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Chapter 1

It was damn near thirty years ago, and Parrott’s heart still ached at the memory of his dad saying, “I should be back in a couple of hours,” and then never coming home. Bryce had been old enough at the time—eleven and a half—to understand that his father, as county sheriff, faced job-related dangers beyond what most folks ever thought about when they began their typical workdays. But George Parrott was his dad, and somehow, young Bryce had believed in the kind of magic that preserved life, preserved love, and that his father would always, always come home.

But magic didn’t work that way.

No.

Magic simply wasn’t.

That sad fact hadn’t dissuaded him from becoming a law enforcement officer. If anything, it reinforced his decision to follow his father’s path, especially his work ethic, which truly was to serve and protect. For George Parrott, that timeworn slogan had never been something trite or blithely tossed about, but a genuine job description. A way of conducting himself, personally as well as professionally.

Anymore, such community-minded individuals seemed too few and far between, but Bryce Parrott intended to count as one of them. Enough of the local population must have believed in his commitment to service because, every election for the past decade and some change, they had voted him sheriff of Sylvan County, Virginia. Or maybe his last name struck a familiar chord and the voters jumped on it. When they went to the polls, people who knew nothing about specific candidates tended to fall back on names they remembered. It didn’t much matter how or why.

Or maybe they thought that, with a surname like his, he tried harder.

“Sheriff!” Deputy Beamer’s voice rang from down the hall, a little shriller than usual. “We got something here.”

Parrott had expected “something.” The odor he’d detected when they entered the tiny, squalid apartment did not come from a fresh flower arrangement.

“What’ve you got, Vince?”

Beamer—tall and bony, two decades younger than Parrott and only a few months in the department—stood in front of the single bedroom at the end of a short hall, his eyes so wide that white showed all around his coffee-colored irises. The deputy pointed to a deep red splotch the size of a quarter. From it, several dried rivulets streamed down the dirty white door jamb just below the strike plate.

“And in there,” Beamer said, his latex-gloved hand pointing to the floor just inside the partially open door. Another splash of what could only be blood, this one saucer sized. Its dull color indicated the splash was probably several hours old.

“All right, Vince. Open it up.”

With a tentative hand, Beamer pushed the door inward. It groaned like an arthritic old man.

“Oh, my God!” Beamer’s voice cracked. “Oh, my God!”

Parrott stepped forward and peered around the frozen deputy, into the small, dimly lit bedroom.

To the right, a single window—its raggedy old curtains half-drawn—admitted enough late-afternoon sunlight to reveal pale plaster walls covered with chaotic splotches and streaks, which Parrott knew were not the result of some crazed artist flinging buckets of paint. Several gore-covered, fleshy masses of various sizes and shapes lay scattered around the room, some piled in the center of a sagging, full-size bed. The nightstand next to the bed lay on its side, and a cheap lamp lay broken on the floor.

The room smelled like a combination of vinegar, gasoline, puke, and something else Parrott couldn’t identify. He took a deep breath, held it, and stepped past Beamer into the bedroom. After a few moments, the stench wriggled into his olfactories and forced him to lift his arm and cover his nose and mouth with his sleeve.

The sheriff took a quick inventory of the body parts scattered around the room. The torso—or most of it—and what might have been the head nestled in a pool of blood and offal on the bed. An entire arm and the forearm of another lay tangled on the floor underneath the window. A foot and the shredded remains of a leg occupied the seat of an upholstered easy chair in the far-left corner. On the floor at the foot of the bed, a hand, torn from its wrist and missing its little finger, resembled a huge, squashed spider.

“Oh, my God!” Beamer repeated, this time at a slightly lower volume.

The body had not been cut apart. It had been ripped apart, the pieces scattered with evident abandon throughout the room.

Parrott had viewed death—horrific death—all too many times. However, he’d never seen—or imagined he might see—anything this wrong. He ventured a few tentative steps closer to the bed and noticed that a glistening, transparent gel coated portions of the ruined anatomy—like wet shellac, he thought. All that remained of the decapitated head was a crushed bulb of blackened bone, partially covered by shredded flesh, with goo-filled depressions where the eyes, nose, and mouth had been.

“Okay,” he said to Beamer. “Call the coroner’s office. Tell them I want Doc Crawford herself out here. And grab your camera.”

Beamer swallowed hard. “Maybe I could wait outside?”

“You’ll be fine. Make the call. And grab your camera. I need you to take pictures.”

Beamer stepped back into the hallway, and a moment later, Parrott heard his low voice calling dispatch on his radio mic. A first, he still sounded quavery, but after he had spoken with the dispatcher for a minute or so, his voice became steadier. Good. That little task would help him refocus. After a couple of minutes, the deputy returned, looking slightly more composed, the department-issue Pentax KP in one hand. “The ME is on the way.”

“Thank you, Vince. All right, you know the drill. Let’s get some pictures. And don’t touch any of that gooey shit, even with your gloves. We don’t know what it is.”

