scott.

      Ann retrieved their plates, then joined Mike at the kitchen island to finish her dinner. Mike poured his wine from the coffee cup back into his wine glass and topped off their drinks.

      “What was Corey’s latest idea for the documentary?” asked Scott.

      Mike recapped the conversation for him.

      “That sounds exciting,” said Scott. “A current subject will be much more interesting than a historical one.”

      “But Masser knows the Pepperidge family. In fact, he’s done work for Tippy Pepperidge—” began Mike.

      “Mike, hang it up,” said Ann around a mouthful of chicken. “This will be an interesting topic, and Garrick and I might be able to actually provide some useful information about what happened to Leo Dorn.”

      “I’ll bet all those rich families on MDI are hiring Garrick as a party game,” said Mike. “You know, like kids conducting a seance at a sleepover.”

      “You’re such an ass when it comes to Garrick,” said Ann.

      “That’s because he thinks he’s better than everyone.”

      “And it’s especially galling to your brother when Mr. Masser acts like he’s better than you, Annie,” added Scott.

      “I appreciate the thought, Mike,” said Ann, “but I don’t need you defending my professional honor.”

      “It sounds like this Kyle Lathey person is suspicious about Shelby Kim’s version of events,” said Scott. “If she didn’t have anything to do with Dr. Dorn’s fall, Annie could help clear her name, and if she did have something to do with it, Annie can help steer the police in the right direction.”

      Mike raised his hands. “Fine, fine. I agree it does sound interesting.”

      “It means you guys will have to postpone your trip to New York,” said Ann.

      Mike had been complaining about the lack of nightlife around West Chester, and said he was tired of the options in nearby Philadelphia, so he and Scott had tentatively planned to take the train up to New York City for a few days.

      Scott waved a hand. “We can always reschedule. Plus, I’ll bet you can find some fun things to do on MDI.”

      “You’re such an optimist,” said Mike.

      “When I was up there with Annie,” continued Scott, “I went to a place in Bar Harbor that had great jazz. Everywhere has something fun to do—you just have to look a little harder sometimes.”

      Mike turned to Ann. “Should we call Corey now so that he knows we discussed his proposal for a full minute, or should we wait until tomorrow?”

      “Before we call Corey, I’m going to call Garrick and let him know I’m willing to do it.”

      “I’m sure Corey can let him know,” Mike grumbled.

      Ann finished her meal, then went up to the guest room that she had occupied since renting out her cabin in the Adirondacks and moving into Mike and Scott’s West Chester, Pennsylvania, townhouse. She got out her phone and tapped Garrick’s number.

      “Yes,” came the answer.

      “Hey, Garrick, it’s Ann.”

      “Yes.”

      “I think we should go ahead with the Leo Dorn story.”

      “Very well.”

      “Are you okay with that?”

      “It seems no better or worse than any other topic Mr. Duff and his financiers might choose. I will have to rearrange some engagements to accommodate, but I believe it should be possible.”

      “You were smart to keep your engagements on the books until we decided on a topic. Mike cleared my calendar and I’ve just been killing time.” In fact, she had spent the time since her last engagement quite enjoyably, taking flying lessons at Avondale Airport and studying the federal aviation regulations in preparation for her private pilot exam, which she had passed a few weeks earlier. However, she knew that Garrick viewed small planes with alarm, and so she kept the details of how she had been passing the time to herself.

      “We need to ensure that the subject is kept confidential until I’ve had an opportunity to get approval from Ms. Pepperidge to access Brookview,” said Garrick. “You may convey my provisional agreement and the condition to Mr. Duff.”

      “So, you know Tippy Pepperidge?”

      “Yes.”

      “She doesn’t look like a ‘Tippy.’”

      “Individuals don’t get to choose their own nicknames.”

      “What did you think of Kyle Lathey?”

      “He seems an unpleasant man.”

      “Yeah, I thought so, too, but hopefully Corey will be able to keep him in line.”

      “A man should be able to hear, and bear, the worst that could be said of him. I’m afraid our Mr. Lathey is likely to fail that test.”

      “That’s good, Garrick. Did you just make that up?”

      “I did not.”

      They wrapped up the call, then Ann called Corey to update him on their agreement to the topic and Garrick’s condition. They agreed that, if possible, Ann and Mike would fly up to MDI the following day.

      She ended the call, then stood and picked up her wine glass, ready to go downstairs to rejoin Mike and Scott. Then she sank back down into the chair. Was Kyle Lathey right about the number of views of the video that was driving Authentic Productions’ insistence on shooting the documentary on Mount Desert Island with her and Garrick? A bit reluctantly, she got out her phone and opened YouTube, then searched on her name.

