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      “Round and round . . . like another Ixion I did revolve.  Till . . . the coffin life-buoy shot lengthwise from the sea . . . Buoyed up by that coffin . . . I floated on a soft and  dirgelike main. The unharming sharks, they glided by as if with padlocks on their mouths; the savage sea-hawks sailed with sheathed beaks.”

      —Herman Melville, Moby Dick

       

       

      “When we come at the end of time . . . / They will all  come up to me, / With ‘Here is the fiddler of Dooney!’ 

      / And dance like a wave of the sea.”

      —W.B. Yeats, “The Fiddler of Dooney”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART I: The City

          

        

      

    

    
      “A mob of men is better than a flock of sheep.”

      —Charles Lamb

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Maybe he should raise llamas, grow saffron, open a farm-to-table restaurant in Vermont. Instead, Arlo Hatch, Esq. sat in a disheveled office in the West Fifties, staring at the text from Kostya. Nothing subtle about Konstantin “Kostya” Kozlov, his former client: “Tonight, asshole. K.” Followed by a butcher knife emoji. Just released from Rikers Island, Kostya had to be seething with rage—and blaming Arlo for his five-month stint, most of it in solitary after kicking a guard in the balls.

      Arlo glanced out of his twenty-first-floor window at the hotel across the street: row after row of the same rooms with the same white blinds blocking out the sun—except for one room, directly across, where an exhibitionist was blowing cigarette smoke through a cracked vent window. Tight little rings of smoke, floating up, losing their form, disappearing into the sooty air.

      He looked back down at the text, and he could see Kostya coming. Kostya . . . with his hairy, bulging forearms, weirdly bigger than his biceps, and his turkey-sized fists. And his fondness for knives. And his C-4 temper. Arlo handled business litigation—he must have been out of his mind to take on Kostya’s criminal case. Even so, he did a decent job. Not his fault that the big dope insisted on taking the stand. The only other witness was a blind man with a hearing aid, but when Kostya dropped his six-foot-five, 250-pound body into the witness box and tried to justify the dental work he’d done on the gangster “victim,” the jury was terrified. Not Arlo’s fault. Five months was a gift from the judge.

      Kostya. Yet another reason to get the hell out of New York, back to his boyhood home in the lush Green Mountains of Vermont. Life in the City was grinding him down. He had worked hard for an equity partnership, and it was almost within reach—three years early at that, at age thirty-three. One million a year if he got it. But so much of the job was exquisite bullshit, moving money around from one corporate miscreant to another. Vermont would be a relief.

      But then, there was the little matter of falling in love . . . with Stella, his client Tucker Barnett’s New York-centric daughter.

      All irrelevant anyway, if Kostya slit open his gut with a butcher knife.
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      At 1:00 a.m., a guard buzzed Arlo out of his office building. He looked both ways—the block was deserted—and walked quickly across Seventh Avenue, towards his apartment in Hell’s Kitchen. He made Broadway, walked down to Forty-Eighth, turned right, and after half a block, he heard a cough and a trash can fall over. Someone was behind him. About five car lengths away. Skinny man, in a dark hoodie. Arlo picked up his pace. So did the man in the hoodie.

      A voice called out, “Wait up!” Arlo stopped under a streetlight, turned, and the figure drew close. More of a kid than a man? Hard to make him out. “You got the time?” High-pitched voice.

      Arlo looked at his watch. “One fifteen.”

      “That’s a cheap-looking watch, if you don’t mind my saying. Plastic?” The man had some kind of knife, partially covered by a long coat sleeve. “Let’s see your wallet.” Nervous dude. Black goatee. Designer shades. He was jerky and talking fast.

      “It tells time. I don’t need it to last forever.” Arlo pulled out his wallet and handed it over.

      The man scowled. “One debit card. That’s it?”

      “I don’t carry a lot of cash. In case I’m mugged.”

      “LOL.”

      “There’s an ATM around the corner.” And maybe some help.

      “Fine.” The man pointed with the blade of the knife.

      They walked to Ninth Avenue and turned south. No help in sight. Arlo walked slowly. “It’s across the street.”

      They crossed at the light and walked farther down Ninth. “I don’t see any ATM,” the man said.

      “They must have moved it.” Arlo felt a prodding in his back. “I’ve got money in my apartment.”

      “It better be close.”
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      Arlo knocked twice, waited a second, knocked again.

      “What are you knocking for? It’s supposed to be your apartment.”

      “Just a habit. Sometimes my girlfriend’s over.” Something hard pressed against Arlo’s kidney as he stuck a key into the lock and opened the door. A quick clunk, and the man’s face was upside down below Arlo’s knees.

      “Who’s this skinny little dude?” Kostya was holding the man’s ankles in an oversized hand.

      “Have to ask him.”

      “Hand me a belt.”

      “Mikey,” the man said, just before Kostya hung him upside down from a chin bar bolted across Arlo’s bedroom door. “My name’s Mikey. That clunk you heard was Mikey’s head on the wall.”

      “Let’s have some grub.” Kostya was smiling at his handiwork. He pointed to a spread laid out down the hall on the kitchen table—caviar, crème fraîche, blinis, and vodka nestled in a bucket of ice. An eight-inch chef’s knife rested next to the baguette.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      When the wild-eyed delivery man barged through the door, plopped down a plastic bag, and jerked out a manuscript instead of kung pao chicken, Stella just shrugged. Like everything else, the Chinese takeout failed her. She had been daydreaming about the handsome young lawyer, who had given her the sweetest smile and some good legal advice, and now a nutjob with gray hair sticking out in every direction was raving at her, in her own kitchen, about Satan and the New Jerusalem. He smelled awful.