“I think I feel a little ill.”

“You’ll be okay. I need you to be okay. Okay?”

Beamer half-smiled and nodded. “Okay.” After taking a few deep breaths to steady his nerves and his stomach, he raised his camera and began clicking away, picking his steps with special care as he circled the bed. But when he came within a few inches of the ruined hand at the foot of the bed, he hopped away as if he’d stepped on hot coals.

This was the deputy’s first death in the wild, but now occupied with his task, he appeared more confident. Even in a less horrific situation, the first corpse could knock a person pretty hard—so what a fucking initiation to the worst part of the job this must be.

As Beamer took his photos, the sheriff made a circuit of the bedroom. The first thing he checked was the single window. Behind the half-drawn, tattered curtains, the wooden sash was closed and locked. Apart from the toppled nightstand and shattered lamp, he didn’t see any other displaced furnishings. A couple of lamps on tables, a dust-covered mirror hanging on the wall, an ancient TV set on a metal stand; apart from the blood spatters, all appeared undisturbed. On the dresser adjacent to the bed, he found a small pile of personal effects—wallet, keys, some change, an ink pen—probably just as the dead man had left them. No cell phone to be found.

The wallet contained less than a hundred bucks in cash, a very new Virginia driver’s license, auto insurance card, and a couple of bank cards. Based on the ID, the wallet—and almost certainly the body—belonged to one Mr. Frank Lydell.

So, unless a phone or some other unknown item belonging to the dead man had been taken, he saw no evidence of burglary. The landlord, a stooped, chain-smoking septuagenarian named Richard “Dicky” Rudd, had unlocked the front door for them when they’d arrived. All the other doors and windows appeared secure. Parrott had asked Mr. Rudd to wait outside until he and Beamer finished checking out the place.

“All done, Vince?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Bring up a roll of barrier tape, will you? Then you can wait outside to greet the ME when she gets here.”

“Thank you, Sheriff.” With obvious relief, the young deputy exited the apartment.

“Yo, Sheriff!” Dicky Rudd’s ancient voice creaked from somewhere down the hall. “What the hell is going on?”

“Stay out yonder, Mr. Rudd,” Parrott called back. “I’ll talk to you directly.”

“My afternoon’s going to waste.”

“Won’t be long.”

An hour ago, Dicky Rudd had called the department’s non-emergency number, concerned about the sharp, “irregular” smell that tainted the air outside Mr. Lydell’s apartment. There were eight units in the old Druid Hills apartment building, and Rudd lived directly downstairs from Lydell. No, he’d heard nothing unusual from upstairs last night or this morning. No footsteps, no television, no running water; just a lot of dead silence. Well, yes, Rudd sometimes had a little nightcap to help him sleep, and last night, he had enjoyed one or maybe several. Initially, Parrott had intended to send Deputy Dan Sykes and Beamer on the call until he remembered Sykes had taken a personal day for his son’s first birthday. So, he’d decided to come out here himself. If nothing else, it gave him an opportunity to see how well Beamer was holding up in the field.

Under the circumstances, better than fair to middlin’.

“Sheriff!” came Rudd’s sharp, grating voice, the closest thing to a roar the old man was capable of. “What the hell are you doing?”

“I’m coming right now, Mr. Rudd.”

The old man stood in the sparsely furnished living room, just inside the front door, and he gave Parrott a withering stink-eye as he approached. “So, dead in there, is he?”

“Outside, please.” Parrott stepped through the open front door and motioned for Rudd to follow him out to the balcony. The older man did so only reluctantly. Parrott pulled the door shut behind him.

Rudd’s lower jaw protruded about a mile. “I’ll ask you again. What the hell are you doing?”

Ignoring the question, Parrott drew a small notepad and a stubby pencil. “Mr. Rudd, we’ll need to verify that the deceased is, in fact, Mr. Lydell, but for now, I’m going on the assumption that it is. How much do you know about him?”

“Not much, other than he paid three months’ rent upfront—in cash—and didn’t make much noise. He was gone a lot.”

“How long has he lived here?”

“Maybe a month or so. What’s happened to him?”

“Did he ever have visitors?”

Rudd’s jaw inched out even farther. “Can’t think of a one. Not when I’ve been around. And I’m pretty much always around. So. What happened to him?”

“For the moment, until I have reason to believe otherwise, we’re going to call this a crime scene. That means you don’t come in here without my permission. I’d appreciate it if you’d hand over your key.”

Rudd’s indignant glare would have devastated a weaker soul. “This is my property!”

“Believe this, Mr. Rudd, you’ll thank me for not letting you in there.”

“I will not.”

“Do you know where Mr. Lydell lived before he came here?”

The glare didn’t soften. “Can’t remember offhand. Out of town, I think.”

“Did he have a job?”

“I don’t know. Like I said, he paid three months upfront. That was good enough for me, you know?”

“You said he was gone a lot. Like for a regular work shift?”

