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			One

			“Okay. We’ve got a situation.”

			The slim, tanned deputy, of upright posture, had just hung up the phone and was addressing the room. “That was Sally, dispatch. There’s a hostage situation and gunshots. Kiowa Lake.”

			The half dozen fellow law enforcers, in tan slacks and dark green shirts, were essentially frozen in time, looking his way. Five men and one woman, ages mid-twenties to mid-forties. Four men were white. The other a light-skinned African American. The woman was indigenous.

			Their collective expression was one of surprise.

			The words hostage situation and gunshots were not uttered here very often, Colter Shaw supposed.

			He was sitting across the desk from the man who’d uttered them.

			Deputy Peter Ruskin—Shaw pegged him about thirty-five—continued, “One of those vacation houses. Renter said a guy pulls up in a car, wanders around the dock, talking to himself, then pulls a gun and breaks in.”

			“Type of weapon?” one deputy, about Ruskin’s age, heavier, asked. H. Garner. The law enforcers all wore name tags. Convenient.

			“Unknown. Renter gets into the bathroom, calls nine-one-one. Dispatch heard the door getting kicked in and a voice saying, ‘Get into the living room, sit down. Shut up.’ Phone went dead. Then neighbors called in and said they heard a shot. Wasn’t the hostage got hit, looks like. The taker was aiming out the window.”

			The Cimarron County Sheriff’s Department was functional, typical of dozens of public safety offices Shaw had been in. Small too. Their jurisdiction—in south central Kansas—was large geographically but not in population.

			“The renter say if he’d recognized him?”

			Ruskin said, “It’s a vacation house, Jerry.”

			J. Briscoe.

			“Oh, right. He’s from out of state.”

			“Injuries?” B. Harper asked. The woman. She was short of stature, with broad shoulders. Her stylish glasses bore a faintly blue tint.

			“No. Was shooting at a tree, seems. Sally called the sheriff. He’s on his way. Okay, let’s get to it.” Ruskin seemed to have some seniority over the others, even though he was in the middle of the years-on-earth bell curve. He looked over the cramped room. “George, Devon and E.J.’re on patrol. I’ll have dispatch get ’em over. I want some of you with me. Who here’s run a hostage case? Anybody?”

			The deputies regarded one another but said nothing.

			Colter Shaw said, “I have.”

		

	
		
			Two

			He’d come to Kansas pursuing a reward.

			Colter Shaw’s profession.

			A mother in a suburb of Topeka was offering $3K to locate her runaway daughter. The small amount—and the fact the young woman was nineteen—had generated little interest among rewards seekers. Kids who take off from home? Tracking them was usually more trouble than they were worth.

			Emma Cummings had come home from college, and a day or two later Mom had found some drugs in her jeans pocket. Not much, but enough to create a domestic explosion. The don’t-I-have-any-privacy side battling the I-was-only-doing-your-laundry-thank-you-very-much side. The next morning Emma had split, taking her backpack and computer.

			After several fretful days, Emma’s mom had scraped together what cash she could and posted the reward announcement on the internet. Shaw’s associates in Florida, who scanned the web regularly for offers, sent the info his way, knowing his soft spot for runaways. He’d piloted his Winnebago to Kansas and met with Mom.

			Shaw always approached domestics warily. Sometimes you could put the disappearance down to impulsive youth. Sometimes the kids ran for a reason, in which case Shaw chose not to continue or, upon finding the kid, went to the authorities. But in the Cummings household, he spotted no abuse, just an overly protective mother with a churchgoing, conservative background, shocked about a baggie in Emma’s Levi’s. For her part, it seemed, Emma had just broken up with her boyfriend the day she’d left for home. Bad moods all around would have been a factor, as were issues about her parents’ recent divorce, Shaw was sure.

			One aspect of the job was unique; the mother didn’t actually want him to report Emma’s location. He was to make a delivery. The business-sized envelope contained not only a letter but a lump. A charm or a necklace? Shaw wondered. A silly toy?

			She’d preempted his next question: “I trust you. Come back and tell me you’ve delivered it. I’ll give you the check.”

			His search had begun, interviewing Emma’s friends. It had gone smoothly up to a point. A lead sent him to Prescott, Kansas, thirty miles away, where one of Emma’s high school classmates lived. Emma had spent the night with her. The teen had been willing to talk to Shaw; she’d thought the mother-daughter fight was “stupid” and encouraged Emma to return home. But, no, she had continued southwest into the hinterland. The only clue: Emma was planning to stop at a renowned fried chicken place in Humble, Kansas. That was all she knew.

			So on to the curiously named burg, population eight thousand.

			Downtown Humble was exactly what one would expect: a diorama of 1950s Middle America. In late July, the streets had a dusty feel. Shaw had the chance to buy plenty of souvenirs bearing the town’s name, which he declined, to sample the Southern-fried chicken, which he indulged in. It was the best he’d ever eaten. The establishment was Ling Yu’s Chicken Shack, whose name initially seemed to require an explanation. Then Shaw reflected: But why? He ordered seconds.

			He displayed Emma’s picture to the owner and the servers. One waitress vaguely remembered the young woman, but couldn’t help with later destinations. She’d been quiet while she’d eaten, texting the entire time. It was moments like these that Shaw regretting not having a law enforcement agency behind him, and the magic bullet of a warrant to get his hands on texts.

			Where had she gone after Humble?

			The trail didn’t exactly end; it diverged: in the middle of the town was a roundabout with four roads branching off in different directions.

			Colter Shaw had a vast collection of Rand McNally maps, and as he ate he studied Kansas. Two of the routes would have taken Emma to even more remote parts of the state—and places beyond. A third was the paved version of the old Dodge City Turnpike—a covered wagon route. The last of them would have taken her directly to I-35. This latter would have been unfortunate from Shaw’s point of view, as it was a major north–south thoroughfare, from which she could access thousands of destinations from Mexico to Canada.

			So, Emma, Shaw thought, finishing the not-terrible coffee, which was it?

			Or had you turned around and headed back in the direction of home via the route on which you’d come after finishing Luncheon Special 2, half chicken, slaw and biscuit?

			He had then glanced out the window of the restaurant.

			Oh.

			There’s an idea.

			Shortly thereafter, Shaw was sitting in the Cimarron County Sheriff’s Department, a five-minute walk from Ling Yu’s. Deputy P. Ruskin was cautiously happy to hear him out.

			“The traffic cam, hmm?” the man asked.

			The “idea” had been viewing the video from a camera that looked down over the intersection.

			“Rewards?” asked another deputy. He had massive biceps and forearms, and his name tag read T. THORNTON. He was laughing. “Can’t be your job.”

			“It is.”

			“You make a living at it?”

			Of sorts.

			“I do.”

			He would hardly explain that rewards-seeking, for him, wasn’t exactly about the money. It was that a reward represented a puzzle that no one else had been able to solve. Growing up among the three Shaw siblings, Colter was known as the “restless one.” Restless in body, also restless in mind. Traveling around the country untying Gordian knots was the perfect vocation for him.

			“Not a bounty hunter, bond enforcement agent?” Ruskin asked.

			“Nope. Not a private investigator either. I’m not licensed.”

			“Would you be armed?”

			“There’re two handguns in my camper, yes. I have a conceal carry permit. It’s valid here.”

			No one in the room gave any reaction. You’d think police might be concerned about the number of citizens toting guns in pockets and hidden holsters. Not the case. What the cops knew was that in order to get a CCP, you needed to pass a comprehensive criminal and mental health background check.

			Ruskin seemed sympathetic, but rules, apparently, were not to be breached in Humble. “I’m sorry, sir. Can’t help you. Maybe if you contacted a law enforcement agency in Topeka, they could come to us. And we’d see what we could do.”

			Shaw sighed. Out the window, he could see the camera, lording over the intersection like a UFO. He was trying to think of some way to persuade Ruskin to help, when the deputy’s phone had rung.

			He answered and said, “Hey, Sal.” Then, frowning, he had a conversation.

			After he hung up, he looked over at the other deputies in the office, and said, “Okay. We’ve got a situation.”