      Stella Barnett had low expectations, maybe because of her height. By thirteen, she was five foot nine, taller than most of the boys she knew. By fourteen, another three inches. She would lie in bed and look at her feet, which seemed to be walking away from her own body. By fifteen, she was six foot three, and finally the growth spurt stopped, but what didn’t stop were the snarky comments from the other girls and the distance she felt from the boys. Being smart didn’t help. Between her height and her sardonic observations, she finished college in Texas without a boyfriend.

      “You seem to be lost,” she said. “Go thirty-two blocks south, turn right on Forty-Second, proceed to Times Square. You’ll fit right in.”

      “I knew if you saw this, Stella Barnett, you’d get it.” Displaying sharp canine teeth in a crooked smile under a bushy mustache, the man flipped open the cover of the manuscript and pointed to the diagram of a housing project. “Church in the center, of course. Rows of apartments spreading out like spokes on a wheel. And then surrounding the wheel, fields, with corn and tomatoes and wheat, all off the grid, solar and wind, grow fish for protein. And then the last circle . . . barbed wire . . .”

      Amusing, until he grabbed her by the arm and pulled her over to have a look. Being around five foot seven, he had to reach up to grab her, but his grip was fierce.

      “Hands off!” She jerked away her arm and stared hard at his face. “You’re the guy who applied for a grant, to take care of rescue animals in New Jersey. Picture in the file. Ruppert something . . .”

      “Rand. Ruppert Rand.”

      “It’s got a ring, Ruppert. But the shelter didn’t exist. No building. No rescue animals. A mailbox and a rundown trailer. We checked it out.”

      “It was a concept, Stella. I needed the money first, from a philanthropist, such as yourself.”

      “What we call fraud, Ruppert. Like busting into my apartment—without kung pao chicken.”

      “I had to get in somehow. Look in the bag. There’s sardines and a bottle of wine. I read about you in the paper, Stella. My god! The picture didn’t do you justice. Forget the animal shelter. This is much, much bigger . . .”

      “I detest sardines. Where’s the chicken?”

      “Guy had a bike accident.”

      “Did you tap my phone?”

      “You’re predictable, Stella. Chinese. Every Tuesday. Listen, twenty million would get it started. Just read this. A new world. Before it’s too late. In a low tax state, maybe South Carolina.” Ruppert picked up a chef’s knife and cut the cord on her landline. “What do you say?”

      “911? Intruder with a knife.” She set her cell phone down.
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      The police were as bored as she expected. They took notes, looked around, promised to file a report, and told Stella to let them know if Ruppert Rand threatened her in the future. They took in the view from her patio and inspected the vegetables growing in terracotta containers.

      “Central Park. Not bad,” the sergeant said.

      “You can see New Jersey,” his partner said. “That’s where Rand lives, right?”

      “You’re growing tomatoes on Park Avenue?” the sergeant asked.

      “He cut my phone line.” Stella was exasperated.

      “We’ll send the report to New Jersey. I was you, I’d tell the doorman to keep an eye out for this guy, don’t let him in.” The sergeant stooped down to inspect a pot.

      “No witnesses, right?” The sergeant cupped an immature Brandywine tomato sprouting off a vine staked in a pot. “These babies gonna be plump. You fertilize?”

      His partner handed Stella a slip of paper. “Here’s a number. You can call the precinct in a few days if you want a copy of the report.”

      “Thanks a lot,” Stella said.
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      When he heard about the cops, Tucker Barnett had a fit. Stella’s father could be brutal with business opponents, but he had a huge soft spot for his daughter, as she did for him.

      “Cops. Totally worthless,” he said, scooping up a helping of the beef with broccoli Stella had ordered after the incident. “I know some guys who can take care of this.”

      “Don’t make it worse, Daddy. You don’t want to be the one in jail.”

      “Pass the kung pao chicken.” Maggie, Tucker’s new wife, was leafing through the manuscript Ruppert had neglected to collect in his hasty exit. “This is wild,” she said.

      “Insane, you mean.” Stella tried to keep her sarcasm in check. It was just like her father to fall for a fake-ass floozy like Maggie.

      Maggie brushed back a loose strand of her blonde, stacked bob and smiled sweetly at Stella. “It’s got commercial possibilities.” Maggie despised Stella, and the feeling was mutual. Stella knew a gold digger when she saw one, and she knew Maggie, who was clawing her way up from a dirt farm in West Texas, viewed her as a useless, spoiled brat. Maggie practically spit out the word “philanthropist” when she referred to Stella’s chosen profession.

      “If you want to grow crazy people, instead of vegetables, on a farm,” Stella said.

      “Sometimes you need to think outside the box.” Maggie oozed sincerity.

      Stella let it go.

      “I’ll call Arlo Hatch,” Tucker said. “Maybe he can do something.”

      Now Stella smiled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Arlo and Kostya watched the mugger’s head swinging from the chin bar, its mouth and nose covered by a black goatee slung out of place by gravity, and Arlo felt Kostya’s big paw patting him on the back.