“I suppose. Plus, most evenings.”

“Did he stay out late?”

“Usually no later than my bedtime. That’s ten o’clock, to answer your next question.”

Beamer came clumping up the stairs to the balcony carrying a roll of yellow tape in one hand. He handed it to Parrott.

“Thanks, Vince. Would you see Mr. Rudd back to his place, please—after he gives me his door key?”

With an angry puff of breath, Rudd handed over the key. “This is governmental overreach, you know.”

“You can take that up with the mayor.”

The old man turned and started herky-jerky down the stairs. “Don’t bother seeing me to my place, Sheriff, I know the way.”

“Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Rudd.”

Another unintelligible grumble, and Rudd passed out of Parrott’s view.

The late afternoon sun had slipped behind the wall of tall pines that surrounded the old apartment building, and as shadows closed in, the air turned noticeably cooler. A swirl of dead leaves blew past the balcony railing and Parrott heard them rustle through the gravel parking lot below.

He was about to head back into the apartment when an unusual sound from the surrounding woods drew his attention. A distant, shrill, warbling cry.

A whippoorwill.

He hadn’t heard a whippoorwill in years. Reclusive, nocturnal birds, they typically inhabited only the deepest woods, farther out in the county. Mighty odd to hear one this close to town. In fact, if he remembered right, they were damn near endangered.

The melancholy, almost eerie song continued for a few moments before falling silent. To Parrott, it seemed a fitting dirge for the human wreckage scattered inside the apartment.
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Chapter 2

The little body of water nestled in almost perpetual shadow a couple of hundred yards into the woods off Old Beckham Road, seven miles out of Aiken Mill. To locals in the know, it bore the name Black Tooth Pond because the broken trunks of a dozen or so trees, burnt black from a long-ago fire, protruded like rotted teeth from the pond’s farthest end. If a mere handful of Sylvan County’s residents could claim to recognize the pond by name, far fewer could pinpoint its precise location. And no one alive would remember the fire that had devastated several hundred acres of the region’s densest forest, even in the swampy lowlands that encompassed Black Tooth Pond. Still, if one were to examine a specific corner of northwestern Sylvan County on virtually any local map, they might notice the small, unnamed body of water amid an expansive, unbroken swatch of green in the valleys between Copper Peak, Mount Signal, and Thunder Knob. And then forget it existed.

A small town by any standard, Aiken Mill was still the largest and most prosperous cornerstone of a triad in Sylvan County that included the little communities of Beckham and Barren Creek. Early in the twentieth century, the natural contours of the land had steered the construction of the paved road between Aiken Mill and Beckham in a wide, sweeping arc around the lower slopes of Copper Peak, turning ten miles of straight distance into an almost twenty-mile drive. A newer highway provided a faster, more direct route between the towns, so that, nowadays, a traveler on the Old Beckham Road might drive its full distance without encountering another vehicle.

Apart from a nine-year stint in Richmond, Martin Pritchett had lived his forty-four years in and around Aiken Mill. He’d completed his undergraduate studies close to home at Beckham College and then moved to Richmond, where he earned his doctorate in Psychology at Virginia Commonwealth University. He subsequently set up a private research firm in the city with a couple of partners, but due to his own lack of solid business sense, things hadn’t worked out quite the way he’d hoped. So, a decade after bidding adieu to Beckham College, things came full circle, but with him on the other side of the classroom desk. While this outcome hardly fell in line with his early career expectations, now that he’d been teaching at the small but prestigious school for going on thirteen years, he’d come to love it.

It was Martin’s younger brother, Phillip, who introduced him to Black Tooth Pond. Phil owned a perpetually exuberant Golden Retriever named Rufus, whom he enjoyed taking on long walks in the most secluded locations he could find. Occasionally—like now—Martin accompanied him. Almost twenty years earlier, during his own tenure at Beckham College, Phil and a couple of his friends had discovered Black Tooth Pond while exploring the Sylvan County backroads, looking for a place to smoke pot. It was certainly private property, but since there were no nearby houses and no one else ever came out here, it became their go-to place to get stoned.

To the best of Martin’s knowledge, Phil occasionally indulged in his old vices, but he was long past his days of living for his next altered state. Still, his regular walks with Rufus gave him a pleasant reason to revisit these old stoning grounds.

Around Black Tooth Pond, the towering columns of trees, most bearing thinning crowns of red and gold, extended into impenetrable distance in every direction. Deep layers of dead leaves blanketed the narrow deer path that paralleled the reed-choked banks of the pond, and Rufus took great pleasure in romping through them just to hear the loud crunches and crackles beneath his paws. Phil gave him plenty of slack on his long leash.

Martin walked abreast of Phil, hands thrust in his jacket pockets, for the late afternoon breeze nipped at him with increasing determination. Given Phil’s work schedule at Studio 253, a local company of commercial and graphic artists, his walks were relegated to after four o’clock, and as the days grew shorter, so did the length and frequency of his outings. Happily for Martin, on Fridays, his last class ended at three o’clock.