		

	
		
			Three

			The car was speeding through cornfields.

			The stalks were adolescent at this time of year: several feet high, with leaves and husks bright green, the tassels shiny brown and white.

			Colter Shaw, in the passenger seat of the sheriff’s department cruiser, watched the endless blue sky of America’s breadbasket.

			The route was straight and flat, given the two-dimensional geography of this part of the state. Occasionally, and for no apparent reason, Deputy Peter Ruskin slowed to eighty. Maybe he knew of unofficial deer crossings.

			Ruskin and Shaw were in the lead; two more Chrysler police sedans trailed.

			“What’s this experience you’ve had, sir? Hostages?”

			“Two times now. A reward was offered for a runaway, like the job I’m on now.”

			“Only she hadn’t run away.”

			“Was a kidnapping. The perp made it look like she’d left on her own. I found them in a shack in the mountains.”

			“You track?” Ruskin asked.

			“I do. Called the state police but it was an hour before they could get there. I talked him into letting her go. He did and took off—not my job to arrest anyone. I got her home safe. He was picked up a few days later.

			“The other was a reward for an escaped prisoner. I found him hiding in a barn behind an abandoned house outside of Portland.”

			“Who was the hostage? He get somebody from the house?”

			“That’s what I assumed. Turned out to be a cow.”

			Ruskin laughed, then saw Shaw wasn’t joking.

			“And?”

			“Talked him out. All species were safe.”

			“Hmm.”

			Fifteen minutes into the drive, the geography and landscape changed to trees and houses, and the road began a gentle sidewind. Ruskin eased off the gas. Ahead, through growths of oak and maple Shaw could see the shimmer of water, blue and white. Kiowa Lake. He recalled it from his map. The body of water was big, around a thousand acres, and defined by complicated, rough edges. Natural, augmented by a dam.

			Ruskin’s radio crackled.

			“Fuck’s this about?” came a gruff voice. “Barricade in a lake house? Are there kids in there?”

			“We’ll be there in five, Sheriff,” Ruskin said. “I’ll know more then. How’s that situation in Farmington?”

			“Was nothing. Waste of time. I’m leaving now.”

			A faint frown crossed Ruskin’s brow; Shaw recalled that the dispatcher had said he’d left earlier.

			“What’s your ETA?” Ruskin asked.

			No answer.

			“Sheriff . . . Sheriff? You there?”

			The radio clattered once again but it wasn’t Ruskin’s boss. The dispatcher was reporting that the state police tactical and hostage negotiation teams were on their way but wouldn’t arrive for almost an hour.

			“Got it, Sally. Thanks.”

			To Shaw, Ruskin said, “Being out of the way has its disadvantages, time to time.” The deputy consulted his GPS. He followed the instructions and raced over shade-filled roads.

			He radioed, “This’s Pete. Who’s on-site?”

			“I’m in front of the place. It’s George.”

			Two other deputies reported that they were close.

			“Roger that.”

			Seeing the cruiser ahead, Ruskin slowed and pulled up behind it. George’s car was half on, half off the front lawn. The beefy deputy was crouched, taking cover on the driver’s side. He looked back as the others pulled up.

			All of this was happening in a house typical of the lake houses here. Looked to be about three bedrooms, two story. Give it eighteen hundred square feet. Grass and bushes in the front, parking area to the right side. A battered green Camry with Kansas tags sat within it at an oblique angle. The driver’s door was open.

			Behind the house was a dock stretching into the still lake beyond.

			Ruskin said to Shaw, “I intend not to do anything until the sheriff and the state boys get here. Just contain everything and keep him from hurting anybody. I might need your advice if things get active, if you know what I mean. Unless that happens, I’ll ask you to stay out of harm’s way.”

			“My plan too.”

			The deputies from the other cars approached slowly, crouching. The woman, Harper, carried a shotgun. Shaw guessed she wasn’t involved in many physical takedowns; less her short stature than the hoop earrings told him this. They’d be easy for a perp to rip out in a scuffle. She did, however, seem completely comfortable with the short barrel Savage in her hands.

			Ruskin looked around. He sent one deputy, Jerry, to clear the houses across the street.

			“Circle way ’round. Don’t present a target.”

			“Sure, Pete.”

			“And get upstairs in one of the houses. I want eyes inside if you can.”

			The deputy jogged off.

			“And keep your head down!”

			Shaw asked George, “Whose car?” Nodding at the Camry.

			“Ed Whitestone’s.”

			Garner said, “Ed? I know him.” A frown. “Owns a farm near the interstate. Never been in trouble that I heard of. Might’ve been stolen.”

			Ruskin said, “Bets, get back in the cruiser, go the long way ’round and seal off the street.”

			The woman jogged back to the car and sped off.

			Squinting, Ruskin rose and jockeyed around George’s car, trying to get a view. Shaw—not exactly out of harm’s way—was watching the windows. Not seeing movement.

			Then the crack of a pistol shot rolled through the quiet street. The taker was shooting from a ground floor window toward, but not directly at, the cars. A blue recycling bin, on wheels, shuddered under the impact.

			The crouching deputies crouched farther.

			A man’s voice called, “Don’t you assholes try anything!”

			Two other squad cars pulled into the street and stopped, well back. The two deputies, young white men with crew cuts, climbed out and jogged forward, keeping low.

			They eyed both the house and, with curiosity, Shaw.

			Ruskin deployed them, and they jogged to trees nearby and took cover.

			The man’s hands clenched and unclenched. He looked around uncertainly. He said to Shaw, “Any thoughts, sir?”

			“First, I’d secure the site better. That deputy you sent up the street? Make sure she can get a view behind the house. They could get out the back and into a boat.”

			Ruskin called Harper and relayed the instructions.

			Shaw continued, “And I’d say even if he fires our way, don’t return. We don’t know where the hostage is. If he comes out shooting, alone, that’s a different story. I’ll leave that up to your rules of engagement.”

			A brief, humorless laugh from Ruskin. That phrase probably did not appear in the Cimarron County Sheriff’s Department handbook.

			The deputy gave these orders to the others.

			Another mad shout from the window. The law enforcers’ heads lowered. There were no more gunshots.

			Ruskin looked toward the house. Shaw knew what was in the man’s heart. He wanted to act, to do something . . . He caught Shaw’s gaze—and understood the tacit question. He nodded.

			Shaw said, “This is bare bones.”

			“That’s okay. Go ahead.”

			“It’s called the staircase approach—the FBI’s strategy with hostage taking.”

			Shaw’s friend and occasional mountain-climbing companion, Tom Pepper, was a former FBI special agent. He’d coached Shaw in these skills.

			“First, establish communication. Call back on the hostage’s phone. See if he picks up. If it’s the hostage, find out if he’s all right, who exactly is in there. If the taker’s nowhere near, see if he can get out a window. If he’s not, have him give the taker the phone.

			“Introduce yourself. Not ‘deputy.’ Just your name. He’ll know you’re official. But you don’t want to make it sound that you’re asserting authority over him. Then just talk a little. How’s he doing? Is he hurt? What’s going on? Listen to him. Respond to what he says—doesn’t matter how odd or troubling. That’s called active listening. Find out where his mind is, what he wants. You’re one hundred percent sympathetic. If there’s silence, don’t jump in. Let him fill it. This is all about him. Don’t disagree.”

			Ruskin and the two deputies nearby, Garner and T. Thornton, a grizzled former soldier, it was easy to see, were paying attention.

			“So. Step one, listen. Step two, empathize. He may want to kill every immigrant in the country. He may hate Jews, hate his family, the president, spacemen from Mars. It may sound crazy or repulsive to you, but you put your feelings aside and appreciate his. Everything he says is valid.

			“Three. You use the empathy to establish rapport. Make him feel that you really get him. Don’t say, ‘Sure, that’s a good idea,’ or he’ll see it as manipulation. Tell him that you understand what he’s saying . . . and what he’s feeling. You’re sorry it’s upsetting him.

