
Table of Contents

Moonfire (Children in the Lake, #2)

PART ONE

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

PART TWO

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter fourteen

PART THREE

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

PART FOUR

Chapter 19

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Epilogue


By Mark Edward Hall

Moonfire

The Children in the Lake

Song of Ariel

Soul Thief

Apocalypse Island

The Haunting of Sam Cabot

The Holocaust Opera

The Sun God

The Lost Village

Servants of Darkness

Blue Light Series 1, 2 &3

MOONFIRE

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: image]

––––––––
[image: ]


BOOK TWO

MARK EDWARD HALL

––––––––
[image: ]


This book is for 

Sheila 

Queen of my Heart

“Occasionally, when the windy columns broke into me, I caught sight of a dark, damp crag; the mist driving ceaselessly between it and me. Nature was here, something savage and awful, though beautiful. I looked with awe at the ground I trod on, to see what the Powers had made there, the form and fashion and material of their work. This was that Earth of which we have heard, made out of Chaos and Old Night... Man was not to be associated with it.”


— Henry David Thoreau
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Avalanche Trail

Maine Wilderness
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There were no houses at this altitude, no roads or streets or sidewalks, nothing but endless forest, rolling hills and lofty crags. Snow-drooped boughs of hemlock, pine, spruce and tamarack kissed the earth, burdened by the weight of a recent snowfall. This is where Trent Reed walked now, following the ghost of a hiking trail someone years ago had named Avalanche. These hills—offspring of the mighty Katahdin—were Reed’s hunting grounds, his stock in trade, an endless wilderness where the silence was so profound it made his ears ring. These were Maine’s northern Appalachians. Here the land rose and fell like waves in an endless sea.

Reed was a stealthy hunter. In years past he’d trained himself to move through the forest with swift, furtive ease. He hadn’t become one of the most celebrated wildlife photographers in the world by being slow or clumsy. He’d photographed more than half the animals on the planet in their natural habitat. Reed did not use video cameras. His artform—his singular talent—was the still shot. Reed possessed a special kind of magic, born of natural instinct, which allowed him to sense the exact moment to depress the shutter.

He was home now, back in Northern Maine which held some of his favorite hunting grounds. Here he’d photographed bear and lynx, moose, deer, birds of every stripe, creatures thought long extinct in these Acadian forests such as caribou, wolves, mountain lions, even the elusive black panther. 

He was familiar with Maine’s mythical creatures, as well—he’d grown up here and he was both an amateur historian and a hopeless romantic. Though he knew it was just myth, the story of Pamola—the Wabanaki Indian’s legendary half man, half eagle with the head of a moose that lived in caves on Katahdin, Maine’s tallest peak and the Wabanaki’s most sacred mountain—had always fascinated him. Then there was the myth of the Wendigo, a cannibalistic man-beast conjured by a Wabanaki spell that lurks in the northern forests during winter. And we mustn’t forget bigfoot. Bigfoot had been spotted all over the globe, but Maine had always been a popular place for sightings of the elusive beast. Trent had spent a considerable amount of time roaming the wilderness and he’d never seen one, but, on several occasions, he had seen and photographed the tracks of a large animal that had given him pause. They were similar to the barefoot tracks of a large man, but on further investigation, and with the help of those more knowledgeable and less romantic in these matters, he had come to believe these were the tracks of a bear that had narrow feet and elongated toes. Trent always wondered how amazing it would be if he actually stumbled across one of these elusive beasts and could show proof of Sasquatch’s existence. A discovery like that would make him one of the most famous men on earth.

He didn’t believe they existed, of course. He was an educated and reasonable man. Just the same, like Agent Mulder and his elusive aliens, Reed wanted to believe, and in his wildest dreams he always imagined he would one day capture Sasquatch on film. 

Reed moved carefully forward, knowing that behind every thicket and tree something marvelous could be waiting. 

A cacophony of cawing was Reed’s first clue that something out of the ordinary lay just ahead. He knew what they were, of course—ravens. He stopped and let out a weary sigh. Though he wasn’t a superstitious man he didn’t particularly like ravens, which were widely considered to be creatures of ill omen, feared for their apparent ability to foresee death.

Reed moved slowly, stealthily, the noise heightening to an almost frightening frenzy. He spotted the birds before they saw him. Reed froze, watching them through a thicket of small spruce saplings before slowly raising his camera. He’d never seen this many ravens in one group and it would make for some interesting—but perhaps not award-winning—shots. There were too many to count, and the melting snow around them was marked by their incessant thrashings, streaked with mud and forest humus. He knew what they were doing, of course. Picking over the remains of some dead animal. Perfect! He began depressing the shutter, shot after silent shot as the birds tore at their meal. 

He needed a better vantage and was considering moving around to the east side of the thicket when the birds all lifted into the air cawing in irritation. Damn! I haven’t even moved yet. Something else must have spooked them. Okay, I’ll make the best of this. He sprinted out of the thicket aiming his camera at the ascending birds, snapping shot after shot, turning left and right, spinning like a graceful dancer—a photographer’s ballet—trying to catch every nuance and angle before the birds flew out of range. Most didn’t go far. They landed in the high branches of nearby hardwood trees and continued their incessant bitching.

Reed froze. For a moment he thought he saw movement on a granite plateau above the leafless trees. He had been hiking uphill for more than an hour and the land here continued to rise. He stood like a statue, his neck craned, watching for more movement. He even snapped a few more pics in the direction of what he thought he’d seen. Now he saw nothing. Probably just an animal that had caught his scent and moved on. 

