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  Read on for a taster of Conquest
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  A kind of outsider like himself


  ‘Connolly has virtually no match when it comes to chilling his readers’


  Daily Express


  ‘Unrivalled master of the Maine noir. Menace has never been so seductive’


  Guardian


  ‘Connolly writes like an angel’


  The Sunday Times


  ‘This man is so good, it’s terrifying’


  The Times


  ‘Superb … this thriller underlines just how fine a write Connolly has become.’


  Daily Mail


  ‘Contains Connolly’s usual brilliance with plot, dialogue, setting, humour and writing that is at times poetic: “Now, as a chill rain fell on the streets, specks of light showed through the moth holes in the drapes, and they glittered like stars”. Only Connolly could sprinkle stardust on dingy drapes.’


  Independent on Sunday


  ‘A brilliant performance from one of our finest writers.’


  Irish Times


  ‘He has a legion of followers, and it’s not hard to see why. John Connolly’s bizarre and phantasmagoric novels are set in an America that he knows as well as his native Ireland. The Wolf in Winter is typically irresistible, tackling his customary themes of redemption and a bitter clash between good and evil. Connolly can always be relied upon to deliver his speciality: large-scale, darkly shaded canvases, shot through with elements of the macabre. As ever, he proves totally adept at creating American locales with the skill of a native writer, and his best writing concerning his central character is always conjured when Charlie Parker is at the end of his tether – very much the case here. As the lies and betrayal are stripped away in a dangerous community called “Prosperous”, the reader is taken into a grim but exhilarating nightmare world.’


  Good Book Guide


  ‘John Connolly never fails to please and with this latest in the long-running Charlie Parker series he has delivered yet another superb thriller. With The Wolf in Winter he gives us a slice of the old world in the new world with one of the creepiest churches you will ever read about … For me this book still gets top marks.’


  Crimesquad


  ‘As close to perfect as any crime novel can be!’


  Buzz


  ‘The metaphysical aspects of Connolly’s writing come to the fore periodically, but The Wolf in Winter also contains some of his most impassioned prose about life in the real world. Castigating the way in which many people tend to define homeless people purely by their domiciliary status, he writes from their perspective and in so doing gives us a very different view. There’s one scene where a woman who’s been living on the streets for many years is treated like a lady for the first time in decades which will stay with me for a long time. Verdict: One of the best of an always riveting and thought-provoking series.’


  Scifi Bulletin
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  Material Witness
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  I


  HUNTING


  He fled in fear and reached the silent fields


  And howled his heart out, trying in vain to speak.


  Ovid, Metamorphoses


  1


  The house was studiedly anonymous: not too large or too small, and neither particularly well kept nor in any sense dilapidated. Situated on a small patch of land not far from the outskirts of the city of Newark, Delaware, in the densely populated county of New Castle, the town had taken a hit when the Chrysler Newark assembly plant closed in 2008, along with the nearby Mopar distribution center. However, it was still the home of the University of Delaware, and 20,000 students can spend a lot of money if they put their minds to it.


  Newark was an unsurprising choice of location for the man we were hunting. It was close to the borders of three states – Pennsylvania, New Jersey and Maryland – and only two hours from New York City by car. Then again, it was just one of any number of rat’s nests that he had established for himself, acquired over the years by the lawyer who protected him. The only distinguishing feature of this property lay in the degree of power consumption: the utility bills were steeper than for the others we had discovered. This one looked like it was used regularly. It was more than a storehouse for elements of his collection. It was a base of sorts.


  He called himself Kushiel, but we knew him as the Collector. He had killed a friend of ours named Jackie Garner at the end of the previous year. The Collector would have called it an eye for an eye in his version of justice, and it was true that Jackie had made an appalling error, one that resulted in the death of a woman close to the Collector. In revenge, the Collector had shot Jackie down without mercy while he was unarmed and on his knees, but he had also made it clear that we were all under his gun now. We might have been hunting the Collector for what he had done to one of ours, but we also knew that it was only a matter of time before he decided we might be less of a threat to him with six feet of earth above our heads. We intended to corner and kill him long before it came to that.