			“Four, you influence him. Put the rapport to use. Very subtle. Maybe get him to accept some food and drink—whatever he really likes, though no alcohol. See if there’s somebody he’d like to talk to. Never try to get him to do anything he doesn’t want, but if you see a chance to guide him in a direction you think he might be inclined to go, then do it. Positive reinforcement.

			“Finally, try to change his behavior—that’s the big one. Getting him to surrender. You don’t do it by saying he’s wrong. Tell him that it’ll be for his own good. It’s the best way to get him to pursue his vision—whatever that is.

			“One more thing: use the first name of the hostage a lot. It humanizes them. Makes the taker reluctant to kill.”

			“Lot to think on,” Ruskin said.

			“It is . . . But you look like you’ve got it.”

			The deputy inhaled.

			“A radio call came in.”

			“Pete. Jerry.”

			The officer who’d cleared the houses across the street.

			“Go ahead.”

			“Everybody over here’s safe. A couple let me upstairs. I can see through windows of the rental. Curtains partly drawn but I got a white male, late forties. Handgun, revolver, I think. He’s pacing. Seems to be talking to somebody else. Can’t see him.”

			Another call.

			“Pete, it’s Sally. I checked with the broker. Rented to a Richard Lansing. From New York. A weeklong rental, starting a couple days ago. Fishing package. Paying extra for the boat and tackle.”

			“How many people?”

			“Broker said two.”

			“Roger. Where’s the sheriff?”

			“ETA probably half hour, State tac team, forty minutes.”

			“’K.”

			Ruskin glanced at Shaw, who nodded. Meaning: go on.

			The deputy asked Sally for the number of the phone the hostage had called 911 on. She gave it to him twice. He memorized it.

			Ruskin stared at the house, unmoving, like a pitcher sizing up a batter. Then he tapped in the number and hit speaker.

			Two rings, three.

			“Who’s this?”

			“Hey there. My name’s Pete. Can I ask who this is?”

			“You don’t know that from my car? You couldn’t read the license plate?”

			“Might’ve been stolen or borrowed.”

			“Ed Whitestone.”

			Never been in trouble . . .

			Ruskin said, “I think I know you.”

			Whitestone didn’t respond.

			The deputy was about to speak. Shaw shook his head.

			Don’t fill the silence . . .

			The taker said, “No, you don’t know me. Nobody knows me. Nobody understands. And you don’t give a shit.”

			Shaw gestured his okay.

			Ruskin said, “I do care, Ed. I want to hear what you have to say. Really. We’ve got a situation here and I want to know what you’re about. So we can work something out. We don’t want anybody to get hurt. That’s the last thing we want, right?”

			Silence.

			“How’s a man supposed to live, how’s a man supposed to care for his family?”

			“You having a hard time now, Ed?”

			“Hard time? You don’t know what hard times is. All this economy crap doesn’t affect you. Me? Nobody buying my crops! I got surplus rotting. But do I have to pay the mortgage, do I have to pay the taxes? Hell, yes, I do.”

			“I was reading about that, Ed. What’s happening to the farms. It’s terrible, man. Totally unfair.”

			Shaw nodded. He was doing a good job.

			Again. Nothing for a moment.

			“If I sell the land, then what’m I going to do? What kind of job could I get?”

			“That’s tough, Ed. Damn. Hey, you need water, food or anything?”

			No answer.

			“Anything else? Want you to be comfortable, Ed. I mean it.”

			“Do you really?” the taker said sarcastically.

			Ruskin said firmly, “I do.” Then: “I know there’s somebody in there with you. Richard, I think. How’s he doing?”

			“Fat cat from New York? He’s doing just fine, but fuck the rest of us.”

			“I hear you. You mind if I talk to Richard?”

			A debate.

			“You’re not going to fuck me over, are you, Pete?”

			“Oh, no way, Ed. Really. Just my job to make sure everybody’s okay. You and Richard.”

			A long pause.

			Then a different male voice came over the phone. Timid. “Yes?”

			“Who’s this? Richard?”

			“Yes.”

			“I’m Deputy Ruskin with the sheriff’s department.”

			“My buddy, that I’m here with? He’s out, buying beer and some food.”

			“We’ll look out for him. We’ve got the street covered. You okay?”

			“Yeah. Sorta.”

			“Anybody else in the house?”

			“No. I—”

			Ed’s voice raged, “Enough of that. Gimme.” Then the taker was speaking directly into the phone: “I think you’re trying to fuck with me, Pete.”

			“No, sir, never.”

			“I could hear you, you know? Asking how many people’re in here. You going to try something.”

			“No, Ed. I promise. I really do. I’m just trying to do the best I can to see what you’re up against.”

			Shaw whispered, “We should get Ed’s family here.’

			The deputy nodded. “Ed, how’d you like your wife to come out? Can we call her?”

			Garner whispered, “Daughter. Twelve.”

			“And your daughter. She’s about in middle school now, isn’t she?”

			Ed seemed to be muttering to himself.

			“Ed, your family?”

			A hollow voice. “They left me. They couldn’t take it. She’s flied off to be with her momma in Boise. This morning. She took Sandy too. That’s how loyalty is, right?”

			“Oh, man. On top of everything else. I’m sorry.”

			Ruskin mouthed to Garner, “Call her.”

			Garner stepped aside, unholstering his phone.

			“Listen, Ed, what do you think we could do for you?”

			Shaw nodded his approval.

			Garner held up the phone and shook his head. He mouthed, “Right to voice mail.”

			“You can’t do shit for me, Pete. But there’s somebody who can.”

			“Who’d that be?”

			A pause again. Then Ed said harshly, “Who do you think?”

			“I don’t know, Ed. Tell me. I want to know.”

			“A fucking banker, who else? They’re forgiving all those student loans. Why should farmers be treated worse than punk kids?”

			“That’s a good question, Ed.”

			“I want somebody from my bank here. They can forgive my debt. I worked hard all my life. Not like those fucking students, learning shit that’s useless. And they get their loans forgave? It’s not fair . . . You want a clue what the problem is? Do you?”

			“Sure, Ed. I want to know. What’s the clue?”

			“It’s this saying us farmers have. You want to hear it?”

			“I do, Ed.”

			“It’s ‘Happiness eludes land-working people.’ Me and my family . . . we don’t deserve being treated like this.” He repeated the line solemnly: “‘Happiness eludes land-working people.’” Then he said, “You ever hear that?”

			“No, Ed, I didn’t. But I want to hear more about your situation. See what we can do.”

			He fell silent. They could hear indiscernible muttering.

			“Ed? Tell me some more—”

			“I don’t want to tell you anything more,” was the snide response. “I want a First Union Trust vice president here in a half hour. If not, this prick dies.”

			The phone went silent.

		

	
		
			Four

			The Lexus, late model, sparkling white, skidded to a stop behind Ruskin’s squad car. Two deputies stepped out of its way, fast.

			The driver was big—tall and round and broad—and sported a gunslinger mustache. He hair was thick, salt and pepper. A small scar crescented his right cheek. His uniform was the same as the others: tan slacks and dark green shirt. There was one accessory variation, though. He wore a shiny round badge bearing SHERIFF. It was gold and matched the half-pound Rolex on his wrist. His name plate reported: R. DOBBINS.

			The younger deputies glanced his way with a particular look in their eyes. It bordered on evasive. Scared.

			The man strode forward to Ruskin and crouched behind the cruiser. He did so stiffly. Shaw put his age at early fifties.

			“Sheriff. Let me tell you where we are. Ed Whitestone—”

			“Yeah, I know him. Got that farm. Why’s he doing this? Not like him.”

			“It’s like he snapped. Money problems and his wife and daughter left this morning.”

			“Left like in a shopping trip, or left like in left him?”

			“Him. Went to her mother’s.”

			“You call ’em?”

			Garner said, “I did, Sheriff. Went to voice mail. Ed’s gotta be pretty gone. Man’s a good Christian and he’s using words I don’t think he’s ever said before.”

			“Hostages?”

			“Couple of guys on a fishing trip. Only one of ’em’s in the house. He—”

			The sheriff waved him silent. “Who’s that?”

			“Name is Colter . . . wait, right?”

			A nod.