The shadows had grown long and the daylight dimmer as the sun struggled to cast its rays through the near-endless processions of trees around the pond.

“Guess we ought to head back,” Phil said, glancing at the black, broken trunks that rose from the water like groping fingers, only a short distance ahead. “I do miss the summer hours.”

“Not me,” Martin said. “Hate the heat.”

“You have air conditioning. And only two summer classes to teach every day.”

“My body doesn’t tolerate heat and humidity as well as it used to.”

“You sound like you’re older than Dad. How’d you get to be older than Dad?”

“The price of gaining wisdom.”

“That’s ass-wisdom. You are a wise ass.”

Martin had five years on his brother, and he figured that, by any objective standard, he was the far more handsome, cultured, and intelligent of the two. A good inch taller, marginally more athletic (he played golf regularly at Lynwood Golf Course and sometimes walked rather than drove a cart), and, though his forehead had grown slightly taller in the past few years, at least his hair wasn’t growing prematurely gray like his younger sibling’s. By the time he’d reached thirty-five, Phil’s admittedly luxurious mane had gone from sandy to almost pure silver.

Despite his lingering youthful recklessness, which he seemed disinclined to outgrow, Phil had always been more or less all right. Quirky, but all right.

An artiste.

Rufus’s boundless energy showed no sign of abating. He zoomed from tree to tree, sniffing, digging, running in circles, and tugging his near-helpless leash-bearer along wherever he went. At last, with a commanding, “Hold up there, buddy,” Phil managed to settle the dog down enough to shorten his rein.

“How old is he now? Eight?” Martin asked. “He’s got more energy than when he was a puppy.”

“Almost nine. He’d run rings right around you.”

“He’s doing a pretty good job on you, too.”

Phil snorted. “I might spoil him a little.”

At last, with Rufus marginally more mellow, they started back down the deer path toward Phil’s Toyota Tacoma, parked by the water’s edge. The pond was a couple of hundred yards long and about half that wide, and when they had more time, they usually circumnavigated the entire thing. Black Tooth Pond, especially in fall, was beautiful, Martin thought. And yet, somehow, almost creepy. Despite a low breeze, the air carried no sound—no bird songs, no rustling of squirrels or other small animals in the layers of dead leaves. Even when the sun blazed overhead, its brilliant rays never filtered all the way down through the overhanging branches. Neither Martin nor his brother had ever encountered another person out here, not even a fisherman, which they found surprising since catfish, bass, crappie, bream, and others clearly thrived in the pond. Not to mention the unusual fact that not a single “No Trespassing” sign hung in view anywhere nearby.

“Got plans for tonight?” Phil asked.

“Dinner with Alana at seven.”

Most of the civilized world had expected Martin to be the first to marry and, subsequently, produce a veritable herd of diminutive humans. But no. Although he and Alana Mendes—his “special friend,” as his parents called her—had entered a relationship that showed signs of heading for long-term, for them, it was still early. Children were certainly not on their radar. Probably not ever. On the other hand, Phil, whom that same civilized world considered a nouveau Bohemian, had leaped with uncharacteristic aplomb into traditionalism by proposing marriage to a young woman named Carli Vaughan, a local Realtor, whom he’d been seeing for over a year. Despite her questionable taste in men, Martin quite liked her.

Their wedding was coming up in just over a month. He couldn’t help but wonder how Phil would adjust to cohabitating with—and being committed to—another human being for the first time in his adult life. It wasn’t unfair to say that Martin had some reservations—unspoken, of course—about Phil’s ability to uphold his end of the bargain.

“And what are you up to tonight?”

“Work, believe it or not. I got a contract to do a portrait. Tight deadline. I’ll be at it all weekend.”

“Really? A portrait?”

“You know Sam Edmiston? Town council guy?”

“Sure, yeah. But a portrait? And he contracted you?”

“Yes, he did.”

Martin could see it now. A Phillip Pritchett portrait would be a stick figure with a big round head and a few splotches of paint for features. His brother’s typical work leaned toward Neo-expressionism, more in the style of Peter Keil or Karel Appel than Andrew Wyeth or Norman Rockwell, whom he figured would never go out of style in Aiken Mill. He gave Phil a sidelong glance. “No fuckin’ way.”

Phil’s jaw tightened, a sign that he was on the verge of becoming defensive. After a moment, though, he shot Martin a dismissive look. “You doubt. Sometimes, you are not a smart man.”

“I’ve seen your work.”

“Not lately. It’s my job to sell, you know.”

