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PROLOGUE 

 

He looked again, hard. Was it him? They were both older, with  less  hair,  more  weight.  If  it was  him.  His  Honor, Mayor Bobby Greene hoped he was wrong. It had to be a memory,  a  stray  resemblance.  The  universe  could  not, must not, land that man here.

The excitement caused by the news that they finally found  a  contractor  to  run  the  town's  airport  made  this meet  and  greet  gathering  of  the  Morgan  City  Council  a festive  occasion.  Somebody  brought  beer.  One  of  the wives laid out a pan of hot wings on a long table set up against one wall of the hangar where they met. Another woman provided potato salad, chips, salsa, and a creamy ranch  dip.  Bobby’s  third  wife  put  a  Pyrex  bowl  on  the table,  opened  a  tin  of  mixed  nuts,  and  dumped  in  the contents.  With  a  scowl.  Always  with  a  scowl.  Only  the grandkids kept them from killing each other.

The president of the council stood on a large toolbox as a stiff wind blew fallen maple leaves through the open hangar  doors.  He  formally  introduced  the  newcomer. Bobby already knew the name; he was mayor for God’s sake, and had been present when the lease was signed. It wasn’t  like  the  name  Lewis  Caslander  was  common.  It should have twigged his memory immediately. Why did it take seeing the man to bring his mind back to Thailand all those years ago?

Bobby  gazed  at  his  pride  and  joy, Marybelle,  the Cessna  140  sheltered  a  few  feet  away.  He  loved  that airplane and hated the memories of that other time now resurrected  by  the  intruder  approaching  to  shake  his hand.

"Long time no see," said Lew, hand extended.

Bobby would rather grasp a jungle viper, but he had responsibilities.

And  maybe  Lew  would  keep  his  damned  mouth shut. 
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Indian Island, Maine

July, 2000

 

"Tell me again why I am here?" Christine tore her eyes from the corpse to look at the man who had called her. She knew her  presence  made  the  forensics  team  unhappy.  If  it  were her case, she would be.

"We  need  one  of  ours  who  knows  what  they’re looking at, just in case one of ours did this. Or didn’t."

Or  didn’t,  but  they  want  to  pin  it  on  him.  She  nodded and  mentally  completed  the  thought  for  the  tall businessman,  a  Penobscot  tribal  elder  who  had  brought her  here.  His  manner  suggested  so  many  things: education,  command,  and  maybe  arrogance—or  was  it just confidence? George James was a leader, for sure. The kind  you  want  in  difficult  situations.  He  expected  her  to fall in line. Christine obliged reluctantly.

She  needed  to  make  it  fast.  The  gatekeeper  on  the pathology team who let them in would be overruled any minute by the forensic team leader. She took in the scene.

A  struggle.  The  man  had  fought  his  losing  battle strenuously,  using  every  liftable  piece  of  furniture  in  the room.  Chairs  and  a  coffee  table  showed  the  same  slash wounds as the body. A decorated sword, probably Asian, lay bloody on the floor. An empty set of brackets in a wall display of similar weapons glistened with smeared blood. 

"Are  there  any  wounds  other  than  the  sword  cuts?" she asked the increasingly unfriendly team leader.

"A bullet," he said with a nod. "It wasn’t lethal."

True,  it  wasn’t,  or  he  would  not  have  been  able  to reach the sword on the wall.

"But it weakened him?" said Christine.

"Yes. Nicked the vena cava, maybe. Won’t know until they  open  him.  Some  of  the  blood  might  be  the murderer’s.  Again,  we  won’t  know  until  we  test.  Either way, there’s enough DNA in here after a struggle like this."

Unspoken: Please stop adding yours to the mix.

"Okay,"  she  said  to  the  elder  who  had  pulled  the strings to get her in here. "We should leave now."

The pathologist smiled.