  A light burned in one room of the house. The others were all dark. A car stood in the driveway, and its arrival had alerted us to the possibility of the Collector’s presence. We had placed a dual wireless break-beam alert system in the undergrowth halfway up the drive. The system was timer-based, so an alert would only be sent to our phones if the two beams were not broken twice within a ten-minute period. In other words, it allowed for deliveries, but a vehicle that entered the property and remained on it for any length of time would trigger the alarm.


  Of course, this assumed that the Collector would not arrive on foot, or by cab, but we figured he had too many enemies to leave his escape routes to chance, and he would keep at least one well-maintained vehicle. A windowless garage stood to the right of the house, but we had not risked breaking into it when we first discovered the existence of the property. Even planting the little wireless infrared transmitters was a calculated gamble, and had only been undertaken after a sweep of the yard revealed no similar alarm system beyond whatever was used to secure the house itself.


  ‘What do you think?’ said Louis.


  His dark skin caught something of the moonlight, making him seem even more a creature of the night than usual. He wore dark cotton trousers cinched at the ankles, and a black waxed cotton Belstaff jacket from which all of the buckles and buttons had been removed and replaced by non-reflective equivalents. He looked cool, but then he always looked cool.


  ‘My legs are cramping up, is what I think,’ said Angel. ‘If we don’t make a move soon, you’ll have to carry me in there on a sedan chair.’


  Angel didn’t care about cool. His clothing was functional and unlabeled. He just preferred things that way. His gray hair was hidden beneath a black beanie. Without the cap, he looked his years. He was older than Louis and I, and had grown quieter and more cautious in recent times. Mortality shadowed him like a falcon mantling its wings over dying prey.


  We squatted in the grass by the side of the road, Angel to my left and Louis to my right, each of us armed with a suppressed Glock 9mm loaded with subsonic ammunition. We’d lose something in velocity, but if we found the Collector we’d be working at close range. There were properties to the east and west of the house, and the area was quiet. We didn’t want to bring local law enforcement down on our heads by replicating the sound of the Gunfight at the O.K. Corral. All three of us also carried Russian-made anti-fog gas masks. They had cost less than Louis’s boots, but they hadn’t let us down yet.


  ‘You two take the back,’ I said. ‘I’ll cover the front.’


  Louis reached into the pocket of his jacket and produced a tear gas grenade. Angel had a second, and I had two more.


  ‘Try not to get shot before you’ve thrown them,’ Angel told me.


  ‘I’ll try not to get shot after I’ve thrown them as well,’ I said.


  It wasn’t an ideal situation. We’d need to break glass to get the grenades into the house, and hope that we didn’t take fire in the process. If the Collector was cornered, and chose to take his chances inside, then Angel and Louis would have to go in and get him, or flush him out to where I would be waiting. Grenade launchers might have been more effective, but your average grenade launcher tended to attract a certain amount of attention in the suburbs, and was hard to hide under a jacket, even one as expensive as Louis’s. The other option might have been to try and break down the doors and come in shooting like gangbusters, but we risked looking kind of stupid – and kind of dead – if the doors were reinforced or booby-trapped in any way. The Collector was very protective of his health.


  This was the third of the Collector’s nests that we had targeted, and we were becoming almost accomplished by this point. We went in fast, and hit both sides of the house simultaneously, the panes of three windows shattering as one. The grenades delivered a combination of military-grade pepper spray and tear gas, and could cover a range of over 20,000 cubic feet in under a minute. Anyone who was in those rooms when they exploded wouldn’t be staying there for long.


  I was edgy before the first grenade went in, but I was doubly so as I prepared to toss the second. If shots were going to come, they would come now, but there was no reaction from inside the house. After a minute I heard more glass breaking. Angel and Louis were going in through a window, not through the door. It was a calculated risk: expose yourself while climbing in through the busted frame, or try the door and hope that it wasn’t wired. They’d opted for the former. I pulled back from the front of the house and took cover behind the car in the drive. It was a midsize Chevy sedan, the kind that an accountant might drive. The interior was pristine, and the seats were bare.


  Nothing happened. There were no shouts, and no gunshots. I could hear doors banging open in the house, but no more than that. After three minutes, my cell phone rang. It was Louis. He was breathing heavily. Behind him I could hear Angel coughing.


  ‘He’s gone,’ said Louis.


