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Why do the wicked have it so good, live to a
ripe old age and get rich?

Job 21:7



PROLOGUE

 


 


THE MOON VANISHED AS the first raindrop
plunked into a bucket, rippling its dark surface. Hitch looked
heavenward and sucked a last drag, the lines in his face etched
deeper in the ember’s glow. Crushing the cigarette against his
boot, he shoved the butt into a pocket, pausing beneath wide limbs
as the next flush of drops chattered across the river’s surface and
left smoking dimples in the dusty clearing. A lone cloud whisked
its bulk beyond the moon’s face, releasing the starlight and
carrying its payload of tiny missiles deeper into the forest. He
tugged his work gloves on and snapped lids on buckets, enjoying the
creak of heavy rope against the still night.

He’d first killed for the old man in the
autumn. Fresh from prison, he was toying with but unable to fully
grasp the idea of living a clean life. He honored no particular
religion, but somehow knew that God had created each man for a
purpose. And try as he might, he couldn’t find a purpose for which
he was better suited than killing. Oddly enough, he’d been popped
for armed robbery – not one of his God-given talents, obviously –
but never for the lives he had taken. Spat out of the justice
system and grateful to breathe free again, he drifted from town to
town using false identities and traded manual labor for cash,
careful to avoid any place small enough that a strange face would
attract attention, sampling the taste of a life without death.

He’d come across the old man in the feed
store outside of Arcadia while loading another man’s order of hay.
Although neither spoke, each recognized in the other something he
needed, and in himself, something he was willing to give in return.
Hitchhiking back into town, he was unsurprised when the old man
pulled alongside him on the highway.

To his credit, the old man had spoken
little, stating only that he had an opening for a crew boss on one
of his cattle ranches. Pay wasn’t much, but the man who took the
job would have a roof to himself and access to a vehicle. If things
worked out, the old man added, more lucrative work would find
him.

He’d listened, nose full of the pickup’s
ancient vinyl scent and the sweet smell of cherry tobacco, watching
the tight jaw bristling with white five o’clock shadow as it
bunched around the pipe clenched between thin lips. With a glance
away from the road, the old man had asked for his name. He’d looked
out the window and remembered his outstretched thumb, a dry smile
on his lips.

“Hitch,” he stated, setting the old man to
laughing.

“Good,” came the reply, chortle dying away.
“I need a man who don’t gab like some woman.” The old man slipped a
shiny cell phone from his shirt pocket and passed it across the
cab. “It’s clean. Set with my number. Once you’re with me, you
won’t come into town. My wife’ll do what shopping you need.” He
sucked on the empty pipe as they pulled up to a dingy motel. “Put
your notice in at the feed store. Two weeks. I’ll expect to hear
from you then.”

Hitch paused, hand on the door. “What should
I call you?”

The old man grinned, long teeth gleaming
faint green in the blue light stuttering from the motel’s sign.
“Sir.”

“Yes, sir. Two weeks.”

He shut the pickup’s door, watched the old
man drive away and felt as if he’d made a pact with the devil. The
thought was oddly exhilarating for a man who had been thinking of
going straight. Hunching his shoulders against a sudden chill, he
slid the phone into his jeans pocket and headed inside.

But that had been months ago. Good to his
word, the old man had set him up with legitimate work as crew boss,
and with illegitimate work as need dictated. Hitch possessed
special skills that the old man had sensed and used; cautiously at
first, and now, it seemed, with more confidence. His eyes followed
the strong length of trunk upward to a thick branch, pleased that
his improvised pulley system was working. The first time, last
autumn, he had still been dithering over that mythical clean life,
and truth be told, his stretch in Huntsville had left him out of
practice. He completed the task with a measure more mess and less
productivity than he would have liked – he’d discovered long ago
that a job poorly completed left its mark on the soul – but he
followed the old man’s instructions as closely as possible. Hitch
had dressed and dumped the corpse where instructed, taking with him
one small bucket and a newspaper wrapped package.

The old man was disappointed with the
bucket’s weight but had cackled with pleasure at the sight of the
wetback’s foot nestled in the previous day’s sports section.
Patting Hitch on the back, he had told him where to find payment
for this unusual job and instructed him to consider what he would
do differently given the same set of instructions.

And so he had. He was back in the same small
clearing in the early spring, but this time with the tools to make
his work much easier.

Hitch gazed up again at the clear sky and
was tempted to smoke another cigarette, but shook off the urge. He
removed his leather work gloves and replaced them with heavy latex
before he took the drill apart and wrapped it in a towel to be
cleaned later. The buckets were warm and heavy as he lifted them
into the passenger side floor of the old truck. Hitch climbed
behind the wheel and with a low growl from the engine, slowly
reversed the pickup beneath the motionless form suspended between
heaven and earth, catching the young body just at the shoulders.
When he glanced in the rearview mirror at the dead man’s legs,
bound together and pointing toward the stars, his soul sang with
satisfaction. Death was his purpose, and no one was better at it
than him.

 




SATURDAY






CHAPTER 1



DETECTIVE MITCH STONE WAS out cold, head
mashed into the window, lip raised in a snarl where his face had
slid from its original position. Drool snaked down the glass,
shimmering in the glow from the dashboard lights. His partner
glanced at his reflection in the dark windshield and twisted in the
driver’s seat, irritation flaring as she searched for a comfortable
position. Mitch was sixteen years her senior but he looked younger
than forty-one, his blonde hair still fair, body respectably
muscled with little effort on his part, the few lines on his face
only adding to his charm. Perhaps, she thought, he looks
so good because he can slip into a dead sleep no matter the
situation.

Cass Elliot drew a deep breath and slowly
released it. Her irritation wasn’t directed at Mitch. She’d been
lost in a black funk during the hours they’d spent on the road
today. Wondering again why Sheriff Hoffner had bothered to hire and
promote her, the first woman detective in Forney County, only to
look right through her even when she was standing in front of him.
As Mitch settled against the passenger door and began to snore, her
thoughts had whirled farther back in time, searching the events of
that night long ago, seeking clues to the identity of the man who
had changed the course of her life. She was sucked again into an
ugly pit of anger and helplessness. The dreams had been worse
lately; they jolted her awake with the phantom sensation of fire
streaking across her breast and a scream frozen in her throat.

She glanced in the rearview mirror and
caught the fury in the flat line of her mouth and the contraction
of her brow. Again she breathed deeply, forced the tension from her
body and felt exhaustion ooze in to fill the void. When she checked
her reflection again, her violet eyes were still weary and her
creamy skin too pale, but the imprint of anger and fear on her
features was gone. Cass looked at her sleeping partner and snorted
in reluctant amusement, resisting the urge to lower his window.
Instead, she raised Queen’s “Fat Bottomed Girls” into audible range
on the radio.

