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And if he thrust him of hatred, or hurled at
him, lying in wait, so that he died, or in enmity smote him with
his hand, so that he died; he that smote him shall surely be put to
death; he is a murderer: the avenger of blood shall put the
murderer to death, when he meeteth him.

Numbers 35:20-21

 


 


Blood will have blood.

Macbeth, William
Shakespeare



PROLOGUE

 


IT WAS A BEAUTIFUL
night for a killing. One of those gorgeous Southern evenings that
occur only occasionally as summer draws near, cool and clear,
nearly devoid of humidity. Overhead, the stars sparkled in a vast
expanse of velvety sky, their shimmering brightness dimmed only by
the whisper-thin gauze of smoke that hung in the nearly motionless
air.

Despite the smell of terror and charred
flesh, the clearing retained the cheery, slightly crazed atmosphere
of a traveling carnival. The crowd had at first been pensive,
watchful, but once the killing was done a sense of relief swept
through the watchers. Women gossiped and tittered, drinking soda
pop from bottles dotted with condensation. Children played chase
through the forest of legs and took turns reenacting the murders
they’d witnessed only moments earlier. Men smoked pipes and
cigarettes, talking in low voices and tapping dried mud from their
tired work boots.

The sheeted men nearest the fires took off
their hoods and their damp faces gleamed in the flames. People
pulled back to give the photographer room and a bright burst stung
the night. At last the crowd drifted away, women calling children
and fussing at their husbands to hurry home. A few engines cranked
in the still air, but most left on foot.

The men in sheets lingered until the last of
the crowd was gone and then congratulated themselves on how quickly
justice could be served. A rustling startled them and one man took
long strides to the side of the clearing and parted two azalea
bushes bearing papery violet blooms. A filthy figure gazed up at
him, face tear-streaked and snotty, a broken pencil and tattered
paper clutched in one grimy hand.

It took a moment, but at last he recognized
the child. He leaned over and snatched the paper, calling to his
companions. They towered over the tiny body, muttering to one
another and turning the drawing to the firelight to see crude
representations of the horror they had wrought. At last one of them
lifted a foot clad in a pointy-toed cowboy boot and nudged the
child toward the road.

“Get on home, now,” he said. “And don’t you
ever talk about what you seen. You understand? Don’t draw no more
pictures, neither.” The child looked up at him with dark eyes that
pierced his soul. He blustered on. “What happened here tonight can
just as easily happen to you. Easier, even. ’Cause there ain’t
nobody to look out for you now.”

He watched as the child scurried away. Once
out of reach, it turned and looked back at them with a burning
gaze, searching their faces. He lifted his foot again and the child
fled, swallowed quickly by the night. The laughter of the others
was at first hesitant, as if they too had felt the intensity of the
child’s hate. But the sound swelled and gained confidence and at
last he joined in, hoping to obscure the vague uneasiness settling
in his gut.



WEDNESDAY

 



CHAPTER 1

 


CASS ELLIOT GROWLED
AS she strained against a crowbar wedged between the wall and a
stubborn two-by-four. “I hate these things.”

“Easy now,” Bruce coaxed, leaning around her
to slide a piece of half-inch plywood between the crowbar and the
wall. “You’ll dent the sheetrock.”

“I’ll dent your sheetrock,” she
huffed, giving another mighty heave. The cabinet shrieked as
three-inch nails screeched from their stud beds. She dropped the
crowbar in the cabinet cavity, turned the volume down on the police
scanner, and swiped Bruce’s freshly opened soda from the table.
Sucking a long gulp, she eyed his broad frame, dark features, and –
she frowned – clean clothes. “Where’re you going, my favorite
brother?”

“I didn’t know I was your favorite.”

“You’re my favorite when you’re helping me
rip out the kitchen.” She watched as Bruce added a newspaper
clipping to a collection beneath a magnet on the refrigerator. “I
wish you’d stop that.”