  We allowed the gas to disperse before heading back inside. This house was better furnished than the others we had seen. There were books on the shelves – political biographies and modern histories for the most part – and an effort had been made to decorate the rooms. The wood floors were partly covered by cheap but tasteful rugs, and abstract prints hung on some of the walls. The kitchen closets contained canned goods, rice, pasta, a couple of jars of instant coffee, and a bottle of Martell XO cognac. A small portable refrigerator hummed on the floor. Inside were candy bars, fresh milk and a six-pack of diet soda. A TV in the living room was hooked up to a DVD player, but there was no cable connection. A copy of that day’s Washington Post lay on the floor by the single armchair. Beside it was a mug of coffee, still warm. We must have missed him by minutes, seconds.


  My eye caught an object hanging from the reading lamp by the chair. It was a bear claw necklace. The Collector had taken it from Jackie’s truck either before or after he killed him. It had once hung from Jackie’s rearview mirror. It was his good-luck token, but his luck had still run out. In the end, everyone’s luck does.


  The Collector always kept souvenirs of his kills. He had not abandoned this one lightly. It was a message for us: a taunt, or perhaps a gesture of recompense, depending upon how one chose to take it.


  I stepped carefully to the window and risked a glance at the small backyard. Two houses backed on to this one, and in the distance I saw the lights of Newark. I could feel him out there. He was watching us. He knew that we wouldn’t come after him on foot over unfamiliar ground, and at night. He was waiting to see what we would do next.


  ‘We got more trinkets,’ I heard Angel say.


  He joined me at the window, his back to the wall. Even in the darkness, he didn’t want to make a target of himself. In his gloved hand he held a gold charm bracelet, a photograph of a young woman in an ornate silver frame, and a baby shoe that had been cast in bronze, each a token of a life taken.


  ‘How did he get out?’ I asked.


  ‘Through the back door?’


  ‘It’s still locked from the inside,’ I said. ‘The front door was the same way. And you had to break a window to get in. They only open at the top, and a child could barely fit through the gap.’


  ‘In here,’ said Louis from the main bedroom.


  We joined him there. Like all of the other rooms in the house, it had a low ceiling. A hole for an A/C unit had been cut in the wall by the main window, but there was no unit in place, and the hole appeared to have been boarded up. A chair stood beneath. Louis climbed on it and tested the board. It was hinged at the top, and moved like a pet door with the pressure of his hand. The hole looked small, but then Louis flipped up the frame surrounding it, and suddenly the space was big enough to allow an average-sized man to squeeze through.


  ‘Bet the board on the other side is hinged too,’ said Louis. ‘He crawled out of here like the bug he is.’


  He stepped down from the chair. The night was clear. No clouds obscured the moon.


  ‘He’s out there, isn’t he?’ he said.


  ‘Probably.’


  ‘Can’t go on like this. Eventually he’s going to get tired of running.’


  ‘Maybe. Who knows how many of these bolt-holes he has? But somewhere there’s one that matters more than the others, more even than this one. That’s where he’s keeping the lawyer.’


  The lawyer Eldritch steered the Collector in the direction of those who had, in his eyes, forfeited the right to life – perhaps even the right to their immortal souls. He presented the case for the prosecution, and the Collector took care of the punishment. But Eldritch was injured in the same incident that had killed the woman and brought the Collector down on Jackie, and the Collector had spirited the old lawyer away. Who knew, Eldritch might even be dead. If that were the case, then the Collector would be off the leash entirely. If nothing else, Eldritch held his hunting dog in some form of check.


  ‘We going to keep looking for this refuge?’ asked Louis.


  ‘He killed Jackie.’


  ‘Maybe Jackie brought it on himself.’


  ‘If you believe that, then we all bring it on ourselves.’


  ‘That might just be true.’


  Angel joined us.


  ‘Why hasn’t he hit back? Why hasn’t he tried to take us out?’


  I thought that I had the answer.


  ‘Because he believes that he violated his own code when he killed Jackie. Jackie’s life wasn’t his to take, whatever mistakes he might have made. Somewhere in what passes for his conscience, the Collector suspects that we may have earned the right to come after him. It’s like Louis said: maybe we all bring it on ourselves.