One blue eye stuttered open. “Are we home
yet?”

“Almost.” Her stomach gurgled. “Is Darla
there?”

Mitch straightened his long form, gently
rocking his head from side to side and swiping at his chin.
Stifling a yawn, he checked his watch. “She should be by now.
Probably have Zeus with her. Which one of your brothers is
cooking?”

“Bruce. Harry’ll be there and want to
cook, but Bruce will have control. He always does in the Elliot
kitchen. Harry has the girls this weekend so he’ll be wrapped up
with them anyway. If Daddy’s home, he’ll stay out of their way.”
She grinned, a movement that brought mischievousness to her
delicate features. “We’re pretty dysfunctional, aren’t we?”

“When you add up all six brothers, yeah,
you’re more Munsters than Brady Bunch,” he teased. “So, how do you
feel about today?”

“My butt is numb.”

“It’s a long road from Arcadia, Texas to El
Dorado, Arkansas, I’ll give you that.”

“We still have no motive or
suspects.” She released the steering wheel and twisted her thick
coppery hair into a loose knot at the base of her neck. “We’re not
any closer to closing his case,” she said as she glanced at the
file resting on the console between them, “this Humberto Gonzalez.
We know so little about him, about what he was doing in Arcadia,
what happened to his foot.”

“It’s not easy to hack a foot off. Somebody
wanted it for something. And why was Humberto wearing a woman’s
jogging suit? Think he was a cross-dresser?”

“If he was, he didn’t know how to pick his
clothes. That jogging suit was at least one size too small. I
wonder,” she said, braking gently for three deer grazing on the
tender spring grass by the road, “if that pink outfit might be a
signature.”

Mitch laughed.

“What’s so funny?”

“Come on, Cass. No self-respecting serial
killer would dress his victims like that. The press would have a
field day – the Pink Assassin, the Pepto Pervert, the Crimson
Killer. Wait, I like that one –”

“Good point,” she chuckled. “Besides, why
would a serial killer bother with Arcadia? Nothing ever happens
around here.”


CHAPTER 2



“WELL, F- ME.” MARK Grove stood in
the middle of the road. The sky above was littered with faintly
glowing stars. Darkness was deep on the countryside and the trees
flanking the road were visible only as a shadowy mass against the
blackness of the night. He looked to the east, then to the west,
gazing down the satiny ribbon of blacktop. It was empty. Saturday
night in the middle of nowhere meant the county roads would be
quiet until curfew time. He turned back to the car and took in his
mirror image.

Matt Grove looked from the car to the body
on the side of the road, scratching his scraggly beard. “Dude. That
was almost a dollar for the cuss bucket.”

“How bad is it?”

“Fender’s dented. I might be able to pop it
out, but not until we get home.”

“Shoot,” Mark said, running a hand along his
stubbly cheek and envying his brother’s decision to grow a beard.
“I guess we’d better take the body home.”

Matt’s mouth dropped open. “What for?”

“How else are we gonna convince Momma this
wasn’t our fault?”

“Hey man, you were driving.”

“You were in the car. That’s guilt by
association. And she’s already mad because we’re late.”

“That’s your fault. If you’d kept your phone
charged –”

“And if you’d brought your damn phone
we wouldn’t be having this conversation, would we, dickweed? Get
the extension cord.”

Matt slunk away to open the hatch. The car
was an old but well maintained Chevy Vega, a good starter car for
most sixteen year olds, but maybe not for these two. These were the
Grove boys. Six feet five inches tall and finally gaining some
control over their very long limbs. They were murder on the
basketball court and the track field, and now it seemed they were
murder on the road.

“What are we tying it up for?”

“Do you know how to tell if a deer’s
alive?”

“Good point. By the way, that’s a dollar for
the cuss bucket. Might be two. Don’t know about dickweed.”

“What is your obsession with the cuss
bucket? Mom’s not even around.”

“The more you put in, the sooner I eat all
the pizza the all-you-can-eat buffet will let me.”

“It’s alive,” Mark said, rubbing his
shirtsleeve across his forehead as they finished hog-tying the
deer.

“How do you know that, Einstein?”

“It snorted. Or farted.”

“Great.”

“Lift on three.”

Grunting with the effort, they heaved the
unconscious deer into the back of the Vega. The car moaned with the
added weight, creaking as they shoved the lifeless body deeper into
the hatch area. Breathing heavily, they leaned against the car.

“You get us into some serious messes.”

“Hey man, it could have been you. The coin
just flipped my way, and –”

“What’s that?” Matt asked, pointing into the
woods. A light bobbed faintly in the distance.

“Not a flashlight.”

“More like a torch.”

They exchanged grins and trotted for the
tree line, watching for a fence but finding none. The boys spotted
a reddish glow and pushed underbrush aside to change direction,
marking their trail. They moved forward another fifty yards and the
smell of campfire underpinned with a slight tang hung in the air.
The torchlight had vanished, either by virtue of distance or
because it had been extinguished.

“Ouch! Damn honey locusts. I hate those
things.”

“That’s another dollar,” Matt said.

“Shut up.”

They came to the edge of a clearing and
hovered outside the perimeter, watching for movement. It was a
crude circle no more than twenty feet across, a natural break in
the woods rather than an area hacked open by man. The remains of a
fire glowed inside a protective circle of small stones. Larger
stones provided seating around the fire pit and the boys moved
forward eagerly.

The seating stones were still warm and the
stench hung heavier here. The underlying tang they had smelled in
the woods had blossomed into a stinging odor.

“Nasty.”

“What did they cook?”

“Something with feathers on it,” Mark said,
pointing to white down that clung to the stones ringing the
fire.

“Think they would’ve plucked it first.” Matt
stepped into the woods and twisted a branch from a bush. He poked
at the ash. “They couldn’t have eaten it. Too foul.” He honked with
laughter. “No pun intended, of course.”

“Lame, dickhead. If they didn’t eat it,
what’d they cook it for?”

Matt shrugged, using the stick to scoot a
small bone to the edge of the pit. “They leave anything?”

The two scavenged around the fire and made a
quick survey of the surrounding woods, Matt returning to pick up
the cooled bone. He turned it over in his hand as Mark wrinkled his
nose. “Gross. Put it down.”

“Nope. It’s a talisman.”

“No it’s not.”

“It is if I say it is.” Matt shoved the bone
in his jeans pocket and wandered around the clearing, eyes focused
on the ground.

Mark scratched his chin, torn over the
possibility that the bone could be a talisman, and then
grabbed the stick and scooted a larger object out of the ashes.
Using the hem of his shirt, he plucked it from the stones and
bounced it between his hands until it cooled. “Mine’s bigger than
yours,” he said, shoving his find into his brother’s line of sight
before tucking it in his pocket, where it bulged.