      “I thought you were pissed at me,” Arlo said. They had been very friendly, but Arlo figured the trial had scotched it. The look Kostya shot him when the cops cuffed him and pushed him out of the courtroom . . .

      “Not at all, Arlo. Had plenty of time to think about it. I should have shut up and stayed off the stand. My bad.” He motioned for Arlo to come into the kitchen.

      “That’s a lot of caviar. Beluga?”

      “What else?”

      “You win the lottery?”

      “The boss flies it in.” Kostya dipped a small mother-of-pearl spoon into the glass bowl of caviar, nestled in a larger bowl filled with crushed ice. He put the eggs on the skin between the thumb and finger of his left hand, waited for the temperature to equalize, brought the hand to his mouth, swallowed, and then beamed orgasmically.

      “That’s disgusting.” The head had managed to swing out into the hall for a look, before receding. “You eat with your hands?”

      “Shut up, Mikey.” Kostya waved for Arlo to try the caviar.

      “I’m not hungry,” Arlo said. “Thirsty, though.” He poured ice-cold vodka into a glass and took a good swig.

      “Hello. You mind sharing? I’m starving.” The blood flowing to Mikey’s face made him look like a fresh beet. Kostya slammed the hall door to shut out further complaints.

      “You’re working for Pasha again?” Arlo refilled his glass.

      Pavlo “Pasha” Pavlov was a Russian oligarch who had hired Arlo to defend a suit filed by Da-Bank, the Russian entity Pavlov used to run—one of Russian President Smirnov’s piggy banks. Da-Bank claimed that Pavlov had disbursed billions in loans to offshore entities that defaulted shortly after Pavlov rushed out of the country to a plush penthouse in New York. Plush penthouses, rather. Pavlov moved around a lot.

      “Yeah. The guy he used when I went to Rikers didn’t work out. A thief. And he may have been working for Smirnov. Anyway, he had an accident.”

      Kostya had been part of Pavlov’s muscle and his all-around utility man. Arlo met Kostya when he brought over Pasha’s executed retainer agreement. As usual, Arlo had gotten friendly with the help—mailroom people, drivers, secretaries, bodyguards—generally better company than the pretentious pricks who employed them. When Kostya got nabbed for pulverizing a gangster’s incisors, he called his friend Arlo for help with the trial.

      “So, did Emil Zolotov recover from the dental procedure—he still loan-sharking in Brighton Beach?”

      “The guy was a little more than a loan shark, Arlo. He was Elena’s lover. That’s why she kept seeing him all the time. Loan shark was just her bullshit story when I caught him whispering sweet nothings into her pretty little ear. Now she’s practically shacked up with the toothless turd.” Kostya deposited a generous dollop of caviar on his hand.

      “Pasha paying you in fish?”

      “Naw. I borrowed it. He won’t miss it.”

      “We have a hearing set on Pasha’s motion to dismiss. I hope he’ll be happy.”

      “I’ll be happy if you get rid of that lawsuit. One less thing to worry about. I just got a visit from two guys sniffing around for information.”

      “Which guys?”

      “From the ‘health department,’ they said. They wanted to know how to find Pasha and how to find his money. Said it would be worth my while if I could give them bank names, account numbers, whatever—or help them meet up with Pasha.”

      “Smirnov?”

      “Of course. Pasha wants me to play along. Set up a meet.”

      “He wants to whack ’em?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I wouldn’t do it, Kostya. You’re playing with napalm.”

      “I got to make a living, Arlo.”

      “There’re better ways, Kostya. Anyway, to what do I owe the pleasure of your breaking and entering my apartment and transporting illegal fish?”

      “I want to divorce the bitch.”

      “Elena? I don’t do divorce.”

      “I know.” Kostya hesitated. “But I thought, maybe you could look these over.” He handed Arlo a set of legal papers. “The website had the forms. I just filled them out.”

      Arlo flipped through the papers. “They look okay. But I’m no divorce lawyer. Just saying. This is uncontested?”

      “It better be.”

      “Well, you’ll need somebody to serve the papers, unless you want to do it yourself.”

      Kostya smiled and opened up the hall door.

      “A guy could die of hunger hanging around this joint,” Mikey said.

      “Or cranial trauma,” Kostya said. “Anyway, your head seems to be gaining weight.” Kostya laughed and swung Mikey back and forth. “Looks like a red soccer ball with a big smile slapped on.”

      “I ain’t smiling, Koz, and I’m not a piece of frigging athletic equipment.”

      “Not much of a mugger, either, dumbass.” Kostya picked up an object that fell to the floor when Mikey went aloft. “A rubber knife?”

      “I wasn’t really mugging, Koz. I was just trying to find something to eat.”

      “With a rubber knife?”

      “What do you expect? I want to ask for a little money, and what? Lizards! Now I’m looking at a big-ass lizard, out of nowhere. With a plastic watch. What am I supposed to do?”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Kostya stopped the man’s motion with a foot to the stomach, reached into his back pocket, and pulled out a wallet. “Michael Argento. Deal, New Jersey. Twenty-one years of age. A one-dollar bill to his name.”

      “Do you normally see human-size reptiles?” Arlo asked.

      “LOL, Arlo. I could see right through you. Right down to your slimy scales.”

      “You’re nuts.”

      “Maybe. Anyway, it’s wearing off.”

      “What is?”

      “The dose.”

      “Speak English, shithead.” Kostya gave him another kick.