“Let me be famous vicariously.” The
clippings from the Forney Cater – featuring photographs of Cass,
her partner Mitch Stone, or the smoldering remains of a cabin in
the Sabine River bottoms – fluttered as Bruce tugged gingerly on
the refrigerator’s duct-taped handle. He grabbed another soda.

“I just wish it was over. Where’re you
going?”

“School.”

“You don’t teach on Wednesday night.”

“Some of the students need time in the shop
to finish their final projects. I told them I’d open up today.”

“Those aren’t teaching clothes, Bruce. Those
are date clothes.”

“I might have a little something planned for
later on. And speaking of dates, Sam McGee called while you were
hauling trash to the dump.”

She winced.

“Come on, Cass. He’s nice enough. The
McGee’s are a good family. The two of you would make pretty
babies.”

“What is it with men?” she asked, raking
loose strands of hair, darkened by sweat to the deep red of a
merlot, into her ponytail. “I went out with him once and declined
every time he’s asked since. Surely he’s got the message by
now.”

Bruce lifted an eyebrow. “You gave him hope.
He’ll think it’s possible that you’ll say yes again.”

“How do I get rid of him? Nicely?”

“It’ll take mean. You can do it. I’ve got
the scars to prove it.”

“And every one of them was well
deserved.”

“Or you could start dating somebody else.
That’s a good way to get the message across.”

“Yeah, and there are so many options in
Arcadia.”

“Tom Kado’s one.”

Cass groaned. “Don’t start.”

“The man has a thing for you.” He cocked his
head to one side. “But, it might be a conflict of interest if you
went out with him, right? Since you both work for the police
department?”

Do I work for the department anymore?
she wondered. “Haven’t thought about it,” Cass lied. “Besides, his
wife died about a year ago. He’s in no shape for a
relationship.”

“Everybody grieves differently,” Bruce said.
“I don’t know why you don’t go out more –,” he held up a strong
hand when Cass tried to interrupt. “And that’s your business. But
if you’re looking for a decent guy, I think Tom Kado might be
one.”

“Message received. Where’s Harry?”

“Upstairs. The almost-ex-wife called and
there’s an emergency with a client.” Her shoulders slumped and
Bruce shrugged. “Daddy’s not due back from this morning’s delivery
until tonight, so you get the crowbar and sledgehammer all to
yourself. Paradise, if you ask me.” Bruce knelt to examine the hole
in the kitchen floor revealed when Cass removed the cabinet under
the sink. He stuck his hand between the jagged edges and pulled out
bits of a mouse nest. “I always wondered why it was so drafty when
I was washing dishes.”

“I said I’d help.” Cass wiped the day’s
sweat from her brow with a forearm. “I didn’t think I’d have to do
the whole thing myself.”

“It’s good experience. Fixing the roof and
leveling the porch was hard work. But tearing out a kitchen? That’s
plain fun. Hey,” he continued, plucking his keys from the table,
“when you get that one out, start on the cabinet in the corner.
Might as well get it all done today.”

Cass watched him stride across the tired
linoleum floor, boots crunching over the grit and rubble strewn
across its surface. The screen door banged shut behind him.
Silence, followed by the cranking of a pickup’s engine, filled the
late afternoon air.

“Fine,” she muttered, turning the scanner’s
volume back up and reaching for the crowbar. “I’ll do it myself.
But you’re not my favorite anymore.”


CHAPTER 2

 


GOOBER JERKED THE
RED riding mower’s steering wheel and managed to avoid an armadillo
trundling across the county road. Scowling, he stomped on the
little mower’s gas pedal, urging the machine to move faster. Sunset
wasn’t for another two and a half hours, but the narrow lanes
between his small trailer and The Whitehead Store were already
crowded with shadow from the massive trees flanking the road. In
Goober’s world, darkness in any form was bad. Goblins lurked in the
dusty gloom beneath the bed; vampires needed the night; and
zombies, who could function during the day, vastly preferred
terrorizing simple villagers while hiding beneath a cloak of
darkness. Goober was a sudden expert on all things monster because,
in a moment of insomnia driven weakness, he had flipped on the
horror channel last night and watched, trembling, until the wee
hours when he fell asleep on his sofa.