“In your dreams, nimnod, we’re twins.”

“Let’s go. I’m hungry.”

They wove back through the woods, arguing
over how best to inform their mother about the accident. As they
cleared the tree line, Mark stopped in his tracks. “Dude.”

“What?”

Mark pointed at the car, where a pair of
angry eyes glared through the side window. “It’s awake.”


CHAPTER 3

 


CASS PULLED THE TRUCK to a stop in front of
the Elliot home, headlights fixed on the rambling building. The
front porch had started to sag again, and she made a mental note to
remind Bruce to fix it. It was long past suppertime and through the
open cab windows they heard peals of laughter coming from the
backyard. The house across the road was dark save for the porch
light. A solitary figure marched back and forth in the yard, steps
high and precise, arm raised in a salute at the neighbors.

“Herman?” Mitch asked.

Cass rolled her eyes and nodded.

“What’s he protecting?”

“Lord knows. He’s been stalking like that
for months now. Seems to sleep during the day and play guard at
night. Bruce calls him Herman the German,” she answered as she
stepped stiffly from the cab and stretched her lean form to work
out the travel kinks. A lanky greyhound bounded around the house
and went airborne, thunking squarely into her chest.

“Hey, big boy,” Cass gasped, slipping Zeus a
treat over Mitch’s protests that the dog was getting fat. He
crunched his contraband snack and wiggled around the truck to greet
Mitch before loping toward the backyard.

The smell of charcoal and barbeque floated
on the evening air and Cass rounded the house to see her brother
Bruce in front of the grill, flipping two steaks. “Medium all
right?” he asked.

Cass stopped to hug Darla Stone.

“You gave up a date with one of those McGee
boys for unpaid overtime? I had to do some serious work on him,
Cass. He was terrified to ask you out,” the petite woman said.

“I appreciate it. Really, I do. But his IQ,
Darla. It must be single digits.”

“Honey, it’s pretty slim pickins around
here. He’s cute and he’s breathing, two things in his favor.”
Darla’s eyebrows lowered over her brown eyes. “Are you still upset
about the last guy I set you up with?”

“Are you serious? He abandoned me at a gas
station.”

“You drew your gun on him, Cass. What did
you expect?”

She rolled her eyes. “I didn’t draw on
him. He stopped at a station where a robbery was in
progress. What was I supposed to do?”

“You scared him to death when you yanked
that revolver from your ankle holster. It was your night off. He
had no idea you’d be carrying.”

“He’s from Texas and afraid of a woman with
a gun?” Cass sniffed. “He drove off and left me. Patrol had
to bring me home. What a wimp.”

Darla smothered a grin. “Well, keep your
eyes open and your gun holstered. Mr. Right will come along.” She
ran long fingers through her dark hair. “How was today?”

“Very long. Mitch drove most of it. I
imagine he’s wiped out.”

“Any luck?”

“Some,” she answered, and her gaze drifted to the
garden. The first tender shoots of the weeds that would engulf it
had emerged, wrapped in a gauzy layer of smoke from the grill.
Memories of her mother, her face serene in the midst of her beloved
flowers and vegetables flicked like a slideshow through Cass’s mind
and brought the familiar ache of longing for things to have
happened differently. She sighed inwardly and released thoughts of
what might have been, pulling her eyes back to Darla. “We’ve got a
name and some information about his family but I don’t think we’ll
catch his killer. Too much time has passed.”

“Mitch was just as pessimistic when he first
made detective. I think he’s finally realized that life is a very
funny thing, and you never know where a lead will come from.” She
paused to look for her husband, lips curving into a soft smile.
“What is that man doing?”

Mitch was hunched over the grill with Bruce
and Harry Elliot, eyeballing the steaks and offering advice. The
three men were strikingly different – Bruce, fourth of the seven
Elliot children, dark and brooding with a thick, solid build;
Harry, a year older than Bruce and with a fair complexion and wiry
form like their father; and Mitch, his long, athletic body topped
with dirty blonde hair. He was no blood relation to the Elliot
clan, but was their oldest brother Jack’s best friend since
childhood. Through that long bond he had wed himself to the family,
living its triumphs and tragedies with as much passion as each of
them. Bruce stepped away from the grill and brandished a long set
of tongs, holding a small piece of steak until it cooled, and then
presented the prize to Zeus.

Cass spoke in a low voice. “Wasn’t Harry
supposed to have the girls tonight?”

“Your sister-in-law has been yanking his
chain all day, poor man. He was seriously frustrated when I got
here. Abe calmed him down.”

“Daddy’s sober?”

“And apparently talking some sense.”

“Harry hoped the divorce could be
amicable.”

“Fat chance. Carly’s a Drama Queen,” Darla
replied as she pushed up from the picnic table. “This one’s gonna
take some blood and tears, you mark my words.”

Cass followed Darla to the grill and briefly
hugged Bruce’s solid form before wrapping her arms around Harry.
She stood on her tiptoes to whisper, “Sorry about the girls.”

He kissed the top of her head and reached
for the screen door, standing aside as their father came down the
steps with glasses of iced tea. Although Abe Elliot’s hair had been
as cottony as Harry’s at one time, it had darkened to a light brown
and finally started turning a distinguished white as he aged. Cass
eyed her father, a repentant but recidivist drunk, and confirmed
Darla’s assessment that he was indeed sober. The tightness in her
chest eased.

“Baked potatoes smell done to me, Harry.
You’d better ask Bruce if you can have a look,” Abe grinned.

“Oh honored brother,” Harry sang. “Might I
enter the kitchen of Elliot and brave the oven?”

Bruce waved the tongs. “Don’t forget the
sour cream.”

Abe hugged his daughter and then slid in
next to Darla at the picnic table. Bruce joined them, squeezing
mustard over a hot dog. “How’d it go?”

Mitch shook his head. “Irritating. Oh man,
Bruce, this smells good.”

Cass snorted. “We ate lunch early. He’s
bound to be starving.”

“Did you get an ID?” Harry called, darting
down the porch steps while juggling baked potatoes in his bare
hands.

“We think so,” Mitch answered, holding his
plate out. “The man’s son filed the missing persons report. The age
and characteristics are right – the skeleton had a broken leg from
sometime in his youth and the report says that the father broke his
leg when he was sixteen or seventeen.”

“Did you talk to the son?” Darla asked.

“Nope. He’s missing, too.”

“Strange.”

“Everything was strange.” Mitch reached for
the sour cream. “This sheriff is temporary. The full-time sheriff
had a heart attack and they pulled this guy in from another county
to help out. He happened to find the missing persons report when he
was digging through the sheriff’s desk, and he made the match to
the bulletin about our skeleton.”