Reed continued forward toward the ravens’ quarry anxious to see what they’d been feasting on. He froze in horror. The human corpse lay on its back staring skyward with empty eye sockets. Reed stumbled back tripping over his own feet almost falling. It was a woman. Damn! At least it looked like a woman, maybe just a girl, totally naked, small in stature and partially decomposed with long straw-like hair of indeterminate color. The breast area had been mostly eaten away by scavengers. The ground here had not yet thawed, and her lower torso seemed to be frozen into it, the area below her waist not exposed. From what he could see, Reed suspected she’d been here since sometime late fall or early winter. The snowpack had buried her, and only now with the spring melt had part of the corpse revealed itself enough for the scavengers to find it. He looked around nervously, wondering again what he’d seen up on the plateau, a bear, a wolf or a coyote? Something else? Na, he was just spooked. From the trees above him the ravens continued their incessant caterwauling.

He shivered and brushed snow from the sleeve of his jacket. Though a tapestry of wildflowers heralded spring in the lowlands, up here winter still held a firm grip. The still air seemed suddenly too frigid as the sweat on Reed’s back cooled and he began to tremble with shivers. And to make matters worse, the sun had disappeared behind a lowering sky and a light flurry had begun to fall.

Reed ignored the flurries and stood examining the corpse. The mouth is what really got him. The lips were missing, and the teeth protruded exaggeratedly out of the white skull in a grimace of what appeared to be pain.

It was all too much for the photographer. He turned sharply and vomited on the ground. 

“Damn!” he said. Getting his wits about him he knew he had to report this, but not before he took some serious shots. Besides, experience had taught him that he was probably beyond cellphone range and wouldn’t be able to report it until he got down off this mountain and closer to the parking area where he’d left his Jeep, which would be at least an hour from now. Maybe he’d get phone reception there. If not, then he’d need to take Wilderness Road for another half hour before he hit the blacktop route that led to the town of Two Rivers.

Sensing an urgency he could not explain, he got busy snapping pics of the corpse. He took them from every angle, closeups and portraits. The lower portion of the woman’s anatomy was buried beneath several inches of snow packed down by hundreds of raven tracks. He stood wondering if he should remove the snow so that he could get a shot of the entire corpse. At first, he decided against it. If this were a crime scene, then he would be breaking the law. By doing so he might disturb some critical evidence of the crime. It only took him a few seconds to revise his decision. Using Trent logic, he reasoned that the ravens had already done a great job of disturbing the scene. The hell with it, he wanted shots of the whole body. Reed dropped to his knees and began brushing snow from the woman’s lower torso, even as the snow squall heightened, and more snow began to fall. “Shit,” he cursed, shoving snow out of the way with his hand and lower half of his arm. 

He started suddenly and stood up stumbling back as he stared. His heart hammered in his chest, and he thought his eyes might pop from his head. 

“What in the name of all that’s sane?” he said softly under his breath as he continued to gawk at the corpse. “Is this some sort of trick?”

He bent down again and examined the lower torso more closely. No, he couldn’t be wrong. It was real. No! It couldn’t be real! But if it were real—which was impossible because it would be the most amazing discovery in history—then what on earth was she doing way the hell up here in the mountains? How did she get here? Trent put his incredulity aside and began snapping pics from every angle, still unable to believe what he was looking at.

Suddenly that movement again up on the plateau caught his attention. He thought he saw something, or ... someone. He was beginning to freak out; way too spooked to stick around here any longer. He must get his camera back to his studio as quickly as possible and start downloading these images.

He slung the camera strap over his shoulder and took one more look at the sight on the ground before turning and hoofing back the way he had come. He made perhaps ten steps when a searing pain shot through his side. A split second later he heard the echoing crack of a high-powered rifle followed by the panicked cacophony of dozens of ravens as they took wing. 

Panic pumped adrenaline into Reed’s heart, spurring him into action as he took off running. A second shot kicked up snow and mud a foot to the left of him and then another at his feet. By now he was on the opposite side of the thicket and running with all the speed he could muster, even as the pain in his side was threatening to bring him down. He didn’t take time to stop and survey the damage. He tried not to think about how badly he might be injured, he just needed to get away.  

He stumbled his way down toward the foot of Hammond Ridge. He was bleeding badly and knew he was leaving a blood trail. He was weakening and he sensed that his pursuer or pursuers were gaining on him. He stopped. Breathing in spasms he pulled his phone out, hit the on button and to his great surprise he had four bars. Must be the low cloud ceiling. He quickly reached in his pocket and extracted a short length of USB cable and linked the digital camera to his phone, punched in an address and downloaded the entire folder of today’s pics along with a quick message. Shaky and feeling like he was losing consciousness, Reed hit send. 

He turned to continue his route down the mountain when his head exploded, and he knew no more. 

A few moments later a man dressed in military-style winter camo carrying a 770 Remington 30-6 hunting rifle equipped with ten-power magnification walked up to him, touched him with the toe of his boot to make sure he was dead, retrieved the phone and camera and continued down the mountain trail.
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Two Rivers, Maine
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Before stepping through the door of the sheriff’s department office on Lakeshore Drive, Seth Ferguson turned and gazed out over the still partially frozen Arrowhead Lake and the snowcapped silhouette of Mt. Katahdin rising like an emperor above the Acadian wilderness to the north. 

Inside the office, Pete Blanchard, one of his deputies was on the phone, and a pretty, young woman who looked vaguely familiar sat in the waiting area. She raised a hand and tentatively waved at Seth. Seth nodded in return.

He glanced over at Lorna Raintree, his office manager. She looked stricken. “Sorry to call you out on your day off,” she said, “but things are kind of crazy in town.”

“So I gathered.”

Lorna nodded.

“In my office,” Seth said and ducked around the front desk to his closed office door with Lorna following. 