…

"Listen, George, I’m not sure I can help you," said Christine, her hand on the door handle of her black 4X4 Jeep. "This is what I would call a full-time case and I don’t have it—time, I mean." She tried to soften her refusal with a smile.

He  loomed  over  her,  scowling  down  his  long  nose into her eyes. He wore an expensive suit and even pricier black  shoes.  His  shirt  and  tie  completed  the  required uniform  for  an  educated  businessman  in  DownEast Maine. Only the ponytail at the nape of his neck indicated his Native heritage.

"We’ll pay your going rate, Christine—your full-time rate."

She could tell he didn’t think she had anything else to do. They had met the month before when she first arrived in    Bangor  from  Vermont.  He  was  now  only  marginally less  dismissive  of  her  than  he  was  then—now  that  he needed her. To be fair, it would be remarkable for any ex-cop from out of state to set up shop as an investigator and develop  a  client  list  within  a  month,  so  he  might  be justified  in  assuming  she  wasn’t  busy.  But  George  didn’t know about all the other irons heating up in her fire, and she couldn’t tell him.

"There  are  plenty  of  private  detectives  in  this  state, George. I can get you a contact list." She squeezed the door handle under her fingers, wishing it wasn’t locked, wanting to get busy erasing the scene in that house from her mind. They stood in the driveway of a quiet two-story, cape-style home on a residential street filled with the silence of spent horror. Her career as a state trooper had shown her worse, but she was reluctant to start her new life this way.

She  recognized  the  quiet  Penobscot  word  he  spoke, though  he  pronounced  it  differently.  An  expression  of skepticism,  just  this  side  of  scorn,  a  gentler  form  of bullshit,  one  that  she  had  heard  her  father  say  so  often. She realized most of her Algonquian language consisted of such words. It was only as an adult that she felt the loss of fluency  in  her  Abenaki  heritage  and  regretted  it.  Her parents had been too busy working for survival during the short  intervals  when  they  managed  to  pull  her  and  her brother  out  of  foster  care.  They  tried.  She  understood much of the ancient language she connected with love, but never managed the soft fluency she always wanted.

This man had plenty of fluency, but in that one word, she heard a challenge. She must respond.

"Why,  exactly,  are  you  concerned,  George?  A  white guy  dies  in  an  Indian  woman’s  house.  So  what?  She couldn’t  have  killed  him  with  a  sword.  She’s  barely  five feet tall." Christine glanced at the modest house standing in a trim garden amid tall, straight trunks that formed an evergreen canopy seventy feet above. A placid channel of the Penobscot River flowed slowly behind the house while a  clump  of  people  patted  the  back  of  the  diminutive, weeping discoverer of the body.

George  converted  his  request  into  a  demand  with four words.

"She has a son." 
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Fluffy glanced at Christine as she turned the car toward the bridge into Old Town. "Where should I start?" she said. She often made such noises and he understood much about her moods because of them. She was uncertain today. He felt it in the sliding sounds of her slow noises. She had tucked up her  dark  brown  hair  under  a  ball  cap,  but  long  wisps escaped down the back of her neck and over her ears. The air from the air conditioner made them float at times.

Fluffy  sat  upright  in  his  elevated  doggy  car  seat,  large ears  erect,  nose  pointing  forward,  eyes  watching  the  road with careful interest. He carried his ten-pound, sleek brown and white body with the assurance of the apex predator he knew he was. The beloved human beside him continued to make  noises,  long  ones  with  music  and  shorter  ones  like footsteps. He found the sound comforting as he watched for threats along their way.

"I’m not even unpacked yet." She caught a wisp of hair flying across her right cheek and tucked it back behind the ear. "The office isn’t ready. They installed the T-1 line Justin ordered  for  me  only  yesterday.  I  can’t  believe  I  let  Frank Cardova talk me into this. What was I thinking? Did I even want to go private and move to Maine? I don’t miss being a trooper, but I hated leaving Vermont. I told Frank…."