“Did you talk to anybody?” Abe asked.

Cass snuck pieces of fat under the table to
Zeus. “The sheriff took us to the address on the report, but the
house was empty. The old lady next door owns it. She said a family
of Mexicans was renting it, and the father left sometime last
autumn. She didn’t realize he was missing, just figured he’d gone
to visit relatives or something.”

“What about the son?”

“She said he left one weekend and didn’t
come back. The rest of the family seemed upset, but wouldn’t talk
about it. The old lady went to visit a friend last week, and when
she got back, the house was empty.”

“That didn’t worry her?” Darla asked.

“Didn’t seem like she was worried, did it
Mitch?”

He shook his head, wiping butter from his
chin. “She keeps the rest of the rent, the deposit and she’ll have
new renters before month end.”

“Who were these people?” Abe asked.

“Sounds like illegals.”

“What happens now?” Bruce asked, reaching
for another hot dog, grinning at his sister’s expression and
flexing a rock-solid biceps. “I’m a growing boy, need my
nutrition.”

“We keep working the skeleton,” Mitch
answered. “He’s got a name now, Humberto Gonzalez.”

Bruce sniffed deeply and frowned at Harry.
“You put the cake in the oven?”

“Yeah.”

“Set the timer?”

“Oops.”

“It’ll burn, idiot, and the icing has to be
ready right when the cake comes out.” Bruce slapped the air around
Harry’s head and trotted for the house. “This is why I
control the kitchen.”


CHAPTER 4

 


GOOBER’S BREATH CAUGHT IN his throat as the
lawn mower sputtered to a stop in the middle of Possum Creek
Bridge. This was a lonely stretch of road, infrequently traveled.
Rare farmhouses rested at the end of rutted dirt tracks
masquerading as driveways, and the heavy forest obscured the
welcome warmth of electric light. Goober hated the dark. Monsters
did their dirty work in the dark. They hid in the dark, beneath
beds and in closets, under bridges and behind trees, lunging when
your guard was down. Cries for help went unanswered in the dark.
Alone was worse in the dark.

It was no surprise that he was afraid of the
dark, or of being alone, for Goober’s origins were a mystery. He’d
been found one morning nearly forty years ago, nestled in the
gnarled roots of the ancient hanging tree on the courthouse lawn,
sleeping peacefully next to the town drunk. A scandal of
magnificent proportions ensued. Who was this child? Where had he
come from? And where were his parents? The grapevine
drums were beaten, gossip smoke signals went up, and the newspaper
and radio made repeated announcements encouraging his parents to
come forward. But no one came to claim the gentle-natured toddler
whose passion for chocolate covered peanuts earned him his
nickname. An elderly widow had taken the boy in, and so his life as
Arcadia’s child began.

Goober wasn’t retarded, but he was slow at
formal education. He never learned to read or write beyond a fourth
grade level and he dropped out of school when he was sixteen,
picking up odd jobs and developing a talent for gardening. When the
widow died, she left Goober her small trailer and enough money to
get by. For years he’d ridden a decrepit tandem bicycle, happily
pedaling Forney County’s highways and byways. At some point, a
generous soul had given Goober a red riding lawn mower with no
blades. And at exactly that point, Goober entered the glorious
world of combustible engines, whose maintenance requirements
outstripped his abilities. Which brought him to his precarious
position on the bridge this evening.

His eyes darted into the murky shadows
surrounding Possum Creek as he twisted the mower’s key. Her engine
whirred but refused to turn over, and as her groans faded into a
desperate click, Goober was flooded with a sudden urge to pee.

Reluctantly, he lifted his long frame from
the mower, his imagination running wild. He’d heard rumors of
ghosts roaming the woods, the spirits of slaughtered cowboys and
Indians seeking revenge for past wrongs. Standing stock-still with
his stomach churning, Goober waited. When only the night noises
reached him, he gathered his courage, dried his sweaty palms on his
overalls and unhooked the small can bungeed to a platform behind
the seat. Unlocking the mower’s gas cap, he prepared to tip the can
up when starlight shimmered across the fuel tank’s gaping maw. He
paused, and the memory of stopping at the filling station this
morning streaked across his brain. Confused, he frowned at the
mower, forgetting his fear as he struggled to understand why she
wouldn’t start.

A sudden clanking rang across the still
night and drove Goober into a squat. His heart pounded as he
clutched the gas can against his chest and scuttled behind the
mower, breath coming in shallow gasps. He tried to listen past the
blood thrumming in his ears but the evening remained stubbornly
closed, refusing to reveal its secrets. Rattled but reassured that
the noise had stopped, Goober rose on shaking legs and relocked the
tank before returning the can to its platform. One hand on her
seat, he examined the mower with a mixture of dread and affection.
His source of freedom had failed him and Goober’s childlike mind
cranked through his options. Slowly, he realized that he had no
choice but to walk to town, through the terrifying night.

He tried to swallow, but found that his
tongue was stuck to the roof of his mouth. Lifting his baseball cap
to run a hand over his thinning hair, Goober turned resolutely away
from the mower and sought the city’s glow arcing over the black
forest. He firmed the cap back on his head and hummed a jumpy tune,
walking steadily toward Arcadia, eyes fixed on the strip of road
before him.

The blossoming of an unnatural radiance off
to his left spooked him. A bright fire danced among the tall pine
trees and the vague silhouette of a distant building engulfed in
flames captivated him. A devilish ghost danced between Goober and
the flickering light, startling him from his trance. Heart
pounding, bladder releasing a warm torrent, he turned and fled from
Possum Creek, too terrified to scream.

In the blushing night air, a
monster slunk to the edge of the road, taking in the man pelting
toward town. He moved to the lawn mower, his amber eyes narrowing.
Turning to the fleeing man with a look of recognition, Hitch took
two steps forward and then stopped, head cocked to one side,
seeming to consider the situation. Reluctantly, the monster left
the road and melted back between the trees.


CHAPTER 5

 


EVELYN GROVE’S ARMS WERE wrapped tight
across her chest, her dark eyes blazing as rumpled Officer Ernest
Munk climbed from his pickup. He suppressed a grin and wrapped her
small frame in a huge hug, resting his chin on the top of her head.
Her gentle curves were a fragile contrast to his bulky form, her
features delicate and still smooth, his rough with too much sorrow
and the long-ago marks of chicken pox. His sister pulled back,
gently patting his stomach.

“Gaby’s feeding you too well,” she
teased.

“I never thought the restaurant would
survive, but she’s a great cook. And Robert says you’ve got some
deer meat out here. Anything Gabrielle can use in her kitchen?” He
winked over her head at his gangly nephews, fighting a stab of
jealousy at his sister’s luck with children. The boys would grow
into strong, handsome men while his own child –. Munk stopped the
thought. The boys were watching their mother for signs of
forgiveness or, failing that, belief. Given Evelyn’s notorious
hardheadedness, his own self-pity could wait.