“The sheriff will talk to you in a moment,” Lorna said to the young woman. “We won’t be a minute.” 

They entered the office and Lorna closed the door.

Seth heaved a deep sigh and fell into his chair. “Okay, fill me in on what’s going on.”

“Did you know Jamey Winchester, the victim?”

“Not really,” Seth replied. “I knew about him, of course. His grandfather was an heir to the Winchester firearm’s estate and quite a famous guide in his day. He was a recluse, lived alone with his dog in a cabin on the northern end of the lake. He died in the early 1960s. Seems he picked a bad day to motor across the lake for supplies. On his way back a storm blew up and he disappeared without a trace. He was never found, neither was his boat or his dog. People still claim they can hear his dog howling mournfully out in the forest.”

“Well, that’s a great history lesson,” Lorna said, “but I’m talking about Jamey, his grandson.”

“Yeah, I know. So, tell me exactly how he died.” 

“Sometime late last night he took a bullet in the back of the head. He was found in the basement of his home slumped over the keyboard of one of his computers early this morning by a friend. At least that’s the rumor.”

“Why nothing official? The locals must be all over this.”

Lorna shook her head. “No one’s talking.”

“That’s strange. Any word on the street whether he had any enemies?”

Lorna frowned. “I didn’t know him very well. I’m not sure anybody did. Like his grandfather, he was kind of a recluse.”

“So, who’s the girl sitting out there?”

“Autumn Cassidy.”

Seth raised an eyebrow.

“She wasn’t Jamey’s girlfriend or anything,” Lorna explained. “But she felt sorry for him and used to take him food and make sure he was okay.”

“I assume she’s one of the Cassidy’s from up on the hill?” Seth was of course referring to the richest family in town, whose ancestor Noah Cassidy built the Great Woods paper mill back in the late 19th century. The same family who employed half the town and were responsible for more than a hundred years of raping the forests in these parts.

“She’s his great-great granddaughter.”

“How come she was taking Jamey Winchester food? I heard the Winchester estate left him a pile of money. He couldn’t feed himself?”

Lorna shrugged. “Jamey was never right in the head. Evidently, he had trouble remembering mealtimes.”

Seth nodded. “What’s her story?”

“She wants to talk to you. Says she knows something about Jamey but doesn’t trust anyone else, so she came straight here.”

“Interesting. Why me?”

“People in this town trust you, Seth. After what you did last summer, lots of folks around here have a high opinion of you.”

Seth scowled. “I’m pretty sure her father doesn’t. I seriously derailed his ambitions. I’m still pissed at that man. A lot of good cops lost their lives, and a couple of brave women almost lost theirs because of him and his lackeys, and he’s still living up there free as a bird.”

“Yes, I know. But he’s lost a lot of favor around here. If you remember correctly, you were elected sheriff by an overwhelming majority.”

Seth frowned. “Don’t remind me. I wish you’d called me first thing this morning. Why didn’t you?”

“Well, it’s Saturday for one thing, your day off. I know things aren’t good between you and Lilly and I ... well ... I just thought you could use the time.”

“Lilly left.” There was a sadness in Seth’s voice that made Lorna feel like crying. “It’s okay,” he said, seeing the expression on her face. “It was mutual. She wanted to continue her activism against the land rapists as she calls them, and to do that she felt that moving back to her place out at Great Bear Lake she could be closer to her father and could be more actively involved in the process. Listen, Lorna, I still have a lot of issues I’m dealing with. I love her more than anything, and I love the hell out of that little girl of hers.” Seth stopped. “It’s okay, I know Lilly loves me, it’s just that my issues and the differences in our cultures keep getting in the way. Those differences have always been at the heart of our relationship, and they probably always will be. We thought they’d get better if we moved in together but so far, they haven’t. From now on we’re just going to play it by ear.”

“That really makes me sad, Seth.”

“Don’t be. We’ll work something out. You know us. So, now, back to the business at hand. Tell me, what’s the real reason you didn’t call me sooner?” He looked at his watch. “It’s almost noon.”

“There was no urgency.”

“No urgency?”

“Nope. Wait till you hear this. The locals were the first on the scene. They called in the state boys who took over and were almost immediately usurped by federal agents. No one knows why. No one knows what the hell’s going on. Pete went over and made an appearance, but they stonewalled him. Wouldn’t let him near the site and wouldn’t share any information. There’s something fishy about the whole thing, Seth. Rumor is the feds even brought in their own forensic team and witnesses say they saw all of Jamey’s computer gear being hauled out and packed into black SUVs. They have the place roped off and guards posted around the house’s perimeter.”

“That is odd, isn’t it?”

“Beyond.”

“What about the friend who found him?”

“Another computer geek. Someone named Danny Eldredge, lives over in Lincoln. The feds grabbed him and won’t let him talk to any of the other agencies.”

Seth scratched the day-old stubble on his face. “This is getting stranger by the minute.”

“Yup.”

“Any rumors about why Winchester was targeted?”

“Oh yeah, all kinds. Let’s see, he was prince of the dark web. He was master of a secret society. He was into child porn. He was tapping into government computers. All the usual crap. Choose one.”

“Maybe for his money,” Seth said. “Best motivation I can think of.”

Lorna frowned. “Could be if he kept his stash out in the open. Seems unlikely but possible, I suppose. He was kind of strange. I don’t know what’s credible and what isn’t. Since the state and locals haven’t issued any reports and the feds never will it’s all speculation at this point. I think you should go over there and check it out for yourself.”

“Oh, I will, just as soon as I talk to that young woman out there. Surely the media has wind of this.”

“They’re sniffing around, but no one’s talking, and the feds won’t let them near the place.”