      “When I’m microdosing, I can see actual reality. Lots of your kind Midtown, Arlo. Nicer watches, usually.”

      Kostya shoved Mikey with a size-fourteen foot, to get him swinging again. “Microdosing? More like macrodosing. You’re a grown-ass man. You ever consider working?”

      “In this economy? No college? Doing what?”

      “There’s plenty of work,” Kostya said. “This is America.”

      “Yeah. Right. I’ve been on the street for a month, now. I can’t find shit.”

      “What are you doing on the street?” Kostya was scowling.

      “My old man threw me out.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. My proclivities.”

      “A sad story, Mikey.”

      “So share the wealth, man. You got enough caviar down there to feed a cage full of feral cats.”

      “You need money?” Kostya gave Mikey a big push, producing a grunt. “I got a job for you. Do it right, it’s worth two grand—and some caviar.”

      “Fine.”

      “No microdosing until it’s done. Da?”

      “Fine. Pass those smelly fish eggs. And some vodka.”
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      Arlo was a little nervous, waiting in the conference room for Stella to arrive, wondering if he’d feel what he felt before. Something seemed to click that first time, when Stella had walked into the room. Arlo was a litigator and a card-carrying cynic, and he didn’t really believe in “love” at first sight—but, he had to admit, something in him had stirred.

      Tucker Barnett had been reviewing an expert’s report when she entered the conference room to meet her father for lunch. Seeing Tucker still busy, she waved and headed for the other end of the table to wait. As she eased her six-foot-three frame into an executive chair and took out a book, Arlo could see Tucker melt.

      Arlo had smiled down the table at Stella, without really looking, and tried to get his client to focus, but he was having trouble himself, pointing to a chart tracking stock prices while glancing discretely at Tucker’s daughter.

      She’d caught him, and he felt his face flush. It was embarrassing. It wasn’t so much that she was drop-dead beautiful—it was the look in her eye, and the way she smiled at him. It was distracting.

      Stock prices. Concentrate.

      Tucker had digested the chart and smiled. “This guy’s great,” he said. “No way I defrauded anybody. Even if the plaintiffs believed what I said. The stock went up after my tweets—and stayed up.”

      “Yeah. The expert’s good. He does about twenty of these cases a year.”

      “Well, he ought to be good. A hundred grand for a couple hours work.”

      “Yeah, but we’ll get summary judgment, and it’ll save you several million.”

      “The law,” Tucker said. “It’s a beautiful thing.” He looked at his Master II, signaled to Stella, and got up to leave.

      “See you around,” Stella had said, as Arlo held the door.

      “I hope so.”
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      Not long after, she called Arlo, asking for advice. And now he was ushering her into a conference room on the twenty-first floor, with a view of the sun glimmering on the Hudson in the distance. She sat down, crossed her legs, and smiled, her long brown hair glowing from the sun streaming in the windows. He had the dope on Ruppert Rand, but he sat there like an imbecile, blinded by her olive eyes.

      Focus, idiot. Don’t be so superficial. He picked up a report Tucker had ordered when he heard about the incident at Stella’s penthouse. “Ruppert Rand is not so harmless.”

      “I didn’t think so. His rant was amusing, but cutting the phone cord scared me.”

      “He was a sniper in Afghanistan. Suspected of shooting civilians, but they couldn’t prove it. They got him on a drug violation and threw him out of the Army. He worked as a bouncer in Bayonne. Too many fights—they fired him. His wife went missing. He’s been living in a beat-up trailer in Burlington County, south of Trenton, New Jersey.”

      “Yes. That’s what we found when we checked on him for the grant application. Nothing but a trailer, a rusted-out van, and a vacant lot, where a pet facility was supposed to be.”

      “Well, he has a pit bull—known to be vicious. He keeps it chained and underfed.”

      “So what can we do?”

      “We can go after him criminally. Get the DA involved. It’s a process, especially if he hides out in Jersey, but . . .”

      She thought about it. “Maybe better to let it alone and see if he goes away.”

      “Well, it’s easy enough to prove he was in the building, and he wasn’t delivering Chinese food. He left his little manuscript, covered in DNA. He brandished a knife. He cut the phone cord. Maybe it’s a he-said, she-said, but you’re obviously the more credible witness. Your call, but I’d go after him.”

      “I’d have to testify? He’d be in court?”

      “Yes.”

      “Truthfully, Mr. Hatch . . .”

      “Arlo, please.”

      “Arlo. I think I’ll let it go. If he bothers me again, we can go to war?” A steely look came over her face and passed.

      “Absolutely. Meanwhile, we could get a restraining order. He’ll have to keep a specified physical distance away from you. If he violates the Order, it’s an easy call for the cops. But . . .”

      “What?”

      “The Order’s not much help if he hurts you in the process of violating it.”

      “Let’s leave it for now.”

      They were silent for a minute, and he said, “You could hire a bodyguard.”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      He watched her rise from her chair and then stop to inspect a large photograph—huge wind turbines along a mountain ridge, a golden sun setting in the background. “What’s that?” she asked.

      “Rhewone Mountain. In the Northeast Kingdom. A pretty part of Vermont.”

      “I’d love to see it sometime. All I’ve seen is Stowe.”
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      Arlo took his espresso and grabbed a stool at the counter by the dirty window facing Ninth Avenue. Scrolling the news, he saw a chunky man in a blue suit approaching from his side.