She pushed away from his hug. “Did Robert
tell you what happened?”

“Nope. He couldn’t stop laughing.”

She thrust her chin at the boys. “Tell your
Uncle Ernie what you’ve done.”

One of them looked at the ground, digging
the toe of his sneaker into the grass. The other heaved a huge
sigh. “He was driving,” Matt said, pointing to his brother. “Not
doing anything funny, just driving along FM 419. A deer ran across
the road and hit the car.”

Evelyn popped her hands onto her hips. “Have
you ever heard anything so ridiculous?”

“It does happen,” Munk conceded. “They
usually make a suicide run in front of the car and cause all sorts
of damage, but sometimes they get the timing better and hit the
side instead. Knocks ’em out and leaves a dent, but the car and the
deer normally survive.”

The boys were visibly relieved to have their story
supported by a source as reliable as Uncle Ernie. Evelyn turned to
watch her husband cross the driveway. “Robert, Ernie says that a
deer will hit the side of a car. I guess they could be telling the
truth.”

Robert Grove stuck out his hand to Munk.
“Thanks for coming. I thought she was gonna skin both boys.” He
looked at his wife, a smile playing across his lips. “Everything’s
all right now?”

“Absolutely not,” she said. “Who’s going to
fix that dent?”

“We will, Momma,” Mark answered, eyes
alight.

“Not if I want it done right,” Evelyn
snapped, “and I do. Iced tea?” she asked Munk.

“Yes, please,” he answered, watching her
march toward the house. He and Robert exchanged glances.

“She does get worked up,” Robert said.

“Always has,” Munk said with a grin. He
turned to the twins. “You two all right?”

The boys relaxed, relief on their faces.
“Thanks for saving us.”

“No problem.” His faced turned sheepish. “I
don’t see y’all often enough, and I know I do this every time, but
who’s who?”

“I’m Mark,” one answered. He pointed to his
brother. “Matt’s got the beard.”

Munk shook his head. “I figured I’d be able
to tell you apart after you grew out of your baby fat, or maybe
when you hit your teenage years, but when the doctors said you were
identical twins, they meant it.”

“How’ve you been, Ernie? We haven’t seen you
in the longest time,” Robert said as they walked toward the
car.

“Busy. Especially this week.”

“We heard about the skeleton. Is that what
you’re working on?”

Munk was unsurprised that the news had
traveled the county so fast. “A couple of the detectives were
checking out a lead to his identity today.”

“What happened?”

“He was shot twice in the head and his foot was
chopped off. It looks like the body was moved, so we don’t know
where he was killed.”

“Was it true,” Robert began, eyes darting to
his boys, “that he had on women’s clothes?”

Munk nodded. “The whole thing is kind of
weird. We only found the body because a patrol officer saw smoke
and found a trash fire that had gotten out of the barrel. He was
smart enough to call the fire department and then search the area.
That’s when he found the skeleton. But he tried to stomp out the
flames and caught his uniform on fire.” Matt and Mark giggled and
Munk bit back a grin, turning toward the damaged car. “He’s
definitely not the brightest bulb on the Christmas tree.”

Floodlights from the house lit the scene.
The deer lay quietly where the boys had pulled it from the car,
large eyes watchful. “Electrical cord?” Munk asked.

Mark blushed. “That’s all we had with
us.”

“Sure is a pretty little thing,” Munk said.
“If it’s not hurt too badly, the game warden said to turn it
loose.” He bent and deftly rolled the deer from side to side. “His
eyes are clear, and I don’t see any blood. One of you help me untie
him.”

Matt looked to Mark. “I rode in back with
it. It’s your turn.”

Munk motioned for Mark to join him. “Put
your knees on its ribs, hold its hooves and watch those antlers.”
Munk quickly unwound the electrical cord. “On three, let him
go.”

The men jumped up and watched the deer
stagger to its feet. It shook its head and snorted, eyeing them as
it staggered around the yard, stretching its bruised muscles.
Evelyn returned with a tray of iced tea, stopping to watch the deer
regain its balance and in a swift leap, jump the fence to the
pasture and disappear into the night.

“My goodness, that thing was bigger than I
thought,” she said, holding the tray out.

Robert and Munk took their glasses and
squatted down next to the car, discussing the merits of trying to
pop the dent out with a suction cup, or bang it out with a mallet
from underneath the car.

“Where were you?” Munk asked the boys.

“In the dead middle of 419,” Mark answered.
“Wasn’t anybody around out there to stop, or we would’ve called you
to come look at the deer out there.”

“What about your phones?”

Evelyn snorted. “I don’t know why we pay for
those things.”

Matt sighed. “I left mine at home, and
Mark’s battery ran out. But there was somebody out there.”

“Yeah,” Matt said. “They were in the woods
and cooked a chicken with the feathers on it. Stunk like
crazy.”

Munk frowned. “How did you know it was a
chicken?”

“White feathers around a fire pit. I guess
it could’ve been a cow bird or a heron, but we just figured it was
a chicken.”

“Did they leave the carcass?”

The boys exchanged a glance. “Not that we
saw, but there were bones in the ashes.” Matt dug in his pocket and
pulled the small bone out for his uncle to examine. Munk turned it
over in his hand, holding it up to the light from the house to
examine its shape. Seeing his uncle’s interest, Mark pulled the
rounded bone from his pocket, and Munk struggled to contain his
shock.

“Can you find that pit again?” he asked.

“Sure. Why?”

“I’d just like to take a look at it.”

Robert kept his gaze away from the boys.
“Problem?”

Munk shook his head. “Just seems a little
strange. I need the boys to show me where this pit is.”

“Tonight?” Evelyn exclaimed, checking her
watch. “They’ve been out all day at a track meet. And it’s getting
late. They haven’t had any supper yet.”

“Come on Mom,” Mark said, a whine in his
voice. “It won’t take long. We know right where it is. And if we
take the car we can come straight home.”

Evelyn’s lips tightened into a thin line.
“You’ve had enough fun with that car for tonight. Uncle Ernie can
drive.” She glanced at her brother. “Don’t keep them out late,” she
ordered before pivoting on her heel to stride back to the
house.


CHAPTER 6

 


THE OLD MAN LOWERED the glasses
from his forehead and jabbed at several numbers on the keypad
before raising the phone to an ear thickened with age.

“Yes, sir?” Hitch
answered.

“Evening. Everything go all
right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“That’s one more drug-runner
that’s out of business in Forney County.”

“Yes, sir. But someone was
there.”