Fluffy recognized that sound, heard the discomfort in her words, and was not surprised. The word frank evoked memory of a scent attached to an aged, round man without fur where humans usually wore it. The man locked Fluffy in an attic—not without a fight, mind. Fluffy paid him back by eliminating the laces of his shoe.

When she paused between noises, he growled to show her he agreed The Frank was bad news.

"I guess I should ask Justin," said Christine. "If I were still working for the state, I would check NCIC. If I know our  new  employers,  Fluffbutt,  Justin’s  got  more  dirt  than even the National Crime Information Center."

Fluffbutt was a term of respect. It always came with a confidential  tone,  and  sometimes  a  belly  rub.  The  word justin  referred  to  two  machines,  one  with  a  bell,  and  the other  with  a  big  lighted  screen  that  drew  her  attention  at inconvenient times, like right at Fluffy’s suppertime.

She  stopped  the  car  because  the  car  in  front  of  them made them stay. This often happened. Another inexplicable human  habit.  Christine  glanced  at  the  closed  notebook  on the  seat  under  Fluffy’s  elevated  perch  and  mumbled,  "I need to remember the names George gave me." She opened the  book  and  pulled  it  toward  her,  still  mumbling,  "Dead guy is Lewis Caslander and the girlfriend is Mary Catherine Rogers. Her kid’s name is Joseph Stinson. At least I have a starting point."

Fluffy  didn’t  know  why  she  liked  to  play  with  the notebook,  but  he  approved  of  her  tendency  to  chew  on  a pen  in  between  scribbles.  Her  teeth  barely  made  a  mark though.  A  deficiency  of  the  species.  She  closed  the  book with a snap when loud noises behind them made her look up and drive forward.

As  Christine  drove  the  Jeep  around  the  back  of  their new house, Fluffy’s tail wagged. Sometimes, his tail was the first part of him to recognize a happiness. If he was in the habit  of  personal  reflection,  which  he  wasn’t,  he  would have  realized  the  new  place  held  a  lot  of  plusses  for  him, not  the  least  being  all  of  the  smells  here  were  their  own. Nobody  else  shared  the  space.  His  supper  dish  was  here. Above  all,  she  was  happy  here.  He  felt  it  in  the  way  she laughed at The Ringing Justin, in the speed with which she climbed the stairs—only one set of these instead of three— and  in  the  music  that  came  out  of  another  machine. Sometimes she danced.

She  parked  the  car  under  the  upper  back  half  of  the house, behind the downstairs part that held her office. The overhanging  second  floor  contained  their  apartment  and created  shelter  for  two  cars.  When  Christine  opened  the back  door  to  the  staircase,  Fluffy  lunged  up  the  first  few steps, heading for his supper bowl, but she called him back down.

"Not  yet,  Fluff.  Work  to  do."  She  opened  the  interior door  to  her  glass-fronted  office.  Cheap  shades  obscured empty parking spots in front of the building.

To Fluffy’s intense disappointment, she picked up The Ringing  Justin  and  turned  on  The  Flashing  Justin.  He sighed, took a drink from his water bowl in the corner, and jumped  into  the  easy  chair  next  to  it.  He  curled  up  for  a snooze.

"Justin, I have my first case. I need information. How do you want me to search these names?" There was a pause as Fluffy’s eyes closed. They opened again at the end of her next sentence.

"I’d like to have the information before I call Frank."

Fluffy growled. 
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Christine  took  an  inch-thick  pile  of  paper  from  the  fancy combo  fax/printer  Frank  had  sent  her.  The  department never  had  anything  that  sleek.  She’d  expected  a  car-sized finicky  behemoth  that  drank  expensive  toner  and  always made  a  mess.  This  one  required  long  cartridges  in individual  colors.  Easier  and  neater  to  use.  But  still expensive.