Martin offered him a conciliatory nod. Phil’s profession had always stood on tenuous ground, and he knew all too well the threat that AI posed to his financial well-being. In a small town like Aiken Mill, Phil’s unique personal style carried some honest-to-God weight; tech-based art would offend the sensibilities of those who desired and could afford artwork created the old-fashioned way—even if they considered its style crude. The local aficionados of fine art wanted—demanded—real art. And, almost to Martin’s surprise, enough of them existed to carry substantial economic clout. Phil’s biggest worry was his business clients. If those companies could create campaigns that cost only a fraction of Phil’s custom work, they’d jump on the lowest-priced alternative in a heartbeat.

Still, Martin’s appreciation for his brother’s chosen style only went so far. A connoisseur of what he had always called “mop-and-slop” expressionism he was not.

“I hope Mr. Edmiston has a very open mind.”

“Are you gonna go there? Really?”

Although the two of them had enjoyed a mock adversarial relationship since their youngest days, at times, Phil could become unexpectedly hypersensitive. Martin held up a mollifying hand. “I’m sorry. You know it’s an older brother’s sworn duty to give the younger one shit.”

“You don’t do it well.”

“I’ll practice harder.”

“Fair enough.”

Fences marginally mended, they walked the last hundred feet to the truck. As they reached it, Phil opened the driver’s side door, unhooked the leash from Rufus’s collar, and gave the dog’s backside a little nudge, which was all he needed to hop into the back seat on his own. By now, it was dark enough that the pond had become a big, black, featureless pool of shadow that blended seamlessly with the darkness beneath the surrounding trees. As Martin opened the passenger-side door and started to clamber into the seat, a distant but clear sound stopped him. A sound he hadn’t heard since his childhood.

A warbling, melancholy cry.

A whippoorwill.

“Hey,” he said to Phil. “You hear that?”

“Yeah. I hear them out here from time to time. I love their song. Hey, check this out.” He shot Martin a smug little smile, drew a deep breath, and pursed his lips. Then, adding a little extra vocalization in his throat, he whistled, producing a near-perfect whippoorwill cry. With a laugh, he said, “Pretty good, eh?”

“Impressive,” Martin said, not without sincerity, though finding this talent perfectly superfluous.

“If you say so.”

“I did.” He scanned the surrounding deep, silent shadows. “You know, I don’t think I’ve heard one since I was a kid. Somehow, they always unnerved me a little.”

“How come?”

“Well, to a young’un, they sounded kind of scary.”

Phil scoffed as he climbed into the driver’s seat. “I find them soothing. A little sad-sounding maybe, but melodic. Beautiful, really.”

“I guess it is kind of neat to hear one again after so long.”

“Thanks.”

“I wasn’t talking about that racket you made.”

Phil sighed, started the truck, and made a slow, cautious three-point turn at the pond’s edge to head back out to the main road. Martin glanced back into the gathering darkness, roughly in the direction from which he’d heard the whippoorwill cry. For one brief instant, he felt the faintest touch of unease, the brush of chilly fingers on the back of his neck; a mild yet very real resurgence of the dread that a whippoorwill’s voice had instilled in him as a child.

Thankfully, the sensation passed before Phil even began to maneuver the truck up the narrow, treacherous dirt road that led to the old highway.


II. Saturday
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Chapter 3

Melissa “Doc” Crawford looked like a fourteen-year-old kid, but she had been the county medical examiner for going on fifteen years. Short, slight of frame, uncannily youthful face. A pixie, Sheriff Parrott thought. Hell, when she’d taken the position, she’d looked ten, so at least she had the decency to mature a little over the years.

Right now, her eyes, typically wide, bright, and humor-filled, held Parrott’s with uncharacteristic graveness.

Graveness and incomprehension.

“I wish I had some clue what I’m dealing with here, Bryce. I wish.”

Parrott drew his gaze from hers and focused on the hideous almost-a-body, the myriad “reassembled” parts glowing like an incandescent, malformed mannequin under the harsh white light above the autopsy table. In this setting, the masses of dark gray flesh and bone, some still glistening with the enigmatic goo, appeared marginally less shocking to his senses than they had scattered in bloody piles in a dim apartment bedroom.

As with any visit to the morgue, which occupied the deepest subbasement of Travis Holsinger Memorial Hospital, the chilly air assaulted his sinuses with a mélange of odors, the most pungent being pine-scented disinfectant and some sharp chemical that only God and the ME could identify. Mr. Lydell’s remains had occupied space here for almost twenty-four hours.

“So, nothing toxic? I’ve been afraid we might have breathed something that would boil our insides.”

Crawford shifted her attention to the remains, which, in addition to the devastation it had suffered in the field, now bore numerous tool-made orifices wherever enough flesh remained to create one. “Not toxic. Unexplainable. You know that substance coating the epidermis? It’s defied every attempt at analysis.”

“What does that mean?”

“I mean it appears to not exist. There is more happening in a drop of distilled water than this stuff. Under a microscope, there’s nothing to see. I mean nothing. It reacts with nothing. Our spectrometer registers nothing. Granted, it’s not top-of-the-line—you know, budget and all. But whatever this stuff is, it comes up empty and inert. And once it’s separated from the body tissue, it vanishes.” She shook her head as if doubting her own words.