      Not surprisingly, the video appeared at the top of the search results. It had been taken at the Lynam’s Landing Hotel, which had stood on the western side of MDI for over a hundred years. Last Ann had heard, the hotel was in the process of being torn down by the property’s new owners, who had rebuffed Corey’s requests to shoot the documentary there.

      The video’s thumbnail image was of Ann, hair darkened with blood from a gash on her head, standing with Scott Pate in the bottom of an elevator shaft. A woman, arm cradled in front of her, was propped against one wall of the shaft. Garrick’s crumpled body was barely visible on the floor. The unauthorized videographer was Scott’s MDI-based, jazz-loving, piercing-bedecked friend, Mace. Ann glanced at the number of views—if anything, Kyle Lathey had understated the video’s popularity.

      She slipped her phone back into her pocket with a sigh. She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised by the video’s reach—it was an undeniably dramatic scene, one that could only have played out as it had in the presence of someone with her skill. She had never watched it herself. She didn’t have to—she had lived it.

      She went downstairs, where Mike and Scott were sitting on the couch watching TV. She topped off her glass from a freshly opened wine bottle on the coffee table, then sank into a chair and curled her feet under her.

      “Garrick agreed,” she said.

      Mike muted the volume. “Should we call Corey?”

      “I already did.”

      “Did Masser call him, too?”

      “I conveyed the message for both of us.”

      Mike clicked the volume back up. “It would be nice if Masser made his own phone calls and didn’t use you as his messenger.”

      “What are we watching?” she asked.

      “It’s a documentary by Authentic Productions. I realized we should check out some of their other work. I’ve been proceeding based on our past experience with Corey, but I didn’t think to look into the outfit he’s getting financing from.”

      “How’s the show?”

      “It’s fascinating,” said Scott. “It’s about penguins. The camera work is lovely. Sort of Ken Burns but with flightless aquatic birds.”

      “Penguins? This project will be a bit of a departure for them if they’re used to doing wildlife documentaries.” She took a sip of wine. “Corey wants us to get up to Maine as soon as possible so that we’re ready to go once Garrick gets Tippy’s approval for access to Brookview.”

      Mike re-muted the TV. “I’ll see if Walt is available to take us.”

      “Maybe I could fly us up there,” she mused.

      Mike raised an eyebrow. “You just got your pilot’s license. Are you even allowed to do that?”

      “Sure.”

      “No offense, but I’d be happier flying with Walt until you get a few more hours under your belt.”

      She sighed. “Yeah, you’re probably right. But it is fun to think about.”

      “Pretty soon you won’t even need Walt anymore,” said Scott.

      “I’ll always need Walt,” she replied.

      “Do you want to bring Ursula with you?” asked Scott. “She could help keep an eye out for Leo Dorn.”

      “I think she’ll be happier here with you,” said Ann. Plus, she thought, her own sensing abilities had progressed considerably since the dachshund had helped avert a spirit-induced catastrophe at her Adirondack cabin.

      “I don’t think Ann needs a dog’s help to spot spirits anymore,” said Mike, unmuting the TV. “That’s one area where we don’t need someone with more hours.”
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      The next morning, Scott drove Ann and Mike to Avondale Airport, where Ann’s charter pilot, Walt Federman, would pick them up for the flight to Maine. Avondale was where Ann had been taking lessons, and where she now rented the flight school’s Piper Warrior for solo jaunts around southeastern Pennsylvania, Delaware, and Maryland.

      The day was sunny and warm, so they sat on a bench outside the airport’s office while they waited for Walt to arrive.

      A few minutes before the appointed time, Ann spied Walt’s Piper Arrow entering the pattern. Walt eased the Arrow down onto the runway in a manner that Ann was working to emulate in the smaller Warrior, then taxied to the tie-down area. The prop spun down and Walt’s wife, Helen, climbed out of the passenger seat, followed by Walt. While he got the plane secured, Helen crossed the ramp and enfolded Ann in a hug.

      “Honey, it’s so good to see you. We miss having you right down the road.” She hugged Mike and Scott as well. “I hope you guys aren’t planning to keep her here in Pennsylvania for too much longer.”

      “I’m thinking she might want to stay here until the Adirondacks mud season is over,” said Mike with a laugh.

      “Remember when you got stuck in that mud patch, Mike?” exclaimed Scott. “I thought you were going to disappear!”

      “No danger of that,” said Mike, “although for a minute or two, I was afraid that I was going to have to abandon my boots.”

      “Well, not only is the hiking less treacherous in Pennsylvania in May,” said Scott, “but the shopping is better here, too. Am I right?” he asked Helen.

      “Absolutely,” she said. “I always look forward to our trips to King of Prussia when I can hitch a ride down here with Walt.”