The mower’s engine whined with the strain,
but Goober pulled the tip of his baseball cap down over his
forehead and kept his foot on the pedal. He briefly wondered how
much gasoline was left in the little machine but pushed the thought
away; he’d leave her on the side of the road if he had to. This
trip to the store wasn’t just for fun. Goober was out of snacks.
Although he ate a fairly healthy diet, today’s craving for salt and
crunch would not be denied. Hence the venture out along Forney
County’s small, eerie roads in spite of the sun’s continuing
decline.

Goober rounded Church Bend and looked up to
see the wink of a tail light in the distance. A thrill of fear
raced through him and he patted the pocket in his overalls where he
tucked his folding money. He extracted a battered Timex and saw
that it read five twenty-nine – this was cutting it too close. The
Whitehead Store closed at five-thirty on the dot. He lifted his
heavy work boot and stomped on the accelerator again.

A squirrel dashed onto the road, flicked its
tail at the red machine, and darted safely to the other side. So
intent was he on reaching the store, Goober hardly noticed. At
last, the gas station’s concrete apron came into view and Goober
screeched to a stop at the pumps. He jumped from the mower and
charged across the tiny parking lot, relief in his veins: the
‘open’ sign still hung in the door. He pushed inside with a
greeting on his lips and reaching for the Frito display when he
skidded across the sparkling linoleum. Startled, he looked down see
to a trail of amber liquid on the floor. The smell of gas reached
his nose and his ire rose. Most people were considerate enough not
to trail gasoline when they came inside to pay. Goober always wiped
his feet and if he made a mess, he knew good and well how to clean
it up.

He looked for Mr. Whitehead and spotted a
puff of smoke floating through the open stockroom door in the back
of the shop. Goober gazed at that black abyss and in a move that
would later surprise himself and everyone else, he squashed the
ripple of terror threatening his legs and ran toward that open door
instead of away from it.

____________

 


A FIGURE IN DARK
clothes stepped inside and watched the man in overalls dart to the
back of the shop. He took in the neat rows of shelves and gleaming
refrigeration units. There was no sign of disturbance, no
indication that anything sinister had happened here. Odd, he
thought. If there was no one to murder, why would the three of
them come here?

He moved to the counter, avoiding the
gleaming streak of liquid on the otherwise pristine floor. Again,
nothing was out of place. A yellowed newspaper clipping taped
beside a crucifix on the wall caught his attention. He leaned
closer and read a short story about the store’s grand opening in
1979. When his eyes rose to a picture of the ribbon-cutting, an icy
wave of shock froze him in place. The unsmiling face staring from
the photograph took him back almost twenty-five years, to his
father’s death when he was nine years old. His father’s
death. It couldn’t be true.

He hurried around the counter to study the
clipping more closely. The thick shock of dark hair, the chiseled
features that were so similar to his own. There was no mistaking
the man who held a pair of scissors over an uncut ribbon. He was a
ghost, burned to a crisp in 1978. But he wasn’t dead. He wasn’t
dead at all. In fact, he’d given up his life and his only child,
for what? To open a gas station in some mosquito-infested backwater
in Texas?

The events of his life and their meaning
re-ordered themselves in his mind, and an immense sense of loss and
betrayal sliced through him. Tears stung his eyes and he drew a
deep breath, tasting a foul smoke. He turned then, gaze coming to
rest on the open stockroom door.

____________

 


A LAYER OF
TRANSLUCENT smoke greeted Goober as he dashed into the ransacked
stockroom. The sight of toppled shelves and a smear of some dark
substance across the floor brought him up short. A creak drew his
glance to the murky light filtering through the outside door. He
went up on his tiptoes and sidled around the mishmash of food and
broken containers. A rancid, stinging smell made his eyes water and
a faint popping grew louder as he crossed the stockroom. Goober’s
empty stomach turned and he pulled a yellow kerchief from his
overalls, covered his mouth and nose, and stepped out to a small
courtyard.