			“Colter Shaw. He was in town looking for a runaway from Topeka. He’s had—”

			“You law?”

			“No, private.”

			“You can’t be at the scene.”

			“Mr. Shaw was helping us. He’s been involved in hostage takings before.”

			Dobbins had squinty eyes. “So you were law.” Suggesting Shaw had been lying.

			“No.” He explained briefly about the rewards.

			Dobbins grunted, trying to fathom his career.

			“He was helpful, Sheriff,” Ruskin said. “Some negotiation things.”

			“Things.” Like he was spitting.

			This was yet another reminder of why Shaw liked his freelance work. As the son of a survivalist, he’d spent much time by himself in the wilderness around his family’s spread near the Sierra Nevada foothills. He’d settled into his rewards-seeking profession because he was beholden to no one. A reward is a unilateral contract; you’re not obligated to find the missing person or the escaped prisoner. You can walk away at any time.

			“Better you clear out. Liability.”

			“He doesn’t have a car, Sheriff.”

			Dobbins cocked his head, as he peered at Ruskin. “Oh. You let him drive to a scene with you? Secured in the back of your vehicle?”

			“Umm. No, Sheriff.”

			The man rolled his eyes. “Get up the street,” he said impatiently to Shaw. “Now.”

			Shaw walked a half block up the shoulder—no sidewalks in this neighborhood—and then circled back into the lake house’s parking lot. This side was solid clapboard, no windows. He got as close as he could to Ruskin, Garner and Sheriff Dobbins without being seen. Shaw crouched and peered through a thick stand of camellia bushes, dark green leaves, lovely red flowers. He had a good view of the law enforcers. Ruskin was saying, “ . . . no, not at anything in particular. The yard and the trash bin.”

			The sheriff studied the house. “When’re the state boys going to get here?”

			“’Bout thirty, thirty-five minutes, I make it.”

			Dobbins grumbled, “You got anybody in that house there, across the street? Or the one next door?”

			“Yessir. It’s Jerry. He’s got eyes inside.”

			“If he’s got eyes inside he can get a slug inside. Boy’s a good shot. Been hunting with him. You have too. You gave him a long gun, didn’t you?”

			Ruskin didn’t answer right away. “Sheriff, I think we’re a ways from shooting. We just started talking, Ed and me. He’s upset, that’s the truth. But he’s not targeting people. And we’re talking. He’s responding.”

			“Responding.”

			The word was a sneer.

			“Did he threaten to kill the hostage?”

			“He . . . yes.”

			“George?”

			“Sheriff?”

			“There’s a Winchester in my trunk. Get it up to Jerry.” The sheriff popped the trunk lid remotely. “You scratch that stock, I’ll have your hide.”

			“Yessir, Sheriff. I’ll be careful.”

			The deputy scurried to the car.

			Ruskin inhaled long. “All respect, Sheriff, we’ve got a dialogue going.”

			“Oh? What’s he want?”

			“Bank to forgive his loans.”

			“Who the fuck doesn’t? George! What’re you doing? Hustle, like you never did with the Tigers.”

			“I scored four times in a single game, Sheriff.”

			“Move!”

			The young deputy got the rifle out of the trunk carefully and unbagged it. It was a no-nonsense hunting gun. No blade sight at the muzzle. The Nikon telescopic sight was all that would direct the bullet to its target but it would do so with perfect efficiency.

			The sheriff sighed. “Don’t forget the important part.”

			The officer stared blankly at his boss.

			“Ammunition, son. Bullets. Rounds. Slugs. I have to think of everything here?”

			“Oh. Sure.” George grabbed several boxes, then hustled along the same safe route as Jerry had used to shoo the neighbors off to safety.

			The sheriff nodded toward Pete’s phone. “You got his number in there?”

			“Not his. The hostage’s.”

			Dobbins took the unit and hit REDIAL.

			Ed answered. “Is the banker here?” The phone was on speaker.

			“The bank isn’t coming, Ed. This’s Sheriff Dobbins. Listen here: I don’t negotiate.”

			“But he said, Pete said—”

			“Quiet up, Ed. Whatever was said before was different from what’s going on now.”

			Even from a distance, Shaw could see Ruskin’s lips tighten.

			“And what’s going on now is you set down that gun of yours and come outside with your hands way up in the sky.”

			The man’s voice was suddenly desperate: “I want my banker.”

			“No banker.”

			Ed said, “Then Richard’ll die.”

			“Then you will too.”

			“Aren’t you getting a clue by now? I don’t care.”

			“All the more reason for you to be dead.”

			The sheriff tossed the unit back to Ruskin.

			“Sheriff, look—”

			Dobbins cut his deputy off. He gripped his Motorola mic/speaker. “Jerry, you got that Winchester yet?”

			“Yeah, Sheriff,” was the staticky reply. “I’m chambered.”

			“You see a target?”

			“Off and on. He’s pacing a lot.”

			“Standby.”

			“Roger.”

			Ruskin’s face approached disgust.

			Shaw stepped away from the tall bushes and walked into the parking area, avoiding the tire-track-laced mud and a large bed of trash. Raccoons, maybe a bear, had been into the trash. Shaw recalled that the renters were from New York, probably the city, since it hadn’t occurred to them to bungee the trashcan lids.

			In the back of the house he noted a dock stretching thirty feet into the smooth lake. A ten-foot outboard motor boat sat covered, winched out of the water. Shaw wasn’t much of a boater. His experience with bodies of water while growing up tended to involve getting thrown into icy water by his father, climbing out and fighting hypothermia.

			Shaw removed a notebook from his jacket pocket and penned a note. He ripped the page out and walked to the line of squad cars in a wide circle, to avoid being seen by the sheriff. He stepped up to the woman deputy, the one with the accessories, each elegant in its own way: the earrings and the shotgun.

			“I ask a favor?”

			“Can’t give you a ride.”

			“No. Pete Ruskin was doing a good job negotiating. I’ve got a few more tips. Could you get him this?” He held up the folded paper. “And maybe keep it quiet? The sheriff’s not too kindly disposed toward me.”

			“Not just you. He’s sort of that way most of the time.”

			“You have a problem delivering it?”

			“No problem at all.”

		

	
		
			Five

			“I’m not armed.”

			Standing in the doorway leading from the kitchen to the living room of the vacation house, Colter Shaw was holding his jacket tails up, revealing his waistband.

			Ed spun around. “Who’re you?”

			The hostage stared, maybe even more shocked than the man with the gun.

			“It’s all right,” Shaw said. He turned to show his back, then completed the circuit and released the sport coat tails. He kept his hands raised.

			Ed was in his late forties, balding and well-tanned, as farmers in the month of July will be. He was in jeans and a blue work shirt, his boots were scuffed beyond polishing but in sturdy repair. “Who?” he repeated in a whisper.

			“I was in town talking to the sheriff’s department on other business. I heard about what was going on. I want to help.”

			Ed looked past Shaw, into the kitchen.

			“You locked the door but not the window. And you should put that chair under the doorknob. It works well on cork floors.”

			“You’re a fucking undercover cop.”

			“No. Just a civilian.”

			“Mister . . . What’re you doing?” Richard was compact, dark complexioned and seemed muscular beneath his jeans and untucked tan, Tommy Bahama short-sleeved shirt. His head was crowned with curly dark red hair.

			Shaw ignored him for the time being. “Ed, my name’s Colter Shaw. My job’s being a . . . troubleshooter, you could say. Finding missing persons, things like that.”

			“Sit the hell down and shut up. You’re a fool!” Ed had wild eyes. Red. The gun he was holding was an old revolver, a long-barreled model, probably a .38, like cops in dated movies used to carry. The cylinder held six rounds and Shaw knew at least two slugs had been fired.

			Of course there was always reloading.

			Shaw sat beside Richard. “There’s a sheriff outside who’s inclined to start shooting.”

			“Him, the one who called? I hate him!”

			“He’s looking for any excuse. If it comes to that, both of you could get hurt. So stay away from the windows and don’t act in any way threatening. And stop firing out the window.”

			“You! Keep your hands where I can see them.”

			“I’ll do that. And, Ed: I heard what you said about the happiness of land-workers. I get it.”