“Okay,” Seth said, rising. “Send in Ms. Cassidy. By the way, do you know her?”

“Nope. My people don’t run in her circles.”
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The girl entered. She was tall, athletic, maybe late teens or early twenties, medium-length auburn hair with a beautiful face. She wore tight blue jeans and a Foo Fighters T-shirt. Seth thought she looked nervous, perhaps frightened. He stood up and offered his hand. “Thanks for coming in, Ms. Cassidy. I appreciate it.”

“Please, call me Autumn.”

Seth smiled. “Sure. Thanks for coming in, Autumn.”

“No problem,” she said. “I just wanted you to know what really happened to Jamey before those federal assholes or whoever they are get ahold of me and shut me up the way they did him.”

“Hold on. You think it was them?”

She nodded. “Those douchebags are over there right now disrespecting him by destroying everything he worked for.”

“You’re accusing law enforcement of murder?”

Autumn barked out a sardonic laugh. “Law enforcement? You’ve got to be kidding. I’m accusing the ‘man.’ Call them what you want. Police, feds, fascists. Assholes who don’t want anyone to know how evil they are.”

“Wait a minute, Autumn. Why don’t you start at the beginning and tell me what happened?” 

Autumn reached in her coat pocket and pulled out a thumb drive. “It’s all on here,” she said. “When I went to see Jamey yesterday morning he was really upset. He said he’d received an email and a file from a friend. A wildlife photographer. You might have heard of him—Trent Reed.”

“Sure,” Seth said. “He has sort of a reputation around here. I know his stuff has been featured in some national magazines and there was a PBS special on him a few years back. He was Jamey’s friend?”

“Jamey was a real smart guy. He did a lot of stuff for Trent, like cleaning up low resolution pics, finding hot spots for certain wildlife around the world, tracking herds and flocks. That’s just the tip of the iceberg. Jamey had Asperger’s. He wasn’t very social, but he was a genius.” Tears sprang into Autumn’s eyes, and she hesitated. “He wasn’t good about some things like making friends and eating when he was supposed to, but for the most part he took care of himself. It’s hard for him to look you directly in the eye. A couple of years ago ... listen, I used to have a drug problem. I was in and out of rehab and nothing seemed to work. I just couldn’t beat it. Then I met Jamey. He had this calming influence over me that worked better than anything I’d ever tried. I started going there and hanging out and taking him food and he became my friend. We didn’t talk much but we didn’t need to. We understood each other. Sort of like we were on the same wavelength. He was a good guy. He wouldn’t have hurt anyone. Anyway, yesterday morning when I went down into his basement he was really upset. He was pacing around moaning with his hands pressed against the sides of his head. I had to take his hands in mine and calm him before he was able to talk to me. He said Trent had been shot. When I asked him what happened he said someone was after him because of something he discovered.”

“Is that what’s on the flash drive?”

“I think so. He showed it to me but I’m not really sure what it is. It looks like a dead woman, but something doesn’t make sense.”

“What?”

“The way she looks.”

“Can I see the drive?”

Autumn hesitated as her eyes darkened. Seth knew she was having second thoughts. “Jamey told me Trent sent the pics from somewhere above Hammond Ridge on Avalanche trail and that he’d been shot and was being chased. That was day before yesterday. Trent told Jamey to save the pics and then wipe them from his hard drive. He said he didn’t think he could make it down off the ridge before bleeding to death. That was the end of the message.”

Seth was silent a moment trying to absorb what this young women was telling him. “Why didn’t you report this yesterday?”

“Jamey told me not to. He was scared to death and said if I valued my life I’d go away and forget what I’d seen and heard. I didn’t know they’d kill him.”

“Did you know Trent Reed?”

“No, I never met him.”

“Do you know where he lives?”

“Why are you asking me this?”

“Because I want to know if he made it down off that ridge. Hold on a minute.” Seth’s laptop was on the desk in front of him. He booted it and went to Google and plugged in Trent Reed’s name. There was a Wikipedia page and a link to a website. Seth clicked on the website and saw that Reed lived in Herman, a small town just outside of Bangor. The site was filled with beautiful wildlife images. There was a message board and Seth clicked on it. It seemed Reed was good about staying in touch with his fans but replies to their messages stopped three days ago. Seth sighed and left the page. He pointed at the flash drive in Autumn’s hand. “Do you know if that’s the only copy?”

“That’s what Jamey told me. I’ve been trying to figure out how those fascist pigs found out.”

“I need to see what’s on that drive,” Seth said. 

Autumn handed it over. Her hand was shaking. “I wanted to go back to Jamey’s and make sure he was okay, but I didn’t dare. I drove past his house last night and everything was dark. There were a couple of motorcycles parked in the alley around the side of the house but that was all.”

“Was that unusual? I mean to see motorcycles there.”

Autumn shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve just never noticed them before. Afterwards I went home, and I couldn’t sleep all night. I thought about taking drugs, but I didn’t. I came here because I thought I could trust you, Sheriff Ferguson. Can I?”

Seth smiled and he could see the tension relax out of Autumn’s face. “Of course, you can trust me. But why did you come to me? Why not the Two River’s Police Department?”

“I know some of those guys and trust me, they’re a bunch of lecherous dicks. Especially John Darnley, their chief. A total asshole. But mostly I came here because of what you did last year. I’m not really sure what it was but a lot of people say you’re a hero and that you’re a nice guy.” Again, her face darkened. “My father doesn’t like you very much.”

“Do you know why?”

Autumn shook her head. “He doesn’t talk to me about his business, but I assume it had something to do with the proposed clear-cut. I’m glad it didn’t happen and if you had anything to do with that, thank you.”