She used a three-hole punch on slim stacks and filled a black  binder  with  the  printed  sheets.  Justin  also  sent  the information  to  her  email  account.  Frank  had  given  her  a notebook computer she could use to read instead of using paper,  but  she  hadn’t  figured  out  how  to  use  it  yet.  The world did not end with the turn of the century six months before; the computers weathered Y2K without disaster, but the  speed  of  technological  change  meant  Christine  spent more and more time puzzling over the new tools meant to save time.

This, her first solo case, did not give her the luxury of time to fiddle with machines. When the massive copier she expected turned out to be an efficient compact, she used the space for a convenient countertop to hold older twentieth-century technology—a drip coffee maker and a hot plate. A large  pot  of  Labrador  tea,  the  beverage  her  family  called Indian tea, simmered on the hot plate. She dipped in a clean mug,  dried  the  outside,  dislodged  Fluffy  from  the  easy chair,  and  settled  down  with  him  in  her  lap.  Tea,  a notebook,  and  a  highlighter  became  the  first  tools  of  her new professional life.

This is not so bad. Ordinary crime of passion, no doubt. No spooks involved.

She opened the notebook. Air America? Wasn’t that a CIA operation? Shit. The victim was a spook. Why was she not  surprised?  That  funny  old  man,  Frank,  entered  her world last year, bringing his skulking universe with him. It was going to be devilishly hard to find info… wait….

"Frank  brought  me  Justin,  too,"  she  said  aloud.  She leafed  through  the  next  five  pages.  No  shortage  of information here. "Thank you, Justin!" She took a sip of tea and began reading.

Fluffy picked up and tilted his head at the sound of the name, pointing his nose at the computer screen on her desk. Christine dived into the world of the previous generation, where  Lewis  Caslander  flew  helicopters  from  a  base  in Thailand  during  the  Vietnam  War.  He  patrolled  over  the Laotian  border  in  support  of  clandestine  operations, receiving  several  classified  commendations,  two  of  which were for valor under fire.

So,  he  was  one  of  those  flying  spooks,  like  a  guy  she met in Frank’s orbit, a particularly nasty piece of work with eyes like melting chocolate. Eyes that wandered, and a look that attracted any woman alive to the male mystique. There was  a  thought.  Caslander  did  not  appear  particularly attractive  in  death,  but  his  murder  occurred  in  his girlfriend’s  house.  Could  it  be  the  usual  crime  of  passion over a love affair?

Oh, please let it be that.

But  then  again,  that  would  bring  it  too  close  to George’s  people.  She  remembered  the  weeping  woman surrounded  by  friends  in  front  of  her  home  and  shook herself. The best way to screw this up was to care about the outcome.  Compassion  could  only  handicap  discernment. Besides, the private investigator thing was supposed to be a simple matter of tracking wayward spouses in preparation for divorce. Having a grisly murder to puzzle over was not in  the  plan.  It  would  interfere  with  her  true  purpose  in moving to Maine.

Time to call Frank. She picked up the secure phone he had  installed  on  the  little  table  next  to  her,  dialed,  and remembered to squeeze the handset when he answered.

"Frank, I have my first case, and I…."

She noticed Fluffy curl a lip at the sound of the name, showing one canine tooth.

"Oh,  then  Justin  has  told  you  about  it,"  she  said.  "I printed the information he sent me and I'm reading it now. The victim was Air America."

"Long time ago, my dear," said Frank. "Don’t forget to put  all  that  paper  in  your  safe,  won't  you?  Are  you suspecting an intelligence angle?"

"Why not? He was one of your lot."

"Again, long ago. What else have you got?"

She grimaced, then steeled herself into objectivity. Even if  Caslander  had  died  in  some  kind  of  spook  vengeance event, how would she prove it? The authorities would still pin it on somebody from the Penobscot reservation.

"I've been told his girlfriend’s son didn’t like him. And that’s about it, so far. Maybe there’s more to it, but I called because  this  case  is  going  to  make  me  busier  than  I expected. I don’t think I can spare the time to meet with the instructor you’re sending."