			For a moment, the man’s eyes softened.

			Shaw continued, “I grew up in California. My parents had a spread and there were always tax issues.”

			“Really, man,” Richard said. “You shouldn’t’ve done this.”

			“The state police’ll be here soon. Their negotiators’ll take over. The sheriff’s a hothead, but we’ll get it worked out. Now, Ed, I’ve got a proposition. I want to take Richard’s place. Let him go. I’ll stay.”

			Ed looked at Richard, who said angrily, “Nobody needs to take care of me.”

			“I told you, I do this sort of work for a living.” Shaw looked casually over the room, assessing weapons. A baseball bat in the corner. Probably kitchen knives. “Is that okay, Ed? I want you to be okay with it.”

			He was flustered. “No, I’m not okay with it. Forget it. Is a banker on the way?”

			“Let’s not worry about the banker right now . . . If you listen to me, Ed, everything’s going to be fine. Okay?”

			The farmer nodded slowly.

			Shaw turned to Richard. “Just hang in there.”

			“Jesus, mister,” he whispered, “you are, plain and simple, crazy.”

		

	
		
			Six

			As he surveyed the living room of the lake house once more, Shaw reflected that he’d heard that before.

			You did what? You’re crazy, Colter . . .

			A few years ago, a woman he’d been dating offered her assessment of his decision to rappel down a three-hundred-foot cliff in the dead of night. Windy too.

			Not like he was asking her to join him. The descent had been the day before what had turned out to be their last date.

			Crazy . . .

			For him, the rappel had been a lark; he was bored, that was all. There’s a curious paradox about people who live by a code of survival. The entire concept is about, obviously, staying alive. But that truism misses a key to practitioners: you can never really live unless you confront some danger you must survive.

			Richard’s phone rang again.

			“Don’t go near the window,” Shaw reminded. “He might be trying to draw you into position.”

			Ed looked at the iPhone. He hit ANSWER. “You have my banker? I’m not—”

			“Fuck your banker,” Dobbins shouted.

			The phone was not on speaker, but Shaw could hear it from across the room.

			“I want Shaw,” Dobbins belted. “I want him now.”

			Ed seemed paralyzed. But the gun remained pointed halfway between Richard and Shaw.

			Shaw said, “Tell him I’ll talk to Ruskin. Only him.”

			“He said—”

			Sheriff Dobbins raged, “I heard and he’s not getting to pick and choose who he talks to. Put him on.”

			Shaw said to Ed, “All right.” He held his hand out for the phone.

			Ed shook his head, as if worried Shaw would jump him. Shaw pointed to a table. “Leave the phone there.”

			The farmer set the mobile down and backed away, staying clear of windows. “Hands where I can see them.”

			Shaw complied and he rose slowly. The gun wasn’t pointed directly at him but the hammer was cocked back to single action. The trigger would have an easy pull. A lot of accidents happen when you walk around with a cocked pistol.

			Shaw picked up the phone.

			“Yes?”

			“The fuck do you think you’re doing?”

			“I’ve done this before, Sheriff. There’s no need for tactical at this point. Ed’s being reasonable.”

			The sheriff growled, “You are going to jail for this. If you even fucking survive. Now I’ve got two hostages to deal with. Thank you very fucking much. It’ll be a cold day in hell before the prosecutor gives you a break, I’ll see to that.”

			“When the troopers get here, we’ll talk. Until then? No.”

			“You son of a—”

			Shaw disconnected.

			He casually handed the phone back to Ed—a natural gesture—and the farmer reached for it instinctively. Then stopped. In the space of one second, Shaw tossed aside the phone and launched himself into Ed, grabbing his gun wrist and driving him into the small parlor off the living room. Rolling on the floor, they grappled and punched and struggled for control of the gun.

			The muzzle swung first toward one then the other.

			It was as Shaw was struggling to get footing on the gamy, department store oriental carpet, that Ed rolled sideways fast and, hand still on the Colt, the gun went off with a stunning roar.

			

			•   •   •

			Shaw left Ed’s limp form in the parlor and breathing hard, walked into the living room.

			The phone was ringing once more, and Dobbins’s voice clattered through the air, via his car’s loudspeaker. “What’s going on? Shaw? Somebody tell me.”

			“You all right?” Richard asked. He was on his feet.

			Shaw nodded, his face revealing dismay. “Didn’t want that to happen. He should’ve just given up.”

			“Is he . . .”

			“Dead,” Shaw said matter-of-factly. He looked around for the ringing phone. “Where’d it fall?”

			“Under the couch.” Richard pointed.

			Shaw set the pistol on the coffee table and walked across the room to find it.

			As he crouched, Richard said, “Shaw.”

			He looked up.

			The man had tugged on blue latex gloves. He’d picked up the Colt and was pointing the weapon at Shaw’s chest. He pulled the trigger.

		

	
		
			Seven

			The EMTs were walking quickly along the mulchy front walk to the lake house.

			The technicians, a man and a woman, were in their early thirties, stocky and strong. They wore bulky uniforms, decorated with gear sprouting from many pockets. Both bore tattoos, his on the neck, hers on the back of the hand. His a rock group logo, hers a butterfly wearing sunglasses.

			Inside they hurried to the person lying motionless on the floor of the living room. They crouched and did what all EMTs do.

			First, clear an airway.

			Not really necessary in this case, given the nature of these injuries. But they’d been trained to follow protocol, and so they did.

			Sheriff Dobbins strode up to the pair. “Gonna be all right?”

			“We’ll let you know, Sheriff,” Butterfly Lady said.

			“You can’t tell?” Delivered gutturally, as one impatient word.

			“We’ll let you know,” her male partner added, listening to the heart.

			Sheriff Dobbins stepped away and muttered to the person on his right, “Just asked a question. What’s the problem with a civil answer?”

			Colter Shaw, also looking down at the choreography of the medical techs, said nothing. Ruskin joined them and glanced down at the supine man, the one who’d been claiming to be Richard Lansing. “How is he?”

			Dobbins growled, “Don’t know. And don’t you ask. You’ll get your head chewed off.”

			Both Rock Star and Butterfly were impervious.

			Shaw’s blows had been delivered fast and hard, but he didn’t think the man had been too badly hurt. When Richard had pulled the trigger, the hammer had landed on an empty cylinder. He’d understood instantly that he’d been gamed and that Shaw had emptied the gun in the parlor as he’d stood over Ed.

			Shaw had been about to call Dobbins and Ruskin and invite them in for the arrest, when Richard had dropped the Colt and reached for his back waistband.

			Shaw hadn’t counted on a second weapon. He’d lunged forward and driven an open palm into Richard’s jaw. Then he’d turned to the side, ready to slam his elbow into the solar plexus. But the coup de grace was unnecessary. Richard had dropped straight to the floor, a bag of rocks. Collecting and unloading the gun—a baby Glock—Shaw had looked over the man’s shallowly breathing body with amusement. He didn’t think in his decade as a reward seeker he’d ever knocked anybody out.

			Dobbins said, “Clocked him pretty damn good.”

			“Well, reaching for a gun has consequences.”

			“Granted that.”

			Ed Whitestone stood in the corner of the living room, no longer portraying the accidental victim of Colter Shaw’s roughhousing—the shot had gone into the floor. The farmer was on the phone. He finished his conversation, then joined the other men.

			“God bless you, sir,” he said, voice cracking. Then he threw his arms around a startled Colter Shaw and began to sob.

		

	
		
			Eight

			Richard’s real last name was Quinn.

			Yes, he’d driven here from New York but there the facts ended. He’d done time for armed robbery, at juvenile. He’d racked up some drug time over the years and, more recently, at the advanced age of thirty-four, was on the NYPD’s and the FBI’s radar for his involvement with an East Coast crew.

			The buddy he’d come to Humble with probably wasn’t much of a fisherman. He was one Terry McNab, a resident of Brooklyn and an enforcer for the same outfit.

			For reasons yet to be discovered, it seemed that the pair rented the lake house here to stage a fake kidnapping. Well, Shaw reflected, it was more a reverse kidnapping. They’d picked a family at random, the Whitestones, and broken into their house.