      “Seat taken?” The man climbed onto the stool to Arlo’s right.

      “Nope.” Arlo turned back to his phone.

      The man was uncomfortably close. His engorged arm muscles, pushing through his cheap suit, rubbed against Arlo’s shoulder, but trying to shift away, he hit up against another muscled gym nut, in black T-shirt and jeans, who had taken the stool to his left.

      “Excuse me, are you Arlo Hatch?” The man in the blue suit was maybe five foot eleven, 200 pounds, hairline receding into a blond buzz cut. He spoke with an accent, probably Russian, and he stared at Arlo with hard black eyes.

      “Last time I checked. Can I help you with something?”

      “Pavlo Pavlov.”

      Arlo sipped espresso and said nothing. He could sense the man to his left tense up.

      “He’s your client.”

      “What did you say your name was?”

      “Smith.” The man smiled. “John Smith. Look, Pavlov stole a lot of money. A lot of money. He needs to give it back.”

      “OK, stop right there. Do you have some identification?”

      “I told you. Smith.”

      “I’m not discussing Mr. Pavlov with you.”

      “Why not?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters a lot, Mr. Hatch. If he doesn’t return that money, some very bad things are going to happen.”

      “Are you threatening me? Or Mr. Pavlov?”

      “Not at all.”

      The man to Arlo’s left stretched out his elbow, resting it near Arlo’s espresso. His knee pushed up against Arlo’s leg. “Excuse me, Mr. . . .?”

      “Jones,” the man said. “Bob Jones.”

      John Smith said, “That motion you got, in the Southern District, trying to get rid of Da-Bank’s case?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Be a good motion to lose.”

      “I don’t lose motions,” Arlo said. “If I can help it.”

      “Too bad. There’re worse things to lose. Parents, for example.”

      Arlo turned back to his phone. “I think we’re finished.”

      “People lose all kinds of things, Arlo. Life is fragile, my friend. Just saying.” Smith got off his stool.

      Still staring at his phone, Arlo swiveled toward him and coughed.

      The man jerked back.

      Arlo smiled. “Germaphobe? Big guy like you?”

      Bob Jones moved his elbow, knocking Arlo’s espresso to the floor.

      “So, you didn’t say how I get in touch,” Arlo said.

      “Don’t worry. We’ll call you.”
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      The waitress set down two big hamburger platters, one for Kostya and one for his companion. The diner was noisy, plates clanking on tables and voices bouncing chaotically off the hard surfaces.

      “Think of this as a trial,” Kostya said. “You handle this job, maybe there’s more.”

      His companion picked up the top of his roll and cut into the burger with a knife. “Rare. I ordered medium well.”

      “I’m paying and you’re complaining? Pay attention, Mikey.”

      “It’s bleeding, Koz.”

      “Focus, Mikey. You got one job right now, and listen, ‘Koz’ is not the Russian nickname for Kostya.”

      “It’s American.”

      “OK. Whatever.”

      “The fries are good. I’ll give them that.”

      “When’s the last time you ate, Mikey?”

      “Couple of days ago.”

      “Shit. Why?”

      “I told you already. No money.”

      “Well, this job will give you something, and like I say, all you got to do is serve the papers on Elena. Two grand for your troubles.”

      “She’s going to be pissed, right? She’s your wife.”

      “My cheating-ass wife. Don’t worry about her. She’s harmless. Just watch out for Sokolov. He’s a hard-ass, and he has a gun and a dim view of yours truly.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “I removed his front teeth.”

      “Damn. Nothing but a gooey pink gum up there—no burgers for Sokolov. Speaking of which, where’s the Dijon mustard for this baby?” Mikey stared at his burger and then signaled the waitress. “Would this guy, Sokolov, inflict bodily harm?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you, Mikey. That’s why you’re getting two grand for ten minutes’ worth of work. Hazard pay, so to speak.”

      “This sounds fishier than the damn caviar you stole.”

      “Just stay out of his way. Scope out the house—serve the papers when he ain’t there.”

      “All right.” Mikey was quiet for a minute, chewing on his burger. “Anyone ever tell you you look like Elvis?”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “The black ducktails. Pouty lips. Brooding eyes. Elvis, before he got all puffy. Except for your humongous forearms—more like Popeye than Elvis.”

      “You are a strange specimen, Mikey.”

      “I know.”

      “Just eat up and let’s get this show on the road. Give her the papers, say ‘You’ve been served,’ and get the hell out of there before Sokolov gets back. And one other thing, if you want to get out alive . . .”

      “Yeah?”

      “No microdosing.”

      “Wouldn’t think of it, Koz.”
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      A call to Da-Bank’s attorney produced no intel on the two men in the coffee shop. Frederick P. Blatz Jr., Esq., a bald, potbellied little man with an enlarged liver and cadaver-colored skin, was shocked, but he knew nothing. He’d definitely try to get to the bottom of it. Interference with a court procedure was a serious matter.

      On the other hand, Special Agent Kyle Freeman was not shocked when Arlo called him about the encounter with the thugs at the coffee shop. All in a day’s work for an agent following Russian gangsters in New York. Arlo texted the picture of “John Smith” that he had snapped surreptitiously while faking a cough, but it rang no bells for Freeman. The picture was pretty blurry, the agent said, but he would run it through the database.