“Thanks for coming to me,” Seth said. “I won’t violate your trust. A question, though. How many people know you were friends with Jamey?” 

“Probably a lot. It wasn’t anything I tried to hide.”

Seth nodded and was just about to insert the drive when Autumn said, “Are you connected with a wireless router?”

“No, for security purposes we go old school. Ethernet.”

“If you’re smart, you’ll unplug it from the web before you open that file. You know, just in case.”

Seth reached over and unplugged the ethernet cable, hit a few keys and opened the file. At least two-hundred pics came up in thumbnail size rows.

Autumn dragged her chair over beside Seth’s. “You might want to scroll down to the bottom,” she said. “That’s where the interesting stuff is.”

Seth complied. “Okay, stop there,” Autumn said, “and start maximizing the thumbnails.”

Seth was looking at a large flock of ravens on the ground feeding on something. There were at least fifty birds, maybe more. These photos were impressive, high resolution, crisp and stunning. Looking at them he understood why Trent Reed was such a revered wildlife photographer. The pics moved on to the ravens suddenly taking wing. Seth stopped and looked more closely at the next three pics. He saw that the ravens had come to roost on the high branches of hardwood trees next to a tall stone ledge, and the photographer’s camera had followed them up there. Above the trees there was a ridge line. And in two of the pics, he saw what looked like a man holding a rifle and staring down toward the camera. 

Seth pointed. “Do you see that, Autumn?”

“Yes, and so did Jamey, but we don’t think Trent saw him. We both believe he was just focusing on the birds because as you will see in the next group of pics, Trent photographed what the ravens had been feeding on.”

Seth moved to the next group of photos, stopped, and stared at each of them. “There’s no doubt that’s a dead person,” he said. “Looks like a young woman or perhaps a teenage girl. Not fresh, by the look of her. Partially decomposed. Probably been there all winter covered by the snowpack and the ravens found her after the melt started.”

“That’s what Jamey and I thought, too. Keep going.”

Seth scrolled down. It was obvious that the photographer had taken pics from many angles and positions. The victim’s lower half seemed to be still buried in snow, but in the next group of pics the snow had been cleared away. Seth started. “What the hell?”

“That’s exactly what Jamey and I said,” commented Autumn. “What do you think we’re looking at?”

“I don’t know,” Seth said. “I know what it looks like, but I don’t trust my eyes.” He continued to scroll, and with more angles and more closeups he became almost convinced that his eyes weren’t deceiving him. 

“Could it really be what it looks like?” Autumn said. 

Seth scratched his chin. “I don’t even dare say it, and if you’re smart you won’t either.” Seth’s thoughts went suddenly back to the previous summer and his horrible ordeal on Arrowhead Lake and what he and two brave women had discovered there. But how on earth could these pics be related to that? Spooked, he closed the file and shut his computer off. He’d begun to sweat, and he could not stop his mind.

“Listen, Autumn, are you sure these pics are related to Jamey’s murder?”

“No, but it’s the only connection I can think of.”

“Have you been near Jamey’s house this morning?”

“I stood with a group of people and watched the activity from across the street but that’s all. The place is being guarded by assholes with assault weapons.”

“How many people know about your relationship with Jamey?”

“Some. It wasn’t really a relationship. We were just friends.”

“Okay, listen, it might be a good idea for you to stay low for a few days. Where do you live?”

“With my parents in the Cassidy House at the end of Great Woods Drive.”

Seth, being a native of Two Rivers understood that the Cassidy House was much more than just a house. It was a gated stone mansion surrounded by at least thirty acres of lawn and gardens set high on a bluff overlooking the Wabanaki River. The mansion was built in the late 19th century in a beautiful place several miles upstream from the mill and not far from where the river flows out of Arrowhead Lake. He knew the view from up there was spectacular.

“It might be a good idea for you to stay home for a few days until I can get this sorted out. You know, just in case.”

“What are you going to do?”

“First, I’m going over to the scene and see if they’ll talk to me. Then I’ll play it by ear.”

“Listen,” Autumn said, “I’ve been thinking about something. If Trent Reed was murdered up in those woods, then whoever did it probably took his camera and cell phone. They already have the pictures and the email. It’s probably what led them to Jamey’s house. They took his stuff because they wanted to make sure those pics didn’t get leaked.”

“Yeah, I think you’re probably right,” Seth said. “I’ve been thinking about that, too. Are you certain this flash drive is the only copy?”

“No, I’m not, but if they have his camera and phone, it doesn’t really matter, does it?”

Seth said, “It could matter if by chance someone other than law enforcement gets hold of these pics.”

“Jamey told me that was the only copy, but he was smart enough to hide others. I just wouldn’t know where.”

“It’s not important now,” Seth said. “I have what I need.”

Autumn had begun crying. “I’m scared,” she said. 

“Does your parent’s house have a security system?”

“Yes, and they have a couple of guards on duty at all times.”

“I think I should drive you home.”

Autumn wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Seth handed her a Kleenex from a box on his desk. “That’s okay,” she said, “I’ve got my car.”

“I’d feel better if you let me get you home.”

Autumn remained silent for a few moments, looking more frightened than ever. “Okay,” she said finally. Seth rebooted his computer, plugged the flash drive back in along with a second one and copied the files to this second drive. He got up and put one of the drives in his office safe and the second one in his pocket.

“What are going to do with the second drive?” asked Autumn.

“Put it in a place where nobody will ever find it. Where’s your car?” 

“It’s in the public lot behind Samuel’s Department Store.”

“What kind of car is it?”

“A silver Porsche.”