      Walt joined them. He shook Mike and Scott’s hands and gave Ann a kiss on the cheek. “Nice of you to volunteer to take Helen to the mall,” he said to Scott.

      “My pleasure. I have an idea about where we can have lunch, too—especially if you’re in the mood for a margarita, Helen.”

      “Now I’m jealous,” said Ann, “and I don’t even like shopping.”

      “Plus you’re going to miss your favorite,” said Helen. “If Scott will make a stop at a grocery store on the way back to the townhouse, I’m going to make him my famous meatloaf for dinner.” She turned to Scott. “Thank you for putting me up overnight, on top of everything else.”

      The fuel truck appeared from behind the hangar row, the airport’s young manager, Ellis Tapscott, at the wheel. Walt returned to the Arrow to oversee the fueling, and Mike and Scott wandered over as well to say hello to Ellis. Ann and Ellis exchanged waves across the ramp.

      “A friend of yours?” asked Helen.

      “Yup.”

      “Want to go say hi?”

      “I get to see him all the time—I want to catch up with you.”

      Helen smiled. “That would be nice.”

      “Inside or outside?”

      “Definitely outside,” said Helen. “It’s ten degrees warmer here than at home. I’m enjoying the sun.”

      They sat down on the bench.

      “Do you have a goal in mind for your shopping trip or are you just browsing?” asked Ann.

      “I thought I’d look around for some things for the grandkids, although who knows what teenagers want these days. Plus I desperately need a couple of pairs of jeans.” She leaned toward Ann and lowered her voice, although no one was nearby. “Mine are getting a little snug, I have to admit.” She straightened and laughed. “Too much meatloaf.” She tried to make her expression stern. “You look like you could use a couple of servings of meatloaf.”

      Ann smiled. “Mike’s working on fattening me up.”

      “Do you think you’ll be coming back to Loon Pond soon?”

      “I’m not sure. Among other things, I’m a lot closer to potential engagements here—we’re right in the middle of the whole Boston-Washington corridor—although I know it’s inconvenient for Walt to come all the way down here to fly me places.”

      Helen waved a hand. “Oh, he doesn’t mind. Any excuse to get in the air.” She smiled at Ann. “Any excuse to see you.”

      Ann reached over and squeezed Helen’s hand. “I miss you guys. I’ll be back up to the Adirondacks … pretty soon.”

      Helen fiddled with the strap of her purse. “Maybe you need to sell the Loon Pond cabin and find another place—close by but … different.” Helen had been the one to try to scrub the bloodstains out of the cabin’s kitchen floorboards and had charged Walt with replacing the flooring when she had been unsuccessful. She brightened. “You could upgrade the studio to be a four-season place.”

      Ann forced a laugh. “That would be quite an upgrade.” She shook her head. “The studio. Do you know how long it’s been since I did any painting? I should just sell it.”

      “Don’t do anything hasty,” cautioned Helen.

      Mike and Scott wandered back and the four of them chatted about the Mount Desert Island-based documentary while Walt went into the office to check the weather.

      When he emerged, Mike grabbed his own bag and Ann’s. “I’ll load our stuff.” He crossed the ramp to the plane, with Walt, Helen, Ann, and Scott following at a more leisurely pace.

      Since Ann was a hair shorter than Mike, she had taken the less roomy back seat on previous trips. Now, though, she claimed the front passenger seat so that she could log some flight time once they were in the air.

      Ann returned Scott and Helen’s waves as Walt taxied to the run-up area, and followed along as he worked through his preflight checklist. Then, with Walt at the controls, they sped down the runway and rose into an almost cloudless blue sky.

      As the plane climbed, Ann wondered when she would be making the trip back to the Adirondacks. The cabin still held bad memories for her, and she was sure she could sell it easily despite what had happened there—could sell it easily, she thought cynically, perhaps because of what had happened there. Selling the studio, which she had built a few miles away so she would have good light for her painting, might be harder, but the sensing business was doing well enough that she wouldn’t need the proceeds from that to finance a purchase of a new place. She made a mental note to talk about it with Mike when they got back to Pennsylvania. It was handy to have a brother who had been a financial planner before he became the full-time business manager of Ann Kinnear Sensing.

      She watched the houses, the cars, the ribbons of road, the rectangles of farm fields shrink below her. What she really wanted was to be able to have Mike, Scott, Helen, and Walt in one place. Ann’s mother and father had died in a car crash when she and Mike were in college, and Helen and Walt had become her surrogate parents. She wanted all the people who were close to her—family by blood and by marriage, family actual and honorary—to be nearby, not a multi-hour flight apart, even if she could now make
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