The old man clamped down on his
unlit pipe, teeth clacking against the stem. “Who?”

“That retarded man who rides the
lawn mower. He must’ve called it in. The fire department arrived
before the hot house was completely destroyed. I’m not sure how
much he saw.” Hitch hesitated. “Should I take care of him,
sir?”

“Not yet,” the old man answered,
sucking on his pipe and considering Goober. “Let’s see what comes
of it.”


CHAPTER 7

 


CASS TOSSED HER BOOT into the corner and
unbuttoned her shirt. The pipes groaned softly at a shower
somewhere in the house, and the comfort that comes from being at
home settled into her. They had sat outside until the candles
burned low and the sky deepened to a velvety black, the men sucking
on cheap cigars and the women fanning smoke from their faces. Abe
had looked as content as Cass could remember, delighted with having
three of his seven children at home and two of their best friends
laughing in his backyard. He’d sat on the top step to the house,
leaning against the screen door’s frame. As the cigar ash grew long
and the night closed in, he fell asleep. His bullfrog-like snores
had brought Zeus growling from beneath the picnic table and Mitch
and Darla said their goodnights, leaving Bruce and Harry to help
Abe inside.

She caught her reflection in the dresser
mirror, surprised at the glimpse of her mother she saw there; the
same creamy skin and intense violet eyes. Cass’s hair was a riot of
red that changed with the light, where Nell’s had been a flowing
chestnut. She leaned close to the mirror to check for lines,
stopping short as her shirt fell open to reveal a thin tail of
scar. Lifting a finger, Cass followed its cool, smooth spiral over
the exposed skin until it dipped into her bra. From there it
meandered beneath her breast’s curve, looping and swirling up its
underside, stopping just short of her areole. An image of the face
always appeared with thought of the scar. It had taken weeks of
searching the features embedded in her fuzzy memory before she’d
realized that the wobbling jowls, heavy brow and deep-set eyes
hovering over her that awful night had belonged to a mask fashioned
to look like Richard Nixon. The sight of the scar usually evoked a
potent fuel of fear and rage that drove her toward a single
consuming goal: killing the man who hid behind the mask. But she
was too tired tonight to give the emotions their head, and her
thoughts turned instead to the question of what might have been if
only she had only stayed in College Station that weekend. If only
she had gone to a different bar. If only – she jumped as her cell
phone rang and glanced at the screen. “Hey,” she answered.

“You’re not in bed, are you?” Mitch
asked.

“I was working on it. What’s up?”

“Just got a call from Munk. He’s out on FM
419 looking for foot bones. I’m about to drop off Darla and Zeus,
then head back that way. Meet you out there?”

Unconsciously, Cass closed the shirt gaping
at her neck. “Humberto Gonzalez’s foot?”

“Has to be. Listen, after today’s trip, feel
free to take a pass. I’ll fill you in on Monday.”

“I’ll be there,” she said quickly, snugging the
phone between her ear and shoulder and buttoning her shirt. “Got a
location?”

“Just look for the ME’s van on the side of
the road.”

Cass heard gravel beneath Mitch’s tires and
knew that he was home. “Hurry up,” she said. “I’ve got a funny
feeling about this one.”

But she was talking to dead air.

____________

 


CASS QUIETLY TOOK THE camera from Forney
County’s Medical Examiner, John Grey, feeling small next to his six
feet eight inches. Grey was a praying mantis of a man, long and
thin almost to the point of emaciation, skin pale as that of the
cadavers that crossed his autopsy table. His dark hair rose in a
thick shock above his narrow face, matching the bushy eyebrows that
hung over his serious eyes. She nudged him aside and took several
shots of the clearing. Portable floodlights illuminated the ash
hanging in the night air like a morbid fog. A man with unruly
golden hair squatted next to the fire pit, seemingly mesmerized. He
sneezed into his facemask and looked up at Grey, his startling
green eyes widening at the sight of Cass.

“Hello, my dear,” he said, pushing himself
upright, adjusting his safari vest and khaki trousers. Both were
studded with pockets. “Who is this beautiful creature?”

“Bernie,” Grey began, stifling a smile,
“this is Detective Cass Elliot. Cass, may I introduce Bernie
Winterbottom? He’s a friend of mine from England, a forensic
anthropologist.”

Bernie dipped his head in a slight bow.
“Bernard Aloysius Nelson Winterbottom, Esquire.” Cass pushed a
loose strand of hair from her cheek and raised an eyebrow. “A bit
of a mouthful, I’m afraid. Ever so pleased to meet you, Miss
Elliot. May I call you Cass? You are the antithesis of your
namesake, if I do say so myself.”

“Not many people make that connection
anymore, Mr. Winterbottom,” she said, warming to the disheveled
stranger.

“Disgraceful, that. Mama Cass was one of the
finest voices of her time. Quite a range.” His eyes grew misty and
Cass listened harder as his British accent thickened. “She was at
her best when she wasn’t held back by Michelle, but her voice was
powerful enough that she might have sung over John and Denny, which
would have ruined The Mamas and The Papas.” Bernie sighed. “Mama
Cass died in London, did you know that?”

“Yes, sir, I did. Technically, I wasn’t
named after Mama Cass. My oldest brother named me after the
Cassandra from Greek mythology.”

“The prophetess that no one
heeded. She was quite accurate, as I recall, even foretelling the
destruction of Troy. The world would be a different place if the
Trojans had listened to her warnings. It was a bloody death our
Cassandra endured. A jealous wife with a sword, I believe.” He
smiled. “I am quite pleased to make your acquaintance. Grey didn’t
mention that Arcadia is home to such lovely women as yourself.”
Bernie turned to the tall medical examiner. “In answer to your
earlier question, yes, it’s possible that this foot belongs to your
elderly skeleton.”

“Any cut marks?” Grey asked.

Bernie squatted again, absently stirring the
ash in the fire pit, holding a length of bone between his fingers.
“Difficult to determine out here. I’ve found charred meat and the
bones from at least one bird. I’ll need to clean and sort the
bones. If this is a foot, it was not placed into the fire whole.
And it smells of paraffin.”

Bernie held the fragment up to Grey, who
bent his long frame in half to give it a delicate sniff. Cass did
the same and through the stench of burning feathers and flesh still
hanging in the air, could pick out the scent of an accelerant.

“Is that kerosene?” she asked.

Grey shrugged. “The new forensics guy can
figure it out. What’s his name?”

“Dunno. He’s on his way?”

“No. Munk called him, but he’s out at a fire
over near Possum Creek.”

“House fire?”

“Not sure. He told Munk to bring in the
bones, secure this scene and he’ll be out in the morning to process
it. Munk went to take his brother-in-law and nephews home. He
should be back shortly.”