“Give me your keys.”
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Seth gave the keys to Pete Blanchard and had him walk over to the lot behind Samuel’s and retrieve the car. Pete brought it back and parked it in the police lot beside the station. When he came into the station, he got Seth aside and said, “Someone was watching the car.”

“You’re sure?”

“Positive. Two dudes dressed in what looked like black leather. You know, biker types. They were trying to be inconspicuous, but they stuck out like sore thumbs. When they saw me take the car, they booked it.”

“Thanks, Pete, I appreciate it.”

Seth and Autumn left through the back entrance and got in Seth’s Ford Explorer. He drove through town past the action at Jamey Winchester’s place. Several local news stations were there along with a good-sized crowd of civilians. They were all being held back by security tape and armed men dressed in black. Again, his thoughts drifted back to his ordeal last summer of a mysterious organization that had tried to take Ben and Peggy Johnson’s property by force. Instinct told him this was connected.

Seth glanced over at Autumn and saw that she was weeping. “I’m sorry about your friend,” he said taking her hand and giving it a firm squeeze. “I know how hard it is to lose someone you care about.”

“Don’t let those fascists get away with it,” Autumn said.

“I’ll do everything in my power to find and bring justice to those responsible,” Seth replied. 

He picked up a tail as soon as he turned onto Great Woods Drive but didn’t mention it to Autumn. Halfway up the hill the car, a dark colored sedan, pulled off and turned around. There were no other houses on Great Woods Drive besides the Cassidy residence, so Seth was pretty sure they knew where he was going. At the gate, Autumn told the guard it was okay for them to pass. Seth said they might want to be extra vigilant.

“Why’s that, sheriff?”

Autumn leaned over and said, “Something’s happened and I might be in danger. Just be on your guard, okay. I’ll let my father know what’s going on and he can talk to you.”

“Okay, Miss Cassidy, that’s fine,” the guard said and gave Seth a half salute. The gate swung open, and Seth drove up to the house and parked beneath a Corinthian-columned portico. He got Autumn’s phone number and said, “I’ll check back with you by tomorrow. Don’t go anywhere if you don’t have to. If you do, please let me know.” He plucked a card off his dash and handed it to her.

She leaned across the seat and planted a soft kiss on his cheek. “Thank you for listening to me, and for being so kind.”

“No problem,” Seth said. “Please stay safe, and if something out of the ordinary happens, no matter how minor it may seem, let me know immediately. And Autumn?”

“Yes?”

“I’m truly sorry about your friend. Please don’t let his death—”

“—make me start doing drugs again,” Autumn finished for him. 

“I was going to say, get you down, but yes, that, too.”

She smiled sadly. “Don’t worry, I won’t.”

Auburn got out of the car and went to the door. At the door she turned and waved. Seth waved back as he drove off, an uneasy feeling stealing into his gut. He couldn’t help wondering if he might be delivering Autumn into the lair of some dangerous beast.
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He drove out from beneath the portico and pulled his vehicle to the side of the drive part way down to the gate. From here the view was impressive. He sat gazing out over the bluff at the long expanse of the Wabanaki River basin far below. The valley looked both enormous and desolate in the early spring light, its endless banks of leafless hardwoods making him feel somehow lost and alone. Clouds were rolling in from the west and the wind had picked up. He felt moisture in the air and knew the rain wouldn’t be far behind. In the distance he watched a large C-130 Hercules cargo plane lift into the air from the Two Rivers Municipal Airport. It occurred to him that recently he’d seen more air traffic than usual going in and out of the airport, a lot of it in the form of helicopters, large cargo planes and private jets. The airport had been here since World War II built by the federal government. Northern Maine being one of the closest points in the US to the European theatre, it was the perfect spot for shipping men and supplies back and forth to the war zone. After the war it was turned over to the town with the condition that in case of a national emergency the government could once again make it their own.

Seth’s thoughts turned to Lilly. She had been pushing him back toward counseling as a way for him to finally come to grips with the traumas he’d experienced in war. It was still affecting their lives together, she’d told him. It was the very reason he kept pushing her away. She was right, of course, but the harder she pushed the more distance he put between them. It had been like that for ten long years. He wished things could be different but, alas, it was not to be. He didn’t have a choice in the matter. There were things that happened in the war he could never speak about, not to Lilly, not to any counselor, and especially not to a room full of similarly damaged veterans. His actions over there had made him a prisoner of his own conscience and he was destined to carry that weight until the end of his life. Sometimes in the dead of a sleepless night he wished that his life would end, taking his guilt to the grave with him. As these morbid thoughts intruded, he felt something sink in his heart, making him feel like he was the last man left on earth.
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Down in the town, he parked across the street from the crime scene near where the press had set up a small camp and curious citizens persisted, although their ranks had diminished some in the last hour. He left his flashers on and could see red and blue stripes rippling across the onlookers like paint splashing across the bodies of mannequins. Seth stepped out of his vehicle and sprinted across the asphalt street to the roped-off area.

There were no uniformed police in sight. Nor were there any police agency vehicles. The guards all wore dark clothes and black flak vests which carried no insignia. They held compact Heckler & Koch MP7 submachine guns. Seth was familiar with the MP7. It was an expensive and well-built precision weapon favored by mercenaries and private militias around the globe. As far as he knew no US agencies used them.  

A guard spotted him and approached. “What can I do for you, sheriff?”

“I’d like some information.”

“What sort of information?”

“First, what agency do you work for?”

“Can’t answer that.”

“Why not?”

“Orders.”

“Whose orders?”

“Can’t answer that either. I’m told a press release will be issued later in the day after the people inside finish their investigation. You’ll have to wait along with everyone else.”