			McNab stayed with the wife and daughter while Quinn and Ed drove to the lake house, where he was to play the role of a disgruntled farmer who’d taken Quinn—as Richard Lansing—hostage. The man was to do exactly what Quinn said. If he deviated, McNab would torture his wife and daughter.

			Earlier, a series of events and observations had led Shaw to conclude that something akin to this was unfolding. The note he’d written to Ruskin had nothing to do with hostage negotiation. It read:

			
				You’re being scammed. Richard is the taker and Ed is the hostage. Get officers to Ed’s house ASAP. Associate of Richard’s is there, holding wife and daughter as leverage over Ed. No idea why.

				I’ll go inside lake house. As soon as the family is safe, call me. Use phrase “cold day in hell,” and I’ll take it from there.

				Why I’m writing this to you—don’t trust sheriff. Too eager to shoot. And Lexus and Rolex? On sheriff’s salary? Is he in on it?

			

			Now, Quinn had been revived, cuffed and stashed in the back of Ruskin’s squad car.

			The deputy, the sheriff and Shaw were on the front lawn. The sheriff said, “So, didn’t trust me?”

			There was only one answer: “No.”

			Ruskin cleared his throat and said, “Sheriff Dobbins’s what you might call well-off. Independently. He doesn’t even need to work. Puts in long hours and—”

			“Give it a rest, Deputy.”

			The fact that the sheriff had given him the code words about a cold day in hell reassured Shaw that Ruskin was comfortable with Dobbins.

			Then to Shaw, “How’d you figure it out?”

			“We’ll get to that. No time now.” His eyes were on Richard Quinn in the back of Ruskin’s squad car. The sun made his red ringlets glow an impressive crimson.

			“What’s the rush?”

			“Something’s going on.” Shaw looked away from the car. “The whole point of this—”

			Ruskin snapped his fingers. “—was to get the whole dang sheriff’s department here. To keep us out of the way of another thing going down in the county.”

			Shaw said, “I think so.”

			“But what?” Dobbins muttered. “Robbery? You’ve got your well-off folks in the county, but nobody spectacular. There’re banks, jewelry stores, like everywhere. No score at any of ’em’re worth risking your life for. We’re a death penalty state.”

			Ruskin said, “Cimarron County’s mostly a place you drive through.”

			Shaw said, “That’s it. You have got something valuable here. The interstate.”

			The sheriff barked a laugh. “That pair was keeping us busy while some other boys in their crew ’jacked a shipment headed north.”

			“Drugs.” Shaw and Ruskin said simultaneously.

			Interstate 35 led straight from Mexico into the heartland.

			Nodding, Dobbins said, “They’ve probably called it off—if they haven’t heard from Quinn or McNab by now.”

			“Possible,” Shaw said, “but you can’t count on it. Quinn might’ve given them the go-ahead once he and Ed were inside and everybody from your department showed up here. Thinking you were monitoring their phones. We need the details of the plan.”

			Dobbins’s head swiveled toward the car containing Quinn. “’Kay,” he said in a slow voice. “I’ll find out.” He started toward the car.

			“Sheriff, you want some interrogation help,” Ruskin asked. “Maybe Mr. Shaw here—”

			“Naw,” the big man replied, lifting a hand as he walked away. “I’m good.”

		

	
		
			Nine

			Near sunset, they were in Dobbins’s office: Shaw, Ruskin and the sheriff.

			Drinking Budweisers, all three of them. Shaw didn’t know the rules regarding alcohol on government property in Cimarron County. Maybe okay or maybe not. In any event, here they were.

			The sheriff’s conversation with Richard Quinn had been brief. Well, more of a monologue than a chat. To the effect: If anyone dies when your asshole crew shoots up the transport truck on the interstate, it’ll be like you pulled the trigger. And if any innocents get hurt, the best defense attorneys in the state aren’t going to save you from a lethal injection.

			But, provide the particulars and Dobbins would go to the DA and recommend a reduced and maybe witness protection after. Quinn had handed over the whole crew—including McNab.

			Shaw suspected that Sheriff Dobbins ginned up a whole lot of cooperation this way.

			The county deputies and state police intercepted a box truck filled with a hundred tidy packages of opioids and cocaine; the Texans inside, connected to a Chihuahua cartel, went down in the bust, not a shot fired. Quinn’s Brooklyn crew—the would-be hijackers—had indeed gotten spooked when he didn’t pick up the phone in the lake house. They’d fled just over the Missouri border, where they too were picked up.

			The sheriff pointed with a bottle. “Now, Shaw, ’fess up. How’dya figure it out?” The rich, grumpy sheriff apparently considered it a sign of affection to call you by your last name.

			“Ed told us himself.”

			A sip and a grunt. Meaning: explain.

			“You didn’t hear it, Sheriff. But Ed said there was a clue to his troubles. Used the word clue a couple of times. He said, ‘Happiness eludes land-working people.’ And after that was the phrase ‘me and my family.’”

			“No, I didn’t hear it then and I don’t get it now. So what?” One beer vanished. Another was opened.

			Ruskin laughed. “Sure. The first letters: H, happiness. Then E, then L, then P. Damn. ‘Help me and my family.’”

			“Jesus Lord. What is he, one of those sudoku players?”

			“That’s numbers, Sheriff.”

			“I know it’s goddamn numbers.” Now the bottle poked Ruskin’s way. “You missed that, boy.”

			“My first hostage taking, Sheriff. Wasn’t really thinking ’bout word games.”

			Shaw said, “I doubted there was any way it could be a coincidence, that phrase. But there were some other things too: three other tracks of vehicles in the parking area in the past day. The mud, you could see it. One was heavy, a van. And two sedans. Maybe nothing, just seemed curious to me. Why all the visitors, if they’d really been a couple of guys from New York?

			“Then, animals’d gotten into the trash. There was at least two days’ worth. But Lansing and McNab hadn’t used the boat. It was still covered. Why come to a lake house, pay for a boat to fish and not use it?”

			Ruskin said, “Bet they were going to use it, though. To dump the bodies of Ed and his family in the lake.”

			“My thinking,” Shaw said. “And then there was the question: If Ed’d really snapped, why would he drive seven miles to a house on the lake to ask for a banker? Why not go to his bank? And did you notice all those pauses when he was speaking? Quinn was coaching him about what to say to us. Nothing added up, so I figured I had to go inside and see what was what.”

			In his job as a reward seeker—in fact, in his life—he assessed decisions as his father, the survivalist, had taught him: assign percentage likelihood to each option, and always choose the most logical approach. In this case, he’d figured that it was, as he’d told Ruskin, a ninety percent probability that Ed was innocent. Of course, that left a potentially disastrous ten percent. Still, sometimes you just have to rappel down cliffs on dark windy nights.

			Just because.

			Sheriff gave a gruff laugh. “Hey, Shaw, you want a job here, you got one.”

			“Think I’ll pass.” A moment later: “But I do have a favor . . .”

			

			•   •   •

			Ten minutes later, Shaw was in a small room off the main office of the Cimarron County Sheriff’s Department. He was sitting beside Peter Ruskin as the deputy was scrolling through videos. The images were the various angles from the traffic cam hovering over the five-way intersection where Shaw had lost the trail of Emma Cummings.

			“There,” Shaw said. “That’s her at the light. The orange Dodge.”

			“Damn. Girl drives a Charger, and I know that model. It’s got some horses under the bonnet.”

			Red went to green and Emma angled to the right onto Old Highway 47.

			“Anything Native American that way? Reservations?”

			“Matter of fact, yeah. A small reservation. Museum or two. Casino, of course. ’Bout fifteen miles up the highway.”

			“Okay. Thanks, Deputy.”

			Twenty minutes after that, Shaw was in the Winnebago, an aromatic bag of Ling Yu’s fried chicken on the passenger seat. He was driving along the route Emma had taken. Was she fifteen miles ahead or fifteen hundred?

			In Shaw’s pocket was the envelope that her mother wanted him to deliver. He was, naturally, curious what it contained. A letter of apology? A diatribe casting her from the family? And what was the small object inside?