A concrete patio was open to the evening sky
and surrounded by a tall wood fence. The small area was a study in
contrasts. The north side was orderly and somewhat peaceful. A hand
truck rested against the wall beside neat stacks of wood pallets
and flattened cardboard boxes. Garden implements and leggy ladders
hung in tidy rows from pegs, and a green water hose was wrapped
around a reel. A metal gas can squatted beside a weed trimmer
leaning against the wall.

The rest of the area was chaos.

A wheelbarrow lay on its side against the
southern portion of the fence, alongside a toppled step ladder.
Closer to the middle of the courtyard, a misshapen pile of red
plastic smoldered. A sycamore tree grew in one corner, its
smooth-barked trunk rising gracefully from a patch of scraggly
dirt. Goober whimpered as his vision expanded to take in the scene.
Only seven feet or so from the ground, the tree’s lowest limb
sprung outward at a nearly ninety-degree angle, and from it dangled
a zombie, blackened and blazing. Tongues of orange flame danced in
a mouth stretched wide in a silent scream and nibbled at the rope
around the zombie’s neck. The concrete beneath him was scorched and
heat rose in shimmering waves from its surface.

Goober danced in a tight circle and fought
the savage urge to flee as a debate raged through his brain.
Everybody knew that zombies were dangerous. They lived on human
flesh. But zombies were undead, which meant that they were alive
until they were dead. Goober hated to see any living thing hurt,
and if this zombie was alive, it didn’t deserve to burn even though
he knew he’d have to kill it eventually. He wasn’t sure he could
save a zombie that was already on fire, but – in another surprising
move – he decided to try.

He felt for the spigot, never taking his
gaze from the zombie as it swayed ever so slightly on its noose.
Goober yanked the hose from its reel and flinched away from the
steam that rose when the sputtering stream hit the burning body.
Suddenly, the rope around its neck snapped and the zombie hit the
ground with a smacking thud. It lay motionless for a moment, then
stirred.

Goober’s released a blood-curdling shriek
before dropping the hose and charging into the stockroom. He
slammed the door shut and stood trembling, heart in his throat,
listening as the zombie staggered to its feet. Goober took a
running leap over the gooey mess on the floor and sprinted into the
store, where he dove behind the counter and grabbed the phone.

With shaking fingers, he pecked out 911.
“Police? This is Goober. We got a burnin’ zombie on the loose in
The Whitehead Store. Bring the machetes. We gotta cut his head
off.”

____________

 


THE MAN RECOILED AT
the shrill scream and hid between two rows of shelves. He watched
dispassionately as the overall-clad man darted behind the counter
and started babbling about zombies. The door to the stockroom was
still open and he slipped through it, taking in the toppled
shelving and burst food containers. The rancid, smoky scent was
stronger here and he sidestepped the mess on the floor to make his
way to the outside door. Gently pulling it open, his eyes narrowed
as he peered through a small crack and then opened the door more
fully.

It seemed the murderous little trio did have
a purpose in coming to this remote store.

He inched closer to the form smoldering on
the concrete, gaze latching on to a sooty gold ring with a red
stone fixed to its dome and then roving the figure more carefully.
An unscorched tuft of thick white hair was still attached to the
scalp. Although the face was blackened and stretched, its basic
structure was still evident: broad forehead, defined cheekbones,
angular jaw. Unbidden, his mind recreated the muscular detail that
once covered those features.

The scarlet edges of rage crowded his vision
and he sucked in a stinking breath, fighting back a scream.
Everything he’d believed, all the circumstances of his life – it
was a lie. Panic thrummed through his veins and he physically
forced himself to study the smoking body, memorizing the horrifying
tableau and dipping deep into the well of hate in his soul. His
spirit quieted then and the despair morphed inside him, settling
into a molten and searing ball of fury.