“His nephews found this place?” she asked,
circling the clearing.

“They don’t have any idea what they’ve
found. Most of the footprints you see are theirs.”

“That’s a shame. There might’ve been
something we could use.” Cass blew air out in a frustrated stream.
“Okay, I’ll take a few more shots and be done with it.”

“Good. You can help us sift the ash. Bernie,
would you grab the mesh and buckets behind you?”

“This is good fun, Cass,” Bernie said
eagerly, reaching for the equipment they had carried from Grey’s
van. She tucked the camera into its case and joined him by the pit.
“We do quite a bit of sifting on dig sites. It’s rewarding when you
come across a bone fragment or an artifact such as a coin. Very
rewarding indeed. You’ll need a face mask, and you may want goggles
for all this ash.” Bernie pulled several delicate brushes from a
pocket on his vest and demonstrated how to use a trowel to lift ash
and spread it over a mesh screen, shifting gently back and forth to
separate the ash from any solid fragments.

“What brought you to Arcadia, Mr.
Winterbottom? Vacation?” Cass asked.

He held a small bone up to the light.
“Human,” he announced before placing it in a paper bag. “Please,
call me Bernie. I’m involved in an exchange program with Texas
A&M University. There’s an archaeology dig at the George C.
Davis site near Alto.”

“The Indian mounds?”

“That’s the one.”

“I thought they were done down there.”

“As I understand it, this new project
originated when a developer filed plans for an apartment complex on
what is suspected to be part of the Davis site. The state contacted
A&M to request a survey and initial results indicate that there
is a burial ground of some note in the area.” Bernie stopped to
pluck a bone from his screen, examine it briefly, and place it in
another bag. “Where was I? Oh yes. It seems the developer has filed
a petition to block the dig, citing older research indicating that
the site is not historically significant. So, we wait for the
bureaucracy to sort itself out.” He scooped another trowel of ash.
“After seeing the data collected so far and walking the site
myself, I’m convinced there are Indian burial mounds at the George
C. Davis location. It will be most unfortunate if the developer is
allowed to block the dig.” Cass handed Bernie a bone. He examined
it and placed it into a bag. “We may be archaic in many ways
compared to the states, but Britain takes the protection of her
historical treasures seriously.”

Grey snorted. “When are the Elgin Marbles
going home to Greece?”

“Ahh yes,” Bernie agreed, smiling beneath
his facemask. “We also have a fondness for protecting the treasures
of others. Particularly after we’ve gone to so much trouble to
liberate them from their original owners.”

Brush rustled nearby and a light bobbed into
the clearing. “Man, it’s a dust storm out here,” Mitch coughed,
waving a hand in front of his face. “Munk is right behind me. You
need help?”

Grey uncurled his long form from its
squatting position, like a bug pushing from its cocoon. He ran a
gloved hand across his bushy hair, sending a fine white mist
soaring into the air. “We’re about done. Bernie?”

He nodded, face buried in a paper bag.
“Probably just one foot here.”

“Has to belong to Humberto Gonzalez,” Mitch
commented.

“Is that his name?” Grey asked.

“Yeah. We think he’s an illegal who was
living up in El Dorado. But we’ve got no idea who killed him or why
they cut his foot off.”

“Or if the foot even belongs to him. Let the
science do its job, Mitch,” Grey said.

“You got any one-footed corpses in the
morgue?”

“Nope.”

“I haven’t seen many guys hobbling around
town on one foot, so it’s gotta be Gonzalez’s. But it’s creepy that
someone would cut it off and then burn it six months after they
killed him.”

“Maybe they needed to get rid of it. We did
find the body last week,” Cass said.

“Yeah, but why burn it? They could’ve tossed
the foot in the river or left it in the woods for the hogs to eat.
Burning’s like some voodoo thing.” Mitch turned at the sound of
coughing coming from the trees behind him. “Hey Munk, what made you
think these were human bones?”

He pushed into the clearing and sneezed, the angle
of the halogen lights shadowing the chicken pox scars on his face,
making him look more haggard than usual. “I broke a toe in college
and saw my foot on the x-ray. As much as that little booger hurt,
I’d know a toe bone anywhere. That one,” he said, pointing at a
fragment resting on a stone, “is a metatarsal. And when Mark pulled
that rounded bone out of his pocket, I knew it wasn’t from a bird.”
Munk stopped, taking in Bernie’s disheveled appearance, his glance
darting to Grey before he stuck his hand out in greeting. “Good
evening, sir. I’m Ernest Munk. My nephews found this site.”

“Sorry,” said Grey. “This is Bernie
Winterbottom, a friend of mine from England. He’s an anthropologist
working on the Indian Mounds project down in Alto. I thought he
might be able to help us figure out if these bones are the foot
that belongs to our skeleton. Bernie, this is Detective Mitch
Stone, Cass’s partner, and Officer Ernest Munk.”

“Pleased to meet you all. Excellent call on
the metatarsal, Officer Munk, and the rounded bone is the talus,”
Bernie answered. “There are definitely bones from a human foot
mixed with the hollow bones from at least one bird. From the
feathers on the rocks, we believe it’s a chicken. Regardless, it
looks as if the bird was intact when it was put into the fire.”

“Call me Munk. Everybody else does. Somebody
tossed in a whole bird?”

“Given the way it has burned, yes.”

“I’m telling you, man,” Mitch shivered,
“this is some freaky voodoo ritual.”

Munk ignored him. “Flesh?”

“Yes. On the bones and in the pit,” Bernie
answered, brushing ash from his safari outfit and all but
disappearing into the cloud that billowed around him. “We’ll know
more after everything has been cleaned and sorted. We kept the ash
in case your forensic man wants it. I believe an accelerant of some
sort was used.”

“Whose land is this?” Cass asked.

“The game warden said it was forestry land,”
Munk grunted as he lifted a bucket.

“Munk,” Mitch yawned, breaking down a
spotlight, “how about if we tape this area off and work it on
Monday?”

“I talked to Kado earlier –”

“That’s an uncommon name,” Cass
interrupted.

“Tom Kado. He wants it done ASAP. He said
that if this is a human foot, we should treat the site as a crime
scene. From what I’ve heard, he’s a stickler for the science,” he
groused. “Things were a lot easier when Comfrey was in charge of
forensics.” He paused, hands resting on a recently sealed bucket.
“I started this, so I’ll be here to help.” A smile teased at his
lips. “Gaby’s catering the Elm Creek Cemetery Homecoming. If I’m
not on duty she’ll have me in an apron serving rice and beans.”

Grey turned to Bernie. “I’ll open the ME’s
office if you can come in. I’d like to see how you determine if
this foot is from our elderly skeleton.”

Bernie snapped a pocket closed on his
jacket. “Lovely. I’ll be there.”