			In the reward-seeking business, Shaw frequently told himself, stay at arm’s length. Someone made an offer and he pursued it. If he was successful, he moved on.

			Never get involved . . .

			A good rule.

			Occasionally, though, one to be ignored.

			He had a feeling this would be one of those jobs.

			There was nothing Colter Shaw could do to help Emma and her mother, though, if he didn’t find her.

			First things first.
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			Chapter 1

			2 p.m., June 11

			Seconds to decide.

			Swerve left? Swerve right?

			A steep drop into brush? Or a narrow shoulder that ends in a cliff wall?

			Left.

			Instinct.

			Colter Shaw spun the wheel of the rental Kia sedan hard, braking intermittently—he couldn’t afford a skid. The vehicle, which had been doing forty along this winding stretch in high mountains, plunged into foliage, narrowly missing a collision with the boulder that had tumbled down a steep hillside and rolled into the middle of road before him. Shaw thought the sound of a two-hundred-pound piece of rock rolling through brush and over gravel would be more dramatic; the transit was virtually silent.

			Left was the correct choice.

			Had he gone right, the car would have slammed into a granite outcropping hidden by tall, beige grass.

			Shaw, who spent much time assessing the percentage likelihood of harm when making professional decisions, nonetheless knew that sometimes you simply had to roll the dice and see what happened.

			No airbags, no injury. He was, however, trapped inside the Kia. To his left was sea of mahonia, otherwise known as Oregon grape, benign names both, belying the plant’s needle-sharp spikes that can handily penetrate shirt sleeves on their effortless way into skin. Not an option for an exit. The passenger side was better, blocked only by insubstantial cinquefoil, in cheerful June bloom, yellow, and a tangle of forsythia tendrils.

			Shaw shoved the right-side door open again and again, pushing back the viney plant. As he did this, he noted that the attacker’s timing had been good. Had the weapon fallen sooner, Shaw could easily have braked. Any later, he’d have been past it and still on his way.

			And a weapon it must have been.

			Washington State certainly was home to earthquakes and seismic activity of all sorts, but there’d been no recent shivering in the vicinity. And rocks that are this big usually stay put unless they’re leveraged off intentionally—in front of, or onto, cars driven by men in pursuit of an armed, fleeing felon.

			After doffing his brown plaid sport coat, Shaw began to leverage himself through the gap between door and frame. He was in trim fit, as one who climbs mountainsides for recreation will be. Still, the opening was only fourteen or so inches, and he was caught. He would shove the door open, retreat, then shove once more. The gap slowly grew wider.

			He heard a rustling in the brush across the road. The man who’d tipped the rock into Shaw’s path was now scrabbling down the hillside and pressing through the dense growth toward Shaw, who struggled further to free himself. He saw a glint in the man’s hand. A pistol.

			The son of a survivalist and in a manner of speaking a survivalist himself, Shaw knew myriad ways of cheating death. On the other hand, he was a rock climber, a dirt bike fanatic, a man with a profession that set him against killers and escaped prisoners who’d stop at nothing to stay free. The smoke of death wafted everywhere around him constantly. But it wasn’t that finality that troubled him. In death, you had no reckoning. Far worse would be a catastrophic injury to the spine, to the eyes, the ears. Crippling, darkening the world, or muting it forever.

			In his youth, Shaw was called “the restless one” among his siblings. Now, having grown into a self-professed restless man, he knew that such incapacity would be pure hell.

			He continued to squeeze.

			Almost out.

			Come on, come on . . .

			Yes!

			No.

			Just as he was about to break free, his wallet, in the left rear pocket of his black jeans, caught.

			The attacker stopped, leaning through into the brush, and lifted the pistol. Shaw heard it cock. A revolver.

			And a big one. When it fired, the muzzle blast blew green leaves from branches.

			The bullet went wide, kicking up dust near Shaw.

			Another click.

			The man fired again.

			This bullet hit its mark.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			8 a.m., June 11, six hours earlier

			Shaw was piloting his thirty-foot Winnebago camper through the winding streets of Gig Harbor, Washington State.

			With about seven thousand inhabitants, the place was both charming and scuffed around the edges. It was, to be sure, a harbor, well protected, connected to Puget Sound via a narrow channel through which pleasure and fishing craft now glided. The Winnebago motored past working and long-abandoned factories that manufactured vessels and the countless parts and accessories with which ships were outfitted. To Colter Shaw, never a sailor, it seemed like you could spend every minute of every day maintaining, repairing, polishing and organizing a ship without ever going out to sea.

			A sign announced the Blessing of the Fleet in the middle of the harbor, the dates indicating that it had taken place earlier in the month.

			
				Pleasure craft now welcome too!

			

			Perhaps the industry was now less robust than in the past, and the organizers of the event wanted to beef up its image by letting lawyers and doctors and salesmen edge their cabin cruisers up to the circle of the commercial craft—if that geometry was the configuration for fleet blessing.

			Shaw, a professional reward seeker, was here on a job—the word he used to describe what he did. Cases were what law enforcement investigated and what prosecutors prosecuted. Although after years of pursuing any number of criminals Shaw might have made a fine detective, he wanted none of the regimen and regulation that went with a full-time job of that sort.

			He was free to take on, or reject, any job he wanted. He could choose to abandon the quest at any time.

			Freedom meant a lot to Colter Shaw.

			He was presently reflecting on the job. In the first page of the notebook he was devoting to the investigation, he’d written down the details that had been provided by one of his business managers:

			
				Location: Gig Harbor, Pierce County, Washington State.

				Reward offered for: Information leading to the arrest and conviction of two individuals:

				—Adam Harper, 27, resident of Tacoma

				—Erick Young, 20, resident of Gig Harbor

				Incident: There have been a series of hate crimes in the county, including graffiti of swastikas, the number 88 (Nazi symbol) and the number 666 (sign for the devil) painted on synagogues and a half-dozen churches, primarily those with largely black congregations. On June 7, Brethren Baptist Church of Gig Harbor was defaced and a cross burned in the front yard. Original news story was that the church itself was set on fire, but that was found to be inaccurate. A janitor and a lay preacher (William DuBois and Frederick Estes) were inside and ran out to see the two suspects. Either Harper or Young opened fire with a handgun, wounding both men. The preacher has been released from the hospital. The janitor remains in the intensive care unit of a local hospital. The perpetrators fled in a red Toyota pickup, registered to Adam Harper.

				Law enforcement agency running case: Pierce County Public Safety Office, liaising with U.S. Justice Department, which will investigate to determine if the incident is a federal hate crime.

				Offerors and amount of reward:

				—Reward one: $50,000, offered by Pierce County, underwritten by the Western Washington Ecumenical Council (with much of that sum donated by MicroEnterprises founder Ed Jasper).

				—Reward two: $900 offered by Erick Young’s parents and family.

				To be aware of: Dalton Crowe is actively pursuing the reward.

			

			This last bit of intelligence wasn’t good.

			Crowe was an unpleasant man in his forties. Former military, he opened a security business on the East Coast, though it wasn’t successful and he shut it down. His career now was freelance security consultant, mercenary and, from time to time, reward seeker. Shaw’s and Crowe’s paths had crossed several times, once or twice violently. They approached the profession differently. Crowe rarely went after missing persons; he sought only wanted criminals and escapees. If you shot a fugitive while using a legal weapon in self-defense, you still got the reward and could usually avoid jail. This was Crowe’s approach, the antithesis of Shaw’s.

			Shaw had not been sure he wanted to take the job. The other day, as he sat in a lawn chair in Silicon Valley, he had leaned toward pursuing another matter. That second mission was personal, and it involved his father and a secret from the past—a secret that had nearly gotten Shaw shot in the elbows and kneecaps by a hitman with the unlikely name of Ebbitt Droon.

			Risk of bodily harm—reasonable risk—didn’t deter Shaw, and he truly wanted to pursue his search for his father’s hidden treasure.

			He’d decided, however, that the capture of two apparent neo-Nazis, armed and willing to kill, took priority.