“It vanishes?”

“Gone. As if it evaporates in a very short time. A few minutes. As long as it’s in contact with the victim’s remains, it doesn’t seem to go anywhere.” Her eyes shifted to the reconstructed horror on the autopsy table and then back to his. “To make things even more entertaining, I have no idea how our victim came to be in this condition.”

“No idea? Words you’ve never spoken, Doc.”

“I hope I never will again. Now, as you know, this body wasn’t cut apart. It was mauled. Torn apart. There’s evidence of what might be claw and bite marks. Not from any animal I can identify, though. Not a bear, not a mountain lion. But something big.”

“Jesus.” He pointed to the autopsy table. “By all indications, it happened inside the apartment. What about some kind of tools? Something a perp might have used to inflict that kind of damage on a body?”

She pointed to the upper half of the partial torso, which bore several sets of long, very deep striations, like marks left by four, widely spaced claws. On the intact portion of the left thigh, two very different-sized, parallel gashes ran from top to bottom of the limb. “These sets of lacerations were not made by the same thing. Almost all the lacerations were made by different…somethings. And the sheer force required to do all this….” She gestured to the whole of the grotesque wreckage. “It would require superhuman strength.”

“God, what a horror.” Parrott’s mind fled to the marginally more comfortable topic of their examination of Lydell’s apartment. “We found no evidence of breaking and entering. No bloody footprints. No animal tracks, certainly not big ones. Violence did happen in that room. Whatever did this, whether human or animal, it had to have a means of getting in and out. We’ve found nothing of the sort. That place was locked up tight from inside.”

Crawford nodded. “There was none of that goo left in there, either—except on the actual remains. Which, in its weird way, is consistent with my findings.”

“What about the fumes in the apartment?” He crinkled his nose at the memory. “Fumes would indicate some kind of particles in the air. Wouldn’t they?”

“They would. So, you can appreciate my bamboozlement.”

“What do you do now?”

“I keep looking. I’ve sent samples of both tissue and that substance to a contact of mine at the FBI lab in Quantico. If there’s any place to get some answers, I’d say they’re it. At first, I thought this stuff might be saliva from some animal. But how could that be? It contains no trace of a single element. By all rights, this substance should have picked up residual matter from the body, from the environment.” She shook her head and heaved a sigh. “There is none.”

“Okay, so nothing ‘natural’ would have these properties. Could it be manmade? Something—what would you call it?—bioengineered?”

“It would still be composed of detectable organic or synthetic material.”

“Jesus.” Parrott produced the little notepad from his shirt pocket. “All right, let’s switch perspective. From my end, we’ve determined that the deceased is, in fact, Mr. Frank Lydell. No known middle name.” He squinted at his scribbles. “Well, there’s a chance he changed his name at some point. His history appears to go back only so far. We’re looking into that. According to his ID, fifty-eight years of age. No criminal record. Only lived in Aiken Mill for six weeks. Last address was in Providence, Rhode Island.”

“Rhode Island?” Crawford’s eyes focused on something far away. “Wonder why he ended up in this hole-in-the-wall town.”

“So far, we can’t find any record of family or acquaintances here. But it’s way too soon to tell. We’ve still got plenty of people to question. Anyway, it doesn’t look like he had a job here, but get this. Apparently, he withdrew everything he had from his bank in Providence before coming here. He’d stashed a couple of thousand dollars—in cash—in that apartment.”

“At least your busywork has been paying off.”

“We still have many, many questions.” He gave a little snort. “So, yeah, there’s a hell of a lot more to do. Mostly by you. You want to quit slacking off, please?”

“Fuck you, Bryce.” Her voice was harsh but her eyes took on a gleam of humor.

“You’re too kind.”

“You have no idea.”

“What are you going to do now?” Doc asked.

He glanced at his watch. It was just past six. “Dig a little more. Cook another pot of Juan Valdez. Go home when it wears off.”

“Speaking of, don’t wear yourself out. You’re getting old, you know.”

“Fuck you, Doc.”

She drew back in mock offense. “Don’t ever speak to me again.”

“Trust me, I won’t. Not until tomorrow.” He pocketed his notepad, grabbed his hat from the nearby countertop, and slapped it on his head. “Till then, I remain ever silent.”

“Goodnight, asshole.”

He said nothing and did not look back as he exited the morgue. He found his mind drifting back many years, to the night his father failed to return home. Sheriff George Parrott had also been brutally murdered. The killer, who went only by the name of Ren, had been a depraved sociopath, a reputed Satanist or witch cultist or some such. He, in turn, had been killed by one or more members of his so-called “coven.”

One could never say that Sylvan County wasn’t home to some unique and bizarre violent crime. Not only that but, relative to other locales with comparable populations, an extraordinary number of individuals had vanished from this area without a trace—going back long, long before Bryce Parrott was even born.

Sylvan County, the Cold Case Capital of the World.