      Pasha Pavlov listened quietly while Arlo told him about the run-in with the thugs. He said, “Text me the picture,” and hung up.
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      When the phone rang, Smith was cramming an overstuffed pastrami sandwich into his cavernous jaws. He plopped the sandwich onto a plate balanced precariously on his lap, picked up his phone with a greasy paw, and said, “Mufffff.”

      The woman’s voice was irritated. “John?”

      He swallowed. “Yeah, boss.”

      “Well?”

      “He’s a smart ass, but he’s a little pussy.”

      “I don’t like that word.”

      “The minute I mentioned his parents, he got pale.” Smith stared in the rearview mirror, where a traffic cop was pulling up behind his BMW. “I’m going to have to move. I’m blocking a bunch of bikes, and there’s a cop.”

      “Did he spill?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Don’t screw around.”

      “Don’t worry boss. We got it.”
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      Arlo was standing on the deck of Tucker Barnett’s place in Stowe, admiring the mountain view, when his mother called. She didn’t mince words: “Your father is dying, Arlo. He’s laid up, and he won’t eat. Could you get your ass up here? Quick?” He’d have to get a car . . . maybe borrow one of Tucker’s. His veterinarian mother sounded frantic—true, her medical diagnoses of humans were not entirely reliable, but he didn’t want to take a chance.

      The view from the deck was stunning: a manicured green lawn, smooth as a putting green, dotted with sculpted bushes running down into woods where a pristine stream tumbled over mossy rocks; in the distance, the ridgeline of Mount Mansfield, which some said resembled the face of a man on his back, while others saw the head of a moose. It reminded Arlo of Roy E. Hatch III, his father, stretched out on his back in a hayfield at the farm in Gaceplood, in the Northeast Kingdom, mellowed out with a few beers and some pot, watching the big white clouds drift along and break up in the sky. Now his father was stretched out in bed. Dying?

      Better find out.

      So much for some quality time with Stella. Arlo was pretty sure she had been flirting when she’d engineered the trip to Stowe, combining her father’s dep prep, a political fundraiser, and some time with her new attorney into one lovely aspirational affair. The dep prep was done; too bad about the rest of it.

      His mother had spoken rapidly. Roy was refusing food, except beer, and he looked like hell. He was losing weight, she was sure of that. His eyes had black bags hanging down, cheeks were gaunt. His mother said she’d never seen him like this. She was so distracted, though—it was hard to assess the situation based on her call. She was racing, the connection was crackly, and her voice was nearly drowned out by an ungodly yowling somewhere near the mouthpiece of the phone. His mother had taken in ten more cats. She had found them on the side of the road, calling her name, on the way back from the hospital with Roy. Two adult females and eight scrawny babies, abandoned in cardboard boxes on Rt. 14. That made fifty-five cats.

      Arlo moved from the deck into the great room, where Maggie was standing beside the big stone fireplace, holding forth with a nasal West Texas twang and driving everyone insane. He could see that Stella was annoyed. Maggie had Ruppert Rand’s manifesto in hand, and she was pitching Tucker on the wonders of a planned community.

      “I’m sorry,” Arlo interrupted. “My father’s having some medical issues. I wondered if I could borrow one of your cars.”

      Tucker looked relieved. “No need for that, Arlo. Gaceplood’s on the way to the fundraiser. We can all leave now—we’ll drop you. Maggie and I wanted to look at some real estate in that area anyway.”

      “Anything we can do, please say.” Stella closed her laptop.
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      Speeding down Mountain Road, Maggie picked up where she’d left off, waving the Rand manifesto and rattling on about a planned community. “Stowe would be perfect,” Maggie said. “We could start with a hundred acres.”

      Tucker had a pained expression, as if an already dumb dog had been banged in the head by a car. “You have any idea how much that would cost, honeybunch, if you could find a hundred acres in Stowe?” Tucker’s baritone voice was wrapped in a dulcet Southern accent, and it carried a kind of paternalistic authority, enhanced by his tan and long, silvery hair.

      “Sugar, I thought you wanted to develop Vermont. Gas stations. Shopping centers. Golf courses. Condos . . .”

      “I do. I do, sweet pea. A golf course, maybe, to start. But someplace rural. And cheaper.”

      “Okay. We could start with a golf course,” Maggie said.

      Stella looked out the window. “Please. Who wants to golf in the boondocks of Vermont? There’re already golf courses around Stowe—and a little civilization. Just a little.”

      Arlo winced. Face it: Stella would never live in rural Vermont. And Tucker—the asshole was ready to destroy the whole state! Tucker was trying his patience. Helping the old fart with his corporate litigation was one thing, but now the oleaginous Texan wanted to pave up, over, and all around the Green Mountains. That was different. And Stella, Stella, Stella . . . She had swallowed the Big Apple whole, even though she’d grown up in Texas. She wanted to help elect Vermont’s next governor, with a dump truck full of campaign cash; she tolerated Stowe; she joked with Arlo about living in the woods in a cute little house with country curtains; but her heart preferred the plush penthouse on Park Avenue.

      Tucker turned to Stella. “Who’ll want to golf in the Vermont countryside? Think about climate change, sweetie. This is going to be the new Florida. Best to get ahead of the wave. Literally.”