			GPS now directed him through the hilly, winding streets of Gig Harbor until he came to the address he sought, a pleasant single-story home, painted cheerful yellow, a stark contrast to the gray overcast. He glanced in the mirror and brushed smooth his short blond hair, which lay close to his head. It was mussed from a twenty-minute nap, his only rest on the ten-hour drive here from the San Francisco area.

			Slinging his computer bag over his shoulder, he climbed from the van and walked to the front door, rang the bell.

			Larry and Emma Young admitted him, and he followed the couple into the living room. He assessed their ages to be mid-forties. Erick’s father sported sparse gray-brown hair and wore beige slacks and a short-sleeved T-shirt, immaculately white. Emma wore a concealing A-line dress in lavender. She had put on fresh makeup for the visitor, Shaw sensed. Missing children disrupt much, and showers and personal details are often neglected. Not so here. Two pole lamps cast disks of homey light around the room, whose walls were papered with pink and russet  flowers and whose floors were covered in dark green carpet, over which sat some Lowe’s or Home Depot Oriental rugs. A nice home. Modest. When he’d spoken to them on the phone about stopping by, the Youngs had suggested a café or restaurant. But Shaw had said he’d prefer to meet them in their home. They might have something of their son’s that could help him track the young man down, he’d said. This was true, though in his profession Shaw also liked to see where the offerors lived. This helped him assess the job. Had someone run away for safety? Was it possible an offeror had posted a reward for information leading to the discovery of a missing person they had killed? Peering inside homes gave Shaw a better idea of the players involved.

			A brown uniform jacket sat on a coat rack near the door. It was thick and stained with Larry stitched on the breast. Shaw guessed the man was a mechanic.

			“Sit down, sir,” Larry said.

			Shaw took a comfortable overstuffed armchair of bright red leather and the couple sat across from him. “Have you heard anything about Erick since we talked?”

			“No, sir.”

			“What’s the latest from the police?”

			Larry said, “He and that other man, Adam. They’re still around the area. The detective, he thinks they’re scraping together money, borrowing it, maybe stealing it—”

			“He wouldn’t,” said Emma Young.

			“What the police said,” Larry explained. “I’m just telling him what they said.”

			The mother swallowed. “He’s . . . never. I mean, I . . .” She began to cry—again. Her eyes had been dry but red and swollen when Shaw arrived.

			Shaw removed a notebook from his computer bag, as well as a Delta Titanio Galassia fountain pen, black with three orange rings toward the nib. Writing with the instrument was neither pretense nor luxury for Colter Shaw, who took voluminous notes during the course of his reward jobs. The pen meant less wear and tear on his writing hand. It also was simply a small pleasure to use.

			He now wrote the date and the names of the couple. He looked up and asked for details about their son’s life. In college and working part-time. On summer break, following the end of term. Lived at home.

			“Does Erick have a history of being involved in neo-Nazi or any extremist groups?”

			“My God, no,” Larry muttered as if exhausted by the familiar question.

			“This is all just crazy,” said Emma. “He’s a good boy. Oh, he’s had a little trouble like everybody. Some drug stuff after, well, after what happened, it’s understandable. Just tried ’em is all. The school called. No police. They were good about that.”

			Larry grimaced. “Pierce County, Tacoma? The meth and drug capital of the state. You should read the stories in the paper. Forty percent of all the meth in Washington is produced here.”

			Shaw nodded. “Was that what Erick did?”

			“No, some of that oxy stuff. Just for a while. He took antidepressants too. Still does.”

			“You said ‘after what happened.’ After what?”

			They looked at each other. “We lost our younger boy sixteen months ago.”

			“Drugs?”

			Emma’s hand, resting on her thigh, closed into a fist, bundling the cloth below her fingers. “No. Was on his bike, hit by somebody who was drunk. My, it was hard. So hard. But it hit Erick in particular. It changed him. They were close.”

			Brothers, Shaw thought, understanding the complex feelings the word implied.

			Larry said, “But he wouldn’t do anything hurtful. Never anything bad. He never has. ’Cepting for the church.”

			His wife snapped, “Which he didn’t do. You know he didn’t.”

			“I meant what they claimed he did.” Larry fell silent.

			“Does Erick own a weapon? Have access to one?”

			“No.”

			Shaw asked, “So his friend had the gun. Adam.”

			Larry: “Friend? He wasn’t a friend. We never heard of him.”

			Emma’s ruddy fingers twined the dress again. “He’s the one did it. I told the police. We both did. Adam kidnapped him. I’m sure that’s what happened. He had a gun—he shot those fellows and made Erick come with him. He was going to take his car, rob him.”

			“They took Adam’s truck, though, not Erick’s.”

			No response to that obvious observation.

			“He had his own bank account?”

			The boy’s father said, “Yes.”

			So they wouldn’t know about withdrawals. The police could get that information, what branches he’d been to. Probably already had.

			“You know how much money he has? Enough to get very far?”

			“Couple thousand, maybe.”

			Shaw had been examining the room, observing mostly the pictures of the Youngs’ two boys. Erick was a handsome young man with bushy brown hair and an easy smile. Shaw had also seen pictures of Adam Harper, posted as part of the reward announcement. There were no mug shots, though in both of the photos included in the reward announcement he was looking into the camera with caution. The young man, whose crew cut was blond with blue highlights, was gaunt. He was seven years Erick’s senior.

			“I’m going to pursue this, try to find your son.”

			Larry said, “Oh, sure. Please. You’re nothing like that big guy.”

			“Didn’t like him one bit,” Emma muttered.

			“Dalton Crowe?”

			“That was his name. I told him to leave it be. I wasn’t going to pay him any reward. He laughed and said I could stuff it. He was going after the bigger one anyway, you know—the fifty thousand the county offered.”

			“When was he here?”

			“Couple days ago.”

			In his notebook Shaw wrote, D.C. present at offerors’ house. June 9.

			“Now, let me tell you how I approach this. It won’t cost you anything unless I find Erick. No expenses. If I find him, you’ll owe me that nine hundred dollars.”

			Larry said, “It’s a thousand sixty now. One of my cousins came through. Wish it was more, but . . .”

			“I know you’ll want me to talk to him and bring him home to you. But that’s not my job. He’s a fugitive and I would be breaking the law if I did that.”

			“Aiding and abetting,” Emma said. “I watch all the crime shows.”

			Colter Shaw tended not to smile, but when meeting offerors, he occasionally did, to put them at ease. “I don’t apprehend. I deal in information, not citizen’s arrests. But if I can find him, I won’t let the police know where he is until there’s no chance he or anybody else’ll be hurt. You’ll get a lawyer. Do you know one?”

			The regarded each other. “Fellow did our closing,” Larry said.

			“No. A criminal lawyer. I’ll get you some names.”

			“Oh, thank you, sir.”

			Shaw reviewed his notes so far. His handwriting was small and had once been described as balletic, it was so beautifully drawn. This notebook wasn’t ruled. Shaw didn’t need guidance. Each line was perfectly horizontal.

			For another twenty minutes Shaw asked questions and the couple responded. Over the course of the interview, he noted that their adamant view that their son was innocent was objective; they simply could not accept that the son they knew had committed the crime. It had to be Adam Harper. “Or,” Shaw had suggested, “someone else altogether.”

			When he felt he had enough information for the moment, he put away the pen and notebook, rose and walked to the door. The parents agreed to send any new information they heard from the police or friends or relatives Erick had contacted for money or shelter.

			“Thank you, sir,” Emma said at the doorway, debating hugging him, it seemed. She did not.

			It was the husband who was choking up. He fumbled whatever he was going to say and just gripped Shaw’s hand. Larry turned back to the house before the first tear appeared.

			As Shaw walked to the Winnebago, he was reflecting on the one subject he had not mentioned to Emma and Larry: his policy was not to accept a reward from family members if the search revealed that their missing loved one was dead. No reason to even bring up the possibility, more or less likely, that their second child had been murdered as soon as Adam found he had no more use for the boy.

			To learn more about and order The Goodbye Man visit https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/598217/the-goodbye-man-by-jeffery-deaver/.
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