  ‘And then, like us, the Collector is just a pawn in a greater game. He might know more about the rules of it than we do, but he has no idea of the state of play, or how close anyone is to winning or losing. He’s afraid to kill us in case it tips the balance against him, although who knows how long that situation will continue.’


  ‘What about us?’ said Angel. ‘If we kill him, will there be blowback?’


  ‘The difference is that we don’t care,’ I said.


  ‘Oh,’ said Angel. ‘I must have missed that memo.’


  ‘Basically it said “Fuck ’em if they ain’t on our side”,’ Louis explained.


  ‘Yeah, I would have remembered seeing that one,’ said Angel. ‘So we keep hunting him until we corner him, or until he just rolls over and dies?’


  ‘We hunt him until he tires, or we tire,’ I said. ‘Then we’ll see how it plays out. You got anything better to do?’


  ‘Not lately. Not ever, to be honest. So what now?’


  I looked again into the darkness beyond the house.


  ‘If he’s out there, let’s give him something to watch.’


  While Angel went to retrieve our car, Louis and I broke into the Chevy and pushed it against the door of the house. I could already smell the gas from the stove in the kitchen as Louis doused the interior of the Chevy with the Collector’s cognac, saving about one third of it. He stuck a kitchen rag in the neck of the bottle, and shook it to soak the material. When he was sure that the road was clear, Angel signaled Louis with his headlights, and Louis lit the rag, tossed the bottle into the car and ran.


  The Chevy was already burning as we drove away, but the two explosions – the first from the car, the second from the house itself – came sooner than anticipated and occurred almost simultaneously, catching us by surprise. We didn’t stop to watch the fireball rise above the trees. We just kept driving, taking Telegraph Road into Maryland as far as the intersection with Route 213, then headed north into Pennsylvania. We handed the car over to a woman in Landenberg, took possession of our own vehicles and separated without another word, Louis and Angel heading for Philly while I drove north to the Turnpike.


  On the outskirts of Newark, a man in a dark coat watched fire trucks pass. The sleeve of his coat was torn, and he limped slightly as he walked, favoring his right leg. The lights of the trucks briefly illuminated his thin face, his dark, slicked-back hair and the thin trickle of blood that ran from his scalp. They had come close to catching him this time, so very close …


  The Collector lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply as his house burned.


  2


  The wolf was a young male, alone and in pain. His ribs stood out beneath his rust brown fur, and he limped as he drew closer to the town. The wolf’s pack had been annihilated by the shores of the St Lawrence River, but by then the urge to roam had already taken him, and he had just begun moving south when the hunters came. His had not been a large pack: a dozen animals in all, led by the alpha female that was his mother. They were all gone now. He had escaped the slaughter by crossing the river on winter ice, flinching at the sounds of gunfire. He came across a second, smaller group of men as he neared the Maine border, and sustained an injury to his left forepaw from a hunter’s bullet. He had kept the wound clean, and no infection had set in, but there was damage to some of the nerves, and he would never be as strong or as fast as he once had been. The injury would bring death upon him, sooner or later. It was already slowing him down, and slow animals always became prey in the end. It was a wonder that he had come so far, but something – a kind of madness – had driven him ever onward, south, south.


  Now spring was approaching, and soon the slow melting of snow would commence. If he could just survive the remainder of winter, food would become more plentiful. For now, he was reduced to the status of a scavenger. He was weak from starvation, but that afternoon he had picked up the scent of a young deer, and its spoor had led him to the outskirts of the town. He smelled its fear and confusion. It was vulnerable. If he could get close enough to it, he might have enough strength and speed left to take it down.


  The wolf sniffed the air, and picked up movement among the trees to his right. The deer stood motionless in a thicket, its tail raised in warning and distress, but the wolf sensed that he was not the cause of it. He tested the air again. His tail moved between his legs, and he drew back, his ears pinned against his head. His pupils dilated, and he exposed his teeth.


  The two animals, predator and prey, stood united in fear for a moment, and then retreated, the wolf heading east, the deer, west. All thoughts of hunger and feeding had left the wolf. There was only the urge to run.


  But he was wounded, and tired, and winter was still upon him.


  A single light burned in Pearson’s General Store & Gunsmithery. It illuminated a table around which sat four old men, each of them concentrating on his cards.