      “A gated golf community,” Maggie said, squinting out the window at the sun. “I see big wrought iron gates. Plenty of security. And it’d be self-sufficient, with a vegetable farm, cattle . . . a big church.” She leafed through the manifesto. “And a solar farm. This guy Rand had the right idea, only we modify it. We can pitch this to people in Florida who want to get the hell out.” She smiled at Tucker. “We’ll pitch it to right-thinking people. Our kind of people.”

      “Q-balls?” Stella asked.

      “Patriots.” Maggie smiled sweetly at Tucker and spoke confidently, through enhanced lips slathered with blood red gloss. “Just smart branding. If we’re going to be out in the woods anyway, away from the hippie-dippies . . .”

      Tucker smiled down at her cleavage, rising out of a tight red sweater. “Maybe. I’m just thinking of a golf course, with a nice clubhouse, elegant, a little understated. And buy up as much land as possible to develop in the future. But if you can stir up any interest in your planned community, I’m all ears.”

      Arlo could see that Maggie had her uses—aside from being almost fifty years Tucker’s junior and a bomb in the looks department. If there were a buck to be made cultivating an interest group, Tucker would make it, and Maggie was a pipeline into the whack-job demographic. She came from a long line of grand wizards, Birchers, and neo-Confederates. When it came to politics, Tucker was nondenominational, but Maggie was a partisan, plugged into a dark world of unhinged nuts. Tucker told Arlo that she was the key to his purchase of the Bohner News Network, a lucrative chain of television and radio stations catering to gun nuts, Q-anons, neo-Nazis, anti-vaxxers, conspiracy theorists, monarchists, anarchists, meth-heads, truck nuts, and assorted eaters of canned boiled peanuts. However dim she might sometimes seem, Maggie charmed old Harold Bohner into signing the contract. His legacy would be safe in her bosomy embrace.

      “Honey, watch the road!” Maggie rested the manifesto on her cleavage.
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      Roy E. Hatch III raised his handlebar mustache over a big smile: “Barrister! How the hell are you?” His eyes were holding up big purple, wrinkly bags, but they twinkled. A fat black cat jumped off his bed.

      “I’m good, Dad. How are you?”

      Stretched out in bed, his back against a mahogany headboard, Roy looked like he was in pain.

      “Been better, Arlo.” Roy brushed back his long gray hair and stared out the window at huge wind turbines planted into the distant mountain ridgeline, their huge blades spinning rapidly in a steady wind. He took a swing from a quart bottle of IPA and wiped his mustache with a sinewy forearm. “My hip hurts like hell. And stuck in bed, looking at windmills—it’s making me very depressed.”

      “What happened?”

      “Narcolepsy acting up? Maybe. Daydreaming? Who the hell knows. I hit a rut and bounced off the damned tractor. I was stuck in the field ’til dark. Nothing to do but watch a pile of ants swarm all over a grasshopper. Poor little thing got half smushed by the tractor and couldn’t hop.”

      “What were you doing on the tractor?”

      “Bush hogging. Fields are going to shit.”

      His father’s shoulder felt bony under his affectionate pat. “Yeah. I noticed. Maybe you need some help around here.”

      “Well, it ain’t that bad.”

      Arlo hesitated. He had been shocked at the deterioration when they drove up the dirt road from the highway. Quite apart from the crumbling faux castle built by a Boston dentist on 300 acres Roy had sold off to pay the bills, the road to his parents’ farm was disintegrating; Tucker’s fancy SUV had banged in and out of potholes and barely navigated deep ruts left in mud after the spring thaw. His parents’ fields were starting to reforest. Fence posts were rotted and falling down. When they got up to the house and made their way through the baying hounds and skittish white chickens, Arlo noticed asphalt roof shingles crumbling apart and rotten spots in the clapboard. But it was still beautiful. The air was sweet, roses and wildflowers were in full bloom, maples and poplars were dancing in the breeze.

      Tucker and Maggie had looked around quickly, said hello to his mother, and rushed off to look at real estate, while Stella offered to keep his mother company while he spent some time with Roy.

      “Just saying, Dad. It’s a lot of work, keeping this place up. You and Mom are getting older.”

      “Why don’t you buy it?”

      “What?”

      “Surprised? I fought the good fight, Arlo. It’s too much. I’m about ready to give it up.”

      “What are you talking about Dad?” Arlo wasn’t sure what his father meant by the “good fight.” Roy E. Hatch II had left Roy E. Hatch III a thriving dairy farm, but Arlo’s father hadn’t kept it up. The price of milk hadn’t even dropped all that much when Roy decided to sell off the herd, which he was tired of dealing with—cows were nothing but farting, pooping headaches, keeping you up at all hours, especially dawn, when a hangover warranted sleep. Cowless, Roy had cobbled together a living—painting houses in the summer, working as a ski instructor in winter, selling a little homegrown pot on the side. He spent a lot of time playing guitar and staring out at the wind turbines. Once in a while he got a paid gig in a band. Arlo’s mother brought in some money working short-term jobs as a vet, but she spent most of her time rescuing cats and various other creatures. These days she got enough money from internet donations, and from Arlo, to feed the beasts.

      “Let’s face it,” Roy said. “I’m withering up.” He held up his left arm and pointed to sagging skin where a tricep used to be. “After seventy, you can’t build muscle.”

      “If you ate something it would help. You’re skin and bones.”

      “Now my hip is gone. Can’t see worth a shit. Hardly hear. Before long, Arlo, I’ll be rotting in the ground, stinking up the place, and the damned ants will be fighting off the worms for my eyeballs . . .”