[image: ]



By the time Parrott arrived back at his office, the sun had set and most of the half-dozen deputies on duty were out on patrol. The evening staff of three didn’t appear particularly busy, which he found a welcome switch from the barely controlled chaos of the previous evening. Although he hadn’t eaten anything since early this morning, he didn’t feel hungry. Coffee, though, he could use. At this hour, he decided there wasn’t much point in brewing a new pot of high-grade Juan Valdez in his personal coffeemaker. So, he grabbed his oversized, overused Green Bay Packers mug and ambled into the lunchroom. It wouldn’t be good, but a fresh, full airpot of some cheap generic brand awaited him, courtesy of Farley MacBane, the department’s receptionist/gofer/occasional deputy. Standing before the airpot, Chief Deputy Dan Sykes, back after his apparently exhausting day off to celebrate his kid’s birthday, had just topped off his mug.

“I hear I missed an interesting call yesterday,” Sykes said.

“Indeed, you did.”

“From the sound of it, maybe I got lucky for once.”

“Don’t go getting used to it.”

Sykes half-smiled. “I know better than that.”

Parrott returned an equitable micro-smile. He found Sykes an excellent chief deputy, if sometimes too brash for his own good. Early thirties, ex-army, never so much as a wrinkle in his uniform. He kept himself exceptionally fit, which made him Parrott’s favorite for any job that required significant physical exertion. He gave Sykes a quick wave of dismissal and headed back to his office, where he closed himself in and sat down at his desk.

A handful of messages stared back at him. Nothing urgent, and absolutely nothing new regarding the late Mr. Lydell. A pair of routine traffic stops that resulted in drug busts. A domestic disturbance out on Henry Switch Road, the third in a month for that quarrelsome young couple. A suspect charged with grand larceny—robbing Lloyd’s Jewelers a couple of weeks earlier—had decided to flee on foot from a pair of arresting deputies, only to be apprehended after he barreled through a plate-glass window at Avery’s Ice-Cream Shoppe, two doors down from the jewelry store. The felonious klutz needed extensive stitchery but had suffered no other serious injuries.

Parrott’s mind didn’t linger on the day’s more mundane business.

“It appears to not exist. There is more happening in a drop of distilled water than this stuff.”

Parrott was no forensic expert, but the unfathomable substance found on that ruined body baffled him no less than Doc Crawford. Everything was made of something. Wasn’t that an unbreakable rule of chemistry, or physics, or…whatever branch of science might apply here?

All that was Doc Crawford’s purview. Right now, his focus was on the other part of the equation. Something had torn a living person apart, something with incredible strength. Something that left no other evidence. Something that by all rights should never have been able to get into, much less out of, that apartment.

Well, unless Dicky Rudd had opened the door for some ravaging predator and then bid it a fond adieu after it had completed its terrible business.

A ludicrous prospect.

Right now, Parrott needed information that could provide insight into Frank Lydell’s life, not only since his arrival in Aiken Mill but prior to it. Especially any associations he might have made here in town. A brief background check—all they had managed so far—indicated that Lydell’s otherwise unremarkable history went back only thirty years, when he would have been in his late twenties. Prior to that, there was nothing. No known family, no school records, no work history, nothing.

It was early, true. New—or in this case, old—information might very well turn up. Still, Parrott couldn’t avoid dwelling on the possibility that, at some time or another, Mr. Frank Lydell, all-too-recently and inexplicably deceased, had been someone else altogether.

If so, he must have had good reason for changing his identity. Maybe a reason that had somehow led to his horrific demise.
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Chapter 4

The road stretched before him, far into the dark distance, the headlights barely defining its contours. There were no lines on the uneven pavement, no road signs; only dark, impenetrable trees on either side. The tires rumbled on the asphalt with a deep, hollow sound. His hands, slick with sweat, clutched the steering wheel as if to prevent it from twisting itself from his grip and whipping the car off the road.

He knew this road. He shouldn’t be going this way. He needed to turn around.

Now.

NOW!
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On those relatively rare occasions that Martin Pritchett stepped inside the doors of Calaman House, the blended aromas of hickory smoke, seared beef, and seafood, so distinctive and familiar, brought with them a brief but intense pang of nostalgia. Many eons ago, whenever his dad felt inclined to take the family out for a “fancy” dinner, Calaman House was usually their destination. Since Vernon’s, the town’s only other semi-upscale restaurant, had closed its doors a few years back, finding any other comparable dining option required traveling to Roanoke, forty-five minutes away.

Since Alana had never eaten here, introducing her to the experience felt like a personal obligation.

The restaurant’s dark, wood-paneled walls, warmed by the glow of small globe lamps, mounted just above head-high and spaced at regular intervals, provided the elegant ambiance of an earlier time, though the thumping bass and whiny, autotuned vocals of some current song he didn’t recognize felt disagreeably anachronistic. At least the volume was low.