Seth had to stifle the urge to grab the man and break his neck. Instead, he sprinted back across the street to his cruiser and drove back to the station as rain began pelting down on his windshield. 

He parked in the lot and took note of the fact that Autumn Cassidy’s Porsche was missing. Inside, he was told that her father had sent someone down to retrieve it and that he wanted to talk to Seth. Lorna handed him the number.

Seth ducked into his office, picked up the phone and dialed Jonas Cassidy’s number. When Seth identified himself, Jonas Cassidy said, “I’ll thank you to stay away from my daughter, Sheriff Ferguson.”

“She came to me, sir,” Seth said. “I wasn’t even aware of who she was until this morning.”

“You listen to me, Ferguson,” Cassidy went on. “Last summer you caused me more grief than anyone should ever have to endure in one lifetime.”

“All that trouble was on you,” Seth said. “It was about greed and power and taking something that didn’t belong to you. There’s a lot of blood on your hands because of your misplaced ambition. We’ve never spoken before, but as long as I have you on the line, I’ll give you my thoughts; I know that what happened last summer wasn’t about cutting down the forest or keeping thousands of people employed in your operation. I know you lied to everybody. I know what it was about and I’m watching you, and so are others. So beware.”

“Don’t you threaten me.”

“That wasn’t a threat, it was a promise.”

“You listen to me—”

“No, you listen to me. Your daughter seems like a nice young lady, and something she discovered has put her in grave danger. If you care about her as much as you care about wealth and power, then you will do everything in your power to protect her. Thank you for calling.”

Seth hung up the phone, sat in his chair and closed his eyes, trying to calm his anger. He saw the terrible blood-streaked faces and broken bodies of the brave young soldiers who had served under him in Afghanistan; he felt the bullets enter his own body while he was down on his knees in the sand attempting to save the life of a fellow soldier. He remembered that day for reasons beyond all the death and destruction, for it was a day that had nearly shattered his faith in humanity and had taken a large piece of his soul along with it. Several surgeries and a long recovery in a US military hospital had restored his body to nearly its original condition but had done nothing to heal the pain in his heart or the hole in his soul.

He thought about the deaths of fellow police officers in the wilderness at the north end of Arrowhead Lake a summer ago and wondered what he might have done differently to change the outcome of those deaths. And when he slept, he could not wipe the faces of all the souls lost on his watch from his dreams. And in his dreams, he saw the faces of the two women he had loved in his life; one who still loved him who he kept pushing away, and one who had betrayed him. And sometimes when he awoke in the night covered in cold sweat with tears wet on his face, he wondered about the soul of the person who lived inside his skin.
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Lorna Raintree was standing at the open door to Seth’s office. She’d just said something, but he had not heard what it was. 

“Would you run that by me again?”

“Seth, are you okay?”

He blinked his eyes, looking at her blankly. “Never better.”

“You lie. Lilly is on line two.”

He sat forward in his chair as panic seized him. “Lilly? Why?”

“How should I know. She wants to talk to you.”

Seth nodded. “Thanks. Please close the door on your way out.”

He picked up the phone and pressed the button. “Are you and Rosie okay, Lil?”

“Sure. Why wouldn’t we be?”

“Well, you’re calling me. You know, after the breakup I, well, I ... thought.”

“I wasn’t aware it was an actual breakup.”

“Really? You were angry. You moved out.”

“Because you didn’t want me there.”

“That’s not true and you know it.”

“Semantics, Seth. You have a way of keeping me at arm’s length. You won’t let me in. You won’t talk to me.”

“I talk to you.”

“Sure, but not about the things that really matter, the deep stuff you keep all boxed up inside you. Besides, I’m an active person, I can’t just sit around all day waiting for you to come home. There are things I need to do in my life, stuff I can do here in my village that I can’t do there. My life is about making some sort of difference for my daughter and my people. And I need to be free to make those choices on my own.”

“I’m so sorry, Lil,” Seth said. “I’m such a dick.”

Lilly sighed. “No, you’re not. You’re a kind and beautiful man. You just need to admit you’re still damaged, and until that happens ... well, you know how I feel. We’ve had this discussion too many times already. Look, yes, I’m grieving a little. I miss you, but I’ll get over it.”

“Lil—”

“We both saw this coming from a mile away, Seth. It doesn’t have to be the end.” 

“I’m happy to hear you say that, but this isn’t why you called, is it?”

“No, it isn’t. I just heard from Peggy Johnson. Evidently something’s going on up at their end of the lake. They were hesitant to call you because they weren’t sure it was important enough.”

“Wasn’t important enough? Damn it, I told them to call me for any reason.”

“They didn’t want to bother you.”

“Did she say what it was about?”

“Only that there’s something strange going on out in the forest. She didn’t want to get into details on the phone. I think you should call Ben.”

“Damn. Listen, Lilly, there is something going on.”

“What?”

“I’ll tell you about it when I see you.”

“Come on Seth, give me a clue.”

“Okay, it’s possible they might be back.”

“They? As in them?”

“Yup.”

“Damn! After all we went through.”

“A case just fell into my lap. A strange one that might be related. Listen, I have an idea. Can you find someone to take care of Rosie tomorrow morning?”

“Probably. Why?”

“I’ll pick you up around eight and we’ll drive up to Ben and Peggy’s. I’ll call them this afternoon to make sure it’s okay.”

“Well, that sounds like fun,” Lilly said.

“And wear some hiking boots.”

“Why? We going for another walk?”

“Yup. After we check out Ben and Peggy’s complaint, I thought we might take a little hike up Avalanche trail.”

“Avalanche Trail? Why there?”

“I don’t want to talk about it on the phone.”

“Now I’m really intrigued.”

“Does that mean you’ll go?”