      “Ease up, Dad. Have some more beer. Enjoy the view.”

      “Right. Watch that golden sun slide down behind the purple mountains—and what’s in the way? The damn windmills. Bloody eyesores, which, I imagine, are splatting birds as we speak. I’ve had it.”

      “What are you going to do—just give up and die?”

      “You’re missing the point, son. I want a boat.”
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      Wet, sniffing muzzles were coming from all directions—most aggressively from Hector. The tall white llama had his nose under Stella’s hair, nuzzling her neck, while a redbone coonhound investigated her shoes and a black cat rubbed up against her leg.

      “A minor miracle.” Annie Hatch nodded her approval. “I figured Hector would like you, but you never know.”

      “And if he didn’t?”

      Annie pulled back her long white hair and grinned. “He’d probably spit. But I was pretty sure he wouldn’t.”

      More company was coming. A big brown pig ambled over, joined by a white billy goat. Clicking on the paved floor signaled arrival of a massive Clydesdale, looking for food. From the moment Annie opened the door into the barn or stable, or whatever it was, Stella was enveloped in a strange world of barks and clucks and moos and meows—and a strong smell of manure.

      “Glad I passed the test,” Stella said. “I’m meeting Greta Gardner tonight, and I’d prefer to look decent.”

      “Nice woman. I’ll vote for her. But she’ll never be governor of Vermont.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, being a woman wouldn’t kill her in this state . . .” Annie pulled an apple out of her pocket and handed it up to the towering horse. “But she wants to mess with guns. And trapping.”

      “So?”

      “Not going to fly with the people around here.”

      “Why not?”

      “She’s talking about a bandolier full of gun regulations. Forget it. This is Vermont. And she wants to cut out most trapping—fine, I hate trapping, it’s barbaric, but people around here don’t want coyotes chowing down on their chickens.”

      “She’s got a lot of support, no?”

      “In Burlington. Not in the Northeast Kingdom.”

      “Guess we’ll see. Why are you in the Northeast Kingdom?”

      “Well, you have to go to the top of Mt. Mansfield to answer that question.” That, Annie said, was where she fell in love with Roy. He was a cute young ski instructor, and she was on holiday from her job as a vet in Manhattan. They smoked some pot, and he led her on a path through the woods, away from the crowds racing down the icy slopes. It was beautiful, eerie; there was a dense fog, and perfect silence. She skied into a tree.

      “When I came to, I looked up at a beautiful blue sky . . . and Roy—he had a worried look and a canteen full of hot coffee. Somehow, I knew I was done with manicured poodles on the Upper East Side.”

      Stella looked down the long aisle of the barn. “Well, you’ve got enough animals here.”

      “We rescue them. We try to find good homes. You have a pet?”

      “No. I live in an apartment in New York.”

      “Girl, you need a cat.”
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      Roy beamed when Stella and Annie walked into the room. And there was mischief in the damn smile. “Your girlfriend is beautiful,” Roy said. “I bet Stella would like it here after you buy the farm.”

      Stella blushed.

      “Dad, Stella has a penthouse in New York. And we have no marriage plans.”

      “You’d like it here,” Annie said.

      “My parents want to sell the farm, go off sailing around the world.”

      “Roy does. Not me. I want to set up a rescue clinic—someplace warm.”

      “So, Arlo,” Roy said, “why don’t you stop working for The Man and come back here and do some honest work?”

      Arlo smiled at the thought of his father and “honest” work, something Roy got enthusiastic about only occasionally, when the spirit moved him. After selling off the dairy herd and then the land fronting on the highway, failing at growing potatoes, screwing up a carpentry business and then a craft beer venture, Roy’s work history was a wee bit spotty. Growing up, Arlo used to envy kids whose parents had steady jobs. Part of what had propelled him into law school.

      “You know, sometimes I think about it,” Arlo said. “Maybe set up an inn and run a farm-to-table operation. Of course, you sold all that land on the highway. And I’ve got a life in New York.”

      “Buy the damn Castle,” Roy said. “I heard that idiot dentist wants to sell it. Anyway, think about it. This land’s been in the family a long time, and it ought to go to you, but if you don’t want it, we’ll sell it on the market. A boat’s not going to buy itself.”

      “If you don’t eat something, you’re not going anywhere,” Arlo said.

      “Beer has calories.”

      A car horn honked in the driveway—Arlo could see that Tucker and Maggie had returned. A hug for his mother, and for his father, a smile and a kiss.

      When the Escalade finished bouncing down the dirt road, and turned right onto Rt. 14, Arlo noticed two things: a “For Sale” sign in front of the Castle, and two guys passing by, slowly, in a Bimmer. They looked familiar—the muscled thug in the blue suit and his workout buddy in the black T-shirt. The Russians.
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      John Smith turned left off Rt. 14 and headed into Hardwick, keeping the Bimmer at or below the speed limit. Most guns were legal in Vermont, but the MP7 wrapped in a blanket in the trunk—that would be a problem. Smith parked in front of a pizza place and waited for the phone to buzz.

      “Garlic.” Jones was staring at the restaurant. “A lot of garlic. And pepperoni.”

      “You’ll stink all the way back to New York.”

      “I’m starving. I’ll go order.”

      “Shit!” Smith’s phone was buzzing with a call labeled “Boss.” Jones settled back down in
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