"He’ll  collect  you  at  seven  tomorrow.  You’re  an organized person, Christine. You need this. You agreed to it. Cody’s doing well, by the way, and sends his love."

"You mean my son mentioned in a random way that he has a mother, Frank. He never went so far as to say those things. Tell him I’ll see him when I see him. He’ll like that."

Frank  chuckled.  "The  real  name  of  the  guy  you’re meeting tomorrow is Damon Kowalski. Game name is Paul Mathews.  You  have  the  authentication  instructions.  Don’t let the last time you met him put you off. He’s the real deal now."

"Wait. What? I met him?"

"Stick to protocol, Christine. Love, Frank." There was a smacking sound of a kiss and then dial tone.

She put the phone away and gently put Fluffy back on the chair as she stood up.

"I’ll ask Justin who this Damon Kowalski is, Fluffbutt. Then it’ll be suppertime."

She gave up on Justin answering her question after an hour, during which time, she became a mini-expert on the subject  of  Lewis  Caslander,  and  Fluffy  worried  about starvation. 
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Fluffy  sat  at  the  bottom  of  his  favorite  over-the-shoulder carrier.  Christine’s  steps  down  the  narrow  staircase  at  the back  of  the  apartment  bounced  him  against  her  hip  in  a way  that  comforted.  He  knew  The  Frank  disliked  him  as much as he returned the favor, but as long as he was with Christine, he could put up with it.

He must put up with it. He must protect her.

The Frank had come by the apartment above the office last night. Fluffy gave him what for, only settling into a lip-curling  snarl  when  Christine  held  him  in  her  arms  while they  argued.  At  least  he  assumed  it  was  an  argument because it was loud and long and sometimes about him.

"You  can’t  bring  the  dog,  Christine,"  said  The  Frank. "You’re  going  for  training.  Part  of  that  is  to  learn  to  be inconspicuous.  The  dog  is  conspicuous."  He  pointed  at Fluffy.

Fluffy bared all his front teeth.

"He’s  going  with.  I  can’t  leave  him  alone  in  a  new place. When I have to be inconspicuous, I’ll work it out. For now, the stress is too much for him."

The  Frank’s  bulgy  eyes  looked  at  the  ceiling  and  he sighed. "Can you hide him somehow?"

Christine  pointed  to  Fluffy’s  favorite  carrier  on  the kitchen table.

"It looks like a purse, Frank. See the mesh at the top? Fluffy can see out but people can’t see in."

"Until he starts howling…."

"He doesn’t howl when he’s with me."

Fluffy  quietly  showed  The  Frank  his  fearsome  teeth again, hoping he got the point. His point—that The Frank was  not  welcome  here.  Fluffy  knew  it  worked  when  the smell of tension subsided.

"Okay," said The Frank. "We’ll consider the carrier and its contents as part of your authentication. I need to know exactly  what  you’ll  be  wearing,  and  you  should  have  a book in your hand. What book will you be carrying?"

She  held  up  a  copy  of The  Spy  Who  Came  in  from  the Cold, by John Le Carré.

"Oh for heavens…."

"It’s  my  new  reading  program,  Frank.  I  find  it instructive."

"Fine. You know all the recognition signs. If they are all there  and  you  recognize  him  and  it  unsettles  you,  then that’s  the  guy.  Get  in  the  truck  with  him  and  he’ll  take  it from there. I have a flight to catch. Use the other number I gave you if you need anything in the next few hours. I’ll be available again once I land."

Fluffy  bit  The  Frank’s  ankle  on  his  way  out.  He  was pleased by the familiar words, "damn dog."

The  next  morning,  Fluffy  and  Christine  reached  the downstairs  back  door  with  two  minutes  to  spare  and watched through the glass panel.

"Blue pickup," murmured Christine as it drove up next to  her  car.  The  driver’s  window  came  down  and  a  hairy arm used a cloth to wipe the
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