“Fine,” Mitch pouted, dismantling another
light. “I reckon I can finish some paperwork.”

“Courthouse at eight?” Cass said. “I’ll
bring the donuts.”

Mitch sniffed. “From The Palace?”

Munk stiffened. “From The Donut Hole.”

“Oh come on. The Palace beats the pants off The
Donut Hole.”

“The Palace doesn’t use enough glaze, and
their donuts just aren’t as… substantial.”

“You mean The Donut Hole uses more grease.”
Mitch glanced at Munk’s stout form. “Gaby might be happier if you
ate donuts from The Palace. Keep you light on your feet, man. Ready
to dish up rice and beans at a moment’s notice.”

“Invoking Gabrielle’s name, Mitch. That’s
low.” He rubbed his protruding stomach before hoisting two buckets
of ash and turning toward the woods and his waiting pickup.
“Whatever Cass wants is fine with me.”

Bernie watched Munk leave, a curious
expression on his face. “Pastry problems?”

Cass pulled him aside. “Arcadia has two
donut shops. Always has. Old families run them and people are
generally loyal to one or the other.”

“Loyal to a bakery?”

“Donut disagreements have divided families.
But Mitch is right. The Palace makes a better donut. They’re not
heavy, just sweet enough. You’ll see tomorrow.” She turned back to
Mitch. “Will you quit whining if I get donuts at The Palace?”

“I’ll be downright full of sunshine if you
bring donuts from The Palace.”

Cass snorted. “I’ll wear my shades.”



SUNDAY

 


 



CHAPTER 8

 


“I FORGOT TO ASK last night. Did you find
out who the skeleton is?” Munk asked as he joined them in the dull
conference room, his round face still puffy with sleep. Cass
glanced around the room and realized that they were all a little
fuzzy around the edges from their late night. Bernie was again
dressed in a khaki safari outfit, his wavy golden hair flattened
against one side of his head from sleep. His green eyes blinked
slowly as he examined the donut he held. Grey wore a dark blue
fleece over his scrubs and a pair of yacht-sized tennis shoes. He
balanced his head in one long, thin hand and stifled a yawn before
taking another bite. Mitch was dressed in his customary starched
button-down shirt and jeans, and his blue eyes were slowly coming
to life as he sipped his coffee. Cass reached for the pot and
poured Munk a cup, watching as he eyed the box of donuts.

Mitch swallowed a bite. “Go on. You know you
want one. His name is Humberto Gonzalez. He disappeared about the
time we think our John Doe was killed.”

Munk eased into a creaky plastic chair
between Bernie and Grey, who nudged the donuts toward him. “Did the
family know who might have killed him?”

“This is where it gets weird.” Mitch sipped
a cup of coffee and talked them through their visit to Arkansas on
Saturday.

“The old man disappeared last autumn, the son
reported the father missing in early spring, and now the son and
the rest of the family are missing?” Grey asked, slowly licking
chocolate glaze from his fingers. Mitch nodded, stuffing the last
bite in his mouth and wiping his fingers. “Is anyone worried about
that?”

“I don’t think so. Least ways, the temporary
sheriff ain’t worried. He seemed green to me,” Mitch looked to
Cass, who nodded in agreement, “and I imagine he’s just riding this
until the regular sheriff is back on duty.”

“Let me put it another way,” Grey said,
tracing a crack in the table’s faded top. “Are you worried
about it?”

“Why would I worry about people going missing in
another state?”

“Because the last one who did ended up
murdered and skeletonized in your state and, more importantly, your
county.”

Mitch scratched the back of his neck. “I’m
not sure what we can do with it. No one has reported the family
missing. They might’ve just up and moved somewhere. You know,
rented a new house or something.”

“Possible. But it doesn’t smell right, and
these people need to know that a member of their family is
dead.”

“Good point. I’ll talk to Sheriff Hoffner
about it. What’s on for today?”

“I’d like to begin on last night’s bones,”
Bernie answered.

“That works for me,” Grey said.

Mitch glanced at his watch and then
stretched. “I’m gonna take a ride out to Possum Creek, see what
this Kado guy is up to.”

Cass frowned. “He went back out? What
burned?”

“He’s still out there. Worked all
night. I talked to Sheriff Hoffner this morning, and he said it was
a hot house.”

“Like for plants?” She cocked her head to
one side. “What happened?”

“The fire department got an anonymous call
from Goober.”

Cass chuckled. “He gave his name?”

“Of course. He was freaked out about a devil
in the forest.”

“A what?”

“Sheriff Hoffner said Goober wanted to
report a devil made out of light. But there’s no telling what he
really saw.”

Cass paused, brow furrowed. “What’s in this
hot house?”

“Pot.”

“So that’s why Kado’s still there.”

“Hoffner said it looked like a professional
operation.”

“If it burned,” Cass asked, “what kind of
forensics can he get?”

“The fire boys saved part of the building.
This guy’s been dusting pots for prints all night. We’ve got to
teach him to move faster. Old Comfrey would’ve been done by now.
Munk, you want to come with me?”

He nodded, wiping donut glaze from his chin.
Mitch raised an eyebrow and Munk shrugged, reaching for the nearly
empty box. “I need a few more before I can commit.”

“Fair enough.” Mitch turned to Cass. “What
about you?”

She lifted the coffee pot. “I’ll deal with
Humberto Gonzalez’s paperwork.”

“You hate that stuff.”

“Almost as much as you do. So you can buy
lunch.”


CHAPTER 9

 


LENNY SCARBOROUGH TAPPED THE syringe and placed the
glass vial in the pocket of his overalls. He reached through the
loading chute’s weathered planks, deftly pinched together the heavy
hide and inoculated Cleopatra with an antibiotic. She’d been
limping for the past few days and he’d spotted the beginnings of
foot rot, a dangerous condition for a cow. He’d rounded the cattle
up this morning to medicate those who were showing signs of the
disease. Extracting the needle, he rubbed the injection site and
ran an appraising eye over his lead cow, her coat gleaming in the
misty morning light. She was a Black Angus, full-blooded and full
of herself, if you asked the other cows. Top of the pecking order,
Cleopatra was first to the feeding trough, first at the pond and
first into the loading chute when Lenny had treatments to dish
out.

Fondling her ears, he slipped her a feed
cube as a reward for good behavior and released the heavy headlock.
She trundled through, trotting for the far gate and fresh hay. He
watched to see if she would avoid the unconscious form in the
corral’s cool grass. The damage inflicted by the sharp hooves of a
twelve-hundred pound animal would’ve been a sight to behold, but a
part of him relaxed when Cleopatra grunted once and swung wide of
the body resting near the long arms of the hay dolly attached to
the old farm pickup. Bruises were one
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