An obsequious young hostess led them to a table for two, candlelit and draped with a white linen tablecloth, nestled in a cozy corner. As they sat down, she presented them with menus and told them with exaggerated delight that their server, Joshua, would take care of them shortly.

Alana’s eyes roved the room. Then she gave him a dubious look. “So, your mom and dad brought you here when you were a kid?”

“Once in a while.”

Her hazel eyes glimmered in the soft, flickering light. “I guess they thought you were worth it. Parents tend to have a rosy-eyed view of their children.”

He laughed. “Hell, yes, I was worth it. Now, my brother, Phil…not so much.”

“Well,” she said, her voice earnest, “I hope my rosy-eyed view of you is justified.”

“I’m sure I have my work cut out.” He barely glanced at the menu, since he’d perused it online. With equal earnestness, he said, “For that matter, so might you.”

Her eyes had turned to her menu, and she did not look up. “Effortless.”

Joshua, a burly twenty-something with a huge, bronze beard and oversized Buddy Holly glasses, materialized to take their drink orders. Alana ordered a glass of Viognier from one of the relatively new, nearby Virginia vineyards.

Martin and white wine had never gotten along, not since that night at Beckham, twenty-some years ago, when his PSY 470 professor, Dr. Stanley, had hosted a wine and hors d’oeuvres soirée for his honor students. Near the end of the evening, most of a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc, along with the assorted remains of popcorn shrimp, stuffed mushrooms, and Swedish meatballs, had erupted from Martin’s digestive tract onto Dr. Stanley’s dining room table.

The next day’s hangover achieved epic proportion. His only saving grace was that, at the time of the incident, Professor Stanley had already passed out in his bedroom, and—by some dark miracle—never learned the identity of the Mad Vomiter.

“A gin martini,” he said to Joshua. “Beefeater, very dirty, and drop a sliced habanero into it, please.”

The young man smiled, pivoted, and headed for the bar.

Alana knew the story of his most notable drinking disaster. “And you couldn’t handle a little white wine.”

“This is an old friend’s recipe. He introduced me to it a few years ago, and now I can’t do a martini any other way.”

“What do you call it? Martini de Marty? A Martytini?”

“Martytini. I kind of like that.”

“Go for it. There is no charge.”

He smiled. Four months ago, just before the start of the school’s academic year, Alana had become Beckham College’s Admissions Director, and a couple of chance meetings on campus had led them to several enjoyable lunch dates. Having established an easy rapport, it wasn’t long until they went on their first “official” off-campus date—at Willy’s Downtown Tavern, which was pretty much Calaman House’s polar opposite. She was thirty-three, but their age difference mattered not a whit to either of them. And now, as Martin read it, they had settled into a not-quite-but-damn-near-committed relationship.

Her family had come from Brazil. She’d lived there for the first couple of years of her life, but she’d grown up and spent her entire adulthood in Orlando, Florida. She’d held a couple of administrative positions in that city’s school system, for which she was—to put it mildly—the very definition of “over-qualified.” For her, relocating to this remote little community, regardless that it was a positive career move, meant an adjustment on a scale he did not envy.

“So, are you weary of this dark corner of the world yet?”

The face she put on suggested that, simply by asking, he had lost his sanity. “Don’t be ridiculous. God, I hate Florida. You know that. It’s a madhouse. It’s too hot. Everywhere you go, there’s either too many damned people or nothing but alligators and armadillos. At least here, it’s beautiful. And there are actual seasons.”

“I’ll grant you that. I do love these mountains. Still, it’s kind of an odd place. Sometimes it feels like if the world ended, we wouldn’t know about it for a very long time.”

“You’d start suspecting as soon as your internet went out.”

He laughed. “No doubt. You know, I’ve lived here most of my life, but I’ve spent time in a lot of places. And this area feels…old. I mean, outside of town, people don’t live much differently than they did a hundred years ago. They hang onto outdated ideas. Even superstitions. And out past Barren Creek, there’s nobody but Mennonites and moonshiners.”

“Oh, yes. I hear there’s lots of moonshine around campus.”

“Most of the students can’t legally buy alcohol, so it’s the spirit of choice.” He grew serious. “You know, it was just a few years ago that one of my students ended up dead. He made some deal with one of the locals to run moonshine, didn’t follow through, and ended up with his head blown off, stuffed inside his car, and set on fire. That was a pretty big case around here.”

She stared at him. “Are you trying to run me off?”

He cracked a wry smile. “Not at all. From what you’ve told me, this must be small-time stuff compared to your stomping grounds.”

“Well, we never had any Mennonites, at least that I know about.”

Joshua reappeared to deliver their drinks and take their orders. For Alana, blackened scallops, roasted vegetables, and a house salad; for Martin, Chicken Cordon Bleu with grilled asparagus and mashed potatoes.

“No beef for you tonight? I’m impressed,” she said as Joshua took their menus and sauntered away.

“I’ve had a lot of dead cow
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