  ‘Jesus,’ said Ben Pearson, ‘this is the worst hand I’ve ever seen. I swear, if I hadn’t watched it dealt myself, I’d never have believed it. I didn’t even know cards went this low.’


  Everybody ignored him. Ben Pearson could have been holding four aces dealt by Christ Himself and he’d still have been bitching. It was his version of a poker face. He’d developed it as a way of distracting attention from his regular features, which were so expressive as to give away his every passing thought. Depending upon the story that one was telling, Ben could be the best or worst audience a man might wish for. He was almost childlike in his transparency, or so it seemed. Although now in his seventies, he still had a full head of white hair, and his face was comparatively unlined. It added to his air of youthfulness.


  Pearson’s General Store & Gunsmithery had been in Ben’s family for four generations in one form or another, and yet it wasn’t even the oldest business in the town of Prosperous, Maine. An alehouse had stood on the site of what was now the Prosperous Tap since the eighteenth century, and Jenna Marley’s Lady & Lace had been a clothing store since 1790. The names of the town’s first settlers still resounded around Prosperous in a way that few other such settlements could boast. Most had roots back in Durham and Northumberland, in the northeast of England, for that was where Prosperous’s first settlers had originally come from. There were Scotts and Nelsons and Liddells, Harpers and Emersons and Golightlys, along with other more singular names: Brantingham, Claxton, Stobbert, Pryerman, Joblin, Hudspeth …


  A genealogist might have spent many a profitable day scouring the town’s register of births and deaths, and some had indeed journeyed this far north to investigate the history of the settlement. They were received courteously, and some cooperation was offered, but they invariably left feeling slightly dissatisfied. Gaps in the town’s annals prevented full and thorough research, and making connections between the settlers of Prosperous and their ancestors back in England proved more difficult than might first have been expected, for it seemed those families that departed for the shores of the New World had done so in their entirety, leaving few, if any, stray branches behind.


  Of course, such obstacles were hardly unfamiliar to historians either amateur or professional, but they were frustrating nonetheless, and eventually the town of Prosperous came to be regarded as a dead end, genealogically speaking, which perfectly suited the inhabitants. In that part of the world they were not unusual in preferring to be left untroubled by strangers. It was one of the reasons why their forefathers had traveled so far into the interior to begin with, negotiating treaties with the natives that tended to hold more often than not, giving Prosperous a reputation as a town blessed by the Lord, even if its inhabitants declined to allow others to share in their perceived good fortune, divinely ordained or otherwise. Prosperous did not invite, nor welcome, new settlers without specific connections to the northeast of England, and marriages outside the primary bloodlines were frowned upon until the late nineteenth century. Something of that original pioneering, self-sufficient spirit had transmitted itself down the generations to the present population of the town.


  Now, in Pearson’s General Store, cards were exchanged and bets were placed. This was nickel-and-dime poker in its most literal sense, and it was a rare evening when any man went home with his pockets more than a dollar or two lighter or heavier. Still, bragging rights for the rest of the week could be gained from a good run of cards, and there had been times when Ben Pearson’s fellow players had chosen to avoid his store for a couple of days in order to let Ben’s triumphalism cool a little.


  ‘I’ll raise you a dime,’ said Calder Ayton.


  Calder had worked alongside Ben Pearson for the best part of half a century, and envied him his hair. He owned a small share in the store, a consequence of a brief period of financial strife back in the middle of the last century when some of the townsfolk had allowed their attention to wander, what with the war and all, and ancient, careful habits had been set aside for a time in the hope that they might eventually be abandoned entirely. But they’d learned the foolishness of that way of thinking, and the older inhabitants had not forgotten the lesson.


  Thomas Souleby pursed his lips and gave Calder the cold eye. Calder rarely went above a nickel unless he had a straight at least, and he’d flipped his dime so fast that Thomas was certain he was holding a flush or better. They always played with one-eyed royals as wild cards, and Thomas had caught a glimpse of Calamity Jane squinting at him from Calder’s hand – Thomas not viewing it as cheating if someone was careless enough to display his hand to all and sundry. It was what had made him a good businessman in his day, back when he was working in corporate acquisitions. You took whatever advantage came your way, and you milked it for all it was worth.


  ‘I’m out,’ said Luke Joblin.