Without a backward glance, he retreated
through the courtyard gate and melted into the woods, dabbing at
the sweat beading his upper lip. He trotted at a slow but steady
pace toward his car and brought his breathing and thoughts under
control.

Until today, he had considered the murderous
little cabal his silent partners. Granted, he had no idea why some
of the same names had landed on both their kill lists, but between
them and the work they had completed so far, the world was a far
better place. Since learning their identities several months ago,
he had traced them to this slice of redneck paradise and watched,
moving with caution to learn the rhythms of their lives. But he
hadn’t stalked silently; instead, he had poked and prodded into
their personal lives to see how fragile they were. If they were
made of the right stuff, perhaps he would’ve approached them,
wormed his way into their inner circle. He wanted to understand
their motivations and discover who else they had marked for
termination. The trio was careful, and that he appreciated. They
must’ve known about this victim for some time, because they hadn’t
visited this little store since he’d been tracking them.

But any semblance of camaraderie he felt for
this odd group of executioners vanished at the sight of their
latest victim. In its place sprang the germ of revenge – they had
bested him, understanding his own life even better than he had. And
from their knowledge, they had taken his father from him. Again. A
hope he hadn’t known existed, extinguished before it could form.
They were now the enemy.

His mind focused on his new prey with an
eerie intensity. He would extract payment from each of them for
what they had cost him. Payment in full.


CHAPTER 3

 


CASS WORKED
STEADILY, PAUSING only to haul broken sections of cabinet to the
backyard and toss them on a growing burn pile. The air conditioner
had been off since she and Bruce started work early this morning,
and they had left the doors and windows open in hopes of catching a
breeze. Instead, the summer heat built as the day wore on, bringing
a healthy dose of sticky humidity that caused the dust and grit
from their demolition project to hang nearly motionless in the air.
Cass stopped to wipe the sweat from her face and take a swig of
cold water. It had taken the better part of the day to remove most
of the wall and base cabinets from the kitchen, leaving only one
cabinet squatting in the corner.

She had no complaint; sweat was her
salvation. The physical work cleared her mind and her fears about
the future wept out through her pores. She could forget about Mitch
Stone and how much pain she’d endured since that devastating night
in the spring. Her dreams were still riddled with the image of his
face as she remembered it through the small window in the ICU door
– pale, motionless, devoid of life. The phantom scent of a burning
building caught her at the most improbable of times and alternate
outcomes to that night played continuously through her mind. It had
been over six weeks since she’d been suspended from the police
department, and even though she’d found solace in hard labor and
power tools, doubt over the outcome of the Firearm Discharge Board
review had taken a toll.

She’d spent the time during her suspension –
the banishment, she called it – getting reacquainted with the two
of the six Elliot brothers who lived with her in their father’s
house. Harry, the third oldest, was a recent addition as he and his
wife had separated only weeks earlier, a bitter event that left the
normally genial Harry in a state of perpetual irritation. Bruce had
left home some years ago to study drafting, but had returned after
graduation to teach at the local college. Never married, at
thirty-three Nell and Abe Elliot’s middle child was considered a
tasty catch by the local female constituency, and Bruce played that
role to his advantage; always interested, never committed. The
siblings and their father spent many evenings laughing at the past
and dissecting local events, careful to skirt the most painful part
of their early lives – the arrest of their oldest brother Jack when
Cass was four years old, and their mother’s untimely death only a
year later.

They also talked about the Elliot home, a
ramshackle affair rented by a kindly family to Abe and Nell when
they were first married and eventually sold to them on very
favorable terms. Cass had to agree that the place needed work, and
in fairness to Bruce and his scheme to modernize the house, she
could finally see his vision for the kitchen. He’d spent evenings
browsing the internet for appliances and floor coverings, and his
weekends prowling lumber yards to find perfect cuts of maple for
the cabinets. His goal was to create a kitchen that would’ve made