“Damn straight I’ll go. I can’t wait.”
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Feds
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Not much ever happens in a little hick town like Two Rivers, Maine, so when an autistic man gets capped in his own basement and local law enforcement are completely shut out, something is seriously amiss.

Seth left the station and drove up the hill to the local McDonalds for coffee, his mind working over the morning’s events. He drove around to the drive-up and waited while the car ahead of him ordered. His wipers were beating out a rhythm on his windshield, but visibility was good enough to note that the car was an unobtrusive black sedan like the one he’d spotted following him when he’d driven Autumn Cassidy home. All the windows were blacked out with solar film, so he could not see how many people occupied the vehicle. He looked at the plate and squinted his eyes. It was US Government which contained only three characters: G10. Something bothered him about the plate. He knew from experience that G10 meant that the vehicle was a compact sedan. That was correct. However, most all government plates contained an identification code to show which agency it belonged to, such as DHS for Homeland Security, LB for Legislative Branch, USDA for Department of Agriculture, etc. This plate had no identifiable insignia. 

The car moved forward toward the window. Seth took its place at the kiosk and gave his order. After ordering he pulled forward and caught up to the sedan before their order came out. The driver took it, paid, and drove off. Seth’s order was ready when he pulled up. He quickly paid and followed the government car to the stoplight on Two Rivers Boulevard. When the light changed it turned right onto the boulevard. Seth followed, keeping a short, conspicuous distance between them. The boulevard contained several strip malls, convenience stores, a large grocery store, a hardware store, two auto dealerships and three motor courts. The black sedan turned left into the Great Woods motor court and Seth drove on. At the next intersection he pulled a U-turn and went back, craning his neck to see where the black sedan had landed. It was parked in front of a room halfway down the court and two men dressed in dark suits had exited the vehicle. They stood in the rain holding their orders, watching the sheriffs’ vehicle move slowly past the motel. Good, Seth thought. You know I’m watching you. 

Back in his office Seth ran the plate he’d seen on the black sedan.

Nothing came up.

He put in a call to the local FBI office in Bangor, identified himself and asked to speak with Special Agent Matt Quinn. He was told that Quinn was out and took Seth’s information for a callback.

Seth sat back in his desk chair in thought. This entire day was beyond strange, and it rekindled the horror of his ordeal the summer before when a renegade group of combat mercenaries attempted to take Ben and Peggy Johnson’s lakeside property by force and kill everyone in the process. It had never been determined whether they were a shadowy aspect of our own government or something completely unrelated. Seth knew that Great Woods Timber was involved, as well as at least one large pharmaceutical company. His former boss, Rus Conley—who had died mysteriously of a reported heart attack this past January—had been on the take, and no doubt more people in the area were also taking payoffs. He doubted peons like Conley had ever been made aware of the exact nature of why they were being paid off. He was almost certain that Lonnie Jenkins told them just enough to keep them in line.  

Seth thought of a man named Sebastian, and of a mysterious organization known as the Brotherhood of the Order that had surfaced during the ordeal at the lake and had helped save all their asses. Sebastian had told him they were a specifically trained private force that had been tasked with protecting Ben and Peggy Johnson’s property from those who would seek to exploit it. He said that years ago a failsafe had been put in place that would notify his force if anyone ever did try to exploit what lay there beneath the earth. Seth now wondered if some of these mysterious people in town could be part of that organization. When he had asked Sebastian how all of this had come about, he’d told Seth that the failsafe was put in place years ago by Nathan Hyde, the grandson of the original owner of the Johnson property, and that Hyde was a lifelong member of the Brotherhood he spoke of. Sebastian had said that he and his men were also members of this Brotherhood. He wouldn’t explain who they were, so Seth had looked them up on the internet, and all he’d been able to find were what he considered to be wild conspiracies. As far as he knew no credible evidence existed as to the origin or mission of the Brotherhood of the Order. Some theorists said they were an ancient Jesuit brotherhood tasked with guarding sacred and important secrets here on earth, and that they were direct descendants of the Knights Templar. Other wilder theories said they were alien hunters, still others said they actually were aliens who’d been here on earth for millennia, tasked with guarding important human discoveries. Seth had never been much of a conspiracy nut, so he’d dismissed all these theories out of hand.

His phone buzzed. “Hey, Seth, Matt Quinn here. What can I do for you?”

“Thanks for getting back to me, Matt. Listen, there’s something strange going on in Two Rivers this morning. We’ve got a local murder; an autistic guy was shot in the back of the head while sitting at his computer in the basement of his home. The state police and locals were first on the scene but were soon ousted by what everyone believes to be federal agents. They’re all over the place but won’t talk to any of the local police agencies. Any idea what’s going on? Or better still, any idea what agency they belong to?” Seth gave Quinn the info from the plate.

Quinn sighed. He was silent for a moment before saying, “That’s a tough one, Seth. I can tell you they’re not FBI or any of the other known agencies. Those guys come from someplace deep within the intelligence community. I can’t talk about this on the phone, but listen, tomorrow’s Sunday. I could drive up there and we could have a couple of beers and chew the fat.”

“Sounds good.”

“Best to deal with these things face to face,” Quinn said.

“Yeah, I understand,” Seth replied, though he didn’t actually know why it had to be face to face. No matter, he wanted the info in whatever form Matt decided to deliver it. “Listen, Matt, I’ve got something going on in the morning. I could probably be back here by say three o’clock.”

“That’s okay. I won’t be able to get out of town until after noon anyway. See you when I see you.”

“Yeah, sure, Matt. Be safe.”

Seth hung up the phone feeling uneasy. Matt was going to drive more than an hour and a half to tell him something he couldn’t say over
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