  At sixty he was the youngest of the quartet, but also the most influential. His family had been in real estate ever since one caveman had looked at another and thought, ‘You know, his cave is much bigger than mine. I wonder if he’d see his way to moving out. And if he doesn’t see his way to moving out, I’ll just kill him and take his cave anyway.’ At which point some prescient seed of the Joblin clan had spotted an opportunity to make a percentage on the deal, and perhaps prevent some bloodshed along the way.


  Now Luke Joblin made sure that real estate in Prosperous stayed in the right hands, just as his father and grandfather and great-grandfather had done before him. Luke Joblin knew the state’s zoning and land use regulations backwards – not surprising, given that he’d helped to write most of them – and his eldest son was Prosperous’s Code Enforcement Officer. More than any other family, the Joblins had ensured that Prosperous retained its unique character and identity.


  ‘The hell do you mean, you’re out?’ said Ben Pearson. ‘You barely looked at those cards before you dropped them like they was poisoned.’


  ‘I got nothing but a hand of cultch,’ said Luke.


  ‘You got nearly a dollar of mine from the last eight hands,’ said Thomas. ‘Least you can do is give a man a chance to win his money back.’


  ‘What do you want me to do, just hand your money over to you? I got no cards. This is a game of strategy: you gamble when you’re strong, you fold when you’re weak.’


  ‘You could try bluffing,’ said Thomas. ‘You could at least make some kind of effort.’


  It was always like this between them. They liked each other well enough, but the pleasure each derived from the other’s company was directly proportionate to the degree of pickle they could give over the course of an evening.


  ‘I brought the whisky,’ Luke pointed out. ‘It wasn’t for me, you’d be drinking Old Crow.’


  There were murmurs of agreement.


  ‘Ayuh, this one’s a sippa,’ said Calder, laying on the accent with a trowel. ‘Wicked good.’


  Each man took it in turn to provide a bottle for the weekly poker night, although it usually sufficed for two evenings, and it was a point of pride to bring along something that satisfied all tastes to a degree. Luke Joblin knew Scotch better than any of them, and that night they were drinking an eighteen-year-old from Talisker, the only distillery on the Isle of Skye. It was a little spicy for Thomas’s palate, but he had to admit that it was far superior to The Glenlivet, which had been his selection some weeks earlier. Then again, Thomas had never been one for hard liquor, and preferred wine. He gave the whisky a second swirl out of habit, and took a small mouthful. He was starting to like it more and more. It certainly grew on a fella.


  ‘Maybe I’ll let you off this once,’ said Thomas.


  ‘That’s generous of you,’ said Luke.


  In the end, Calder took the pot with a flush, just as Thomas had anticipated. Thomas was enduring a mauling that night. If things kept going the way they were, he’d have to break another dollar.


  By unspoken consent they rested for a while. Talk turned to local matters: business dealings, rumors of romances and problems in the town that needed to be addressed. Tree roots were just about coming through the sidewalk on Main Street, and the town office needed a new boiler. A dispute had also arisen over the old Palmer house, with three families seeking to acquire it for their children. The Palmers, a private couple even by the standards of the town, had died without issue, and represented the end of their line in Prosperous. The proceeds of their estate were to be dispersed between various charities, with a portion going also to the town’s central fund. But living space was at a premium in Prosperous, and the Palmer house, although small and in need of some repair, was much coveted. In any ordinary community, market forces would have been allowed to prevail, and the house would have gone to the highest bidder. Prosperous, though, did not operate that way. The decision on the sale of the house would be made according to who was owed it, who had the best claim upon it. Discussions would be held, and a consensus reached. The family that eventually acquired the house would make some reparation to the others. Luke Joblin would get his commission, of course, but he would earn it.


  In effect, the poker night functioned as an unofficial meeting of most of the board of selectmen. Only Calder Ayton did not contribute to the discourse. Meetings bored him, and whatever Ben Pearson decided was always fine with him. Old Kinley Nowell, meanwhile, was absent on this occasion, laid up in hospital with pneumonia. There was a general feeling that Kinley didn’t have long left on this earth. Possible replacements had to be considered, and Ben now raised the matter with his fellow selectmen. After some back and forth, it was decided that some younger blood wouldn’t hurt them, and the elder Walker girl, Stacey, should be approached, once the first selectman had given her consent. Hayley Conyer – she didn’t care to be called a selectwoman, didn’t approve of that kind of nonsense – was not one for poker games or whisky evenings. Ben Pearson said that he would talk to Hayley in the morning and sound her out, but he told the others that he didn’t anticipate any refusal, or any problems with the nomination. Stacey Walker was a clever girl, and a good lawyer, and it never hurt to have lawyers on call.


  Thomas Souleby wasn’t so sure. He felt sure that Hayley Conyer would object, and she retained a rarely used power of veto when it came to nominations to the board. Conyer was a strong woman who preferred the company of men, and had no particular sense of obligation to others of her sex who might be a threat to her position. She wouldn’t welcome the arrival of someone as young and vibrant as Stacey Walker, and Thomas believed that, in the case of the Walker girl, Conyer might well have a point. He had his own ambitions to lead the board once Conyer was gone, whenever that might be, and had worked long and hard to ensure that he would have as little competition as possible. Stacey Walker was a just a mite too clever, and too ambitious, for Thomas’s liking. While he frequently clashed with Conyer, he would not object to her using her veto to shoot down the Walker nomination. Someone more suitable could be found; someone more substantial, more experienced.


  Someone more malleable.


  Thomas stretched and took in the old store, with its curious mix of expensive artisan products alongside the regular items that you could buy for half the price in a Hannaford or a Shaw’s. Ben certainly wasn’t shy with his pricing, Thomas would give him that, but there was also the matter of convenience, and exchanging gossip, and supporting local businesses to consider. It was important for the town that money stayed within its precincts wherever possible. Once cash started leaking out, Prosperous would be financially sound in name only. For the early settlers, the name had been part prayer, part aspiration. Now it was a reflection of the reality of the town’s situation: it had the highest per capita income in Maine, a fact that might not have been immediately apparent were a visitor to judge it on appearances alone. Prosperous maintained a low profile, and did not call attention to itself.


  The four men were seated at the western side of the store, where Calder had set up some tables beside a picture window that looked out on his yard and the woods beyond. In summer there were picnic benches at which to sit, but for now icy snow still lay on the grass, and the air was pierced by a damp chill that made an old man’s bones hurt. To Thomas’s left, a locked door led into the gun shop, and beyond that was the gunsmithery itself. A tattered and yellowed sign on the door advised that an upfront deposit of $30 was required for each weapon accepted for service, with a further $25 levied if the weapon was presented without the required magazine. Thomas didn’t even know why the sign was still in place. The only people who presented Ben Pearson with weapons to be serviced were locals, and they were hardly likely to forget that they’d left them with Ben. Similarly, if they neglected to bring along the magazine, then they could just drop by with it later in the day.


  Thomas’s wife Constance used Ben’s services occasionally – she had been a competitive rifle shooter for most of her life, and hadn’t been far off Olympic standard as a young woman, although the gap between what she could do and what was required might as well have been as deep and wide as an abyss at that level – but she was one of the exceptions in Prosperous. Even allowing for those who hunted, the town had one of the lowest rates of gun ownership in the state. The gunsmith element of Ben Pearson’s business was little more than a hobby for him. He kept only a small range of rifles and pistols for sale, mostly high-end stuff, but he seemed to enjoy the metalwork aspect of the job, the threading and fluting and jeweling. He was also reputed to make very fine custom-built stocks, if that was what floated your boat.


  Thomas yawned and checked his watch. The whisky had gone to his head, and he was wishing for his bed. He glanced to his right. The light from their table illuminated only a few feet of snow on the yard outside. Beyond was darkness.


  Something pale flickered in the shadows. It looked like a moth. As Thomas watched, it grew larger and larger. It took on the form of a young woman wearing a stained white dress, the color of it nearly lost against the snow so that he thought he might almost have been dreaming her. Her feet were bare as she ran, and there were leaves caught in her dark hair. Closer and closer she came. Thomas opened his mouth to speak, but no words emerged. He rose from his chair just as the girl impacted against the glass, shaking it in its frame. Her fingernails were torn. They left trails of blood on the window.


  ‘Help me,’ she cried. ‘Please help me.’


  Her words turned to clouds on the air, and the wind snatched them away and bore them into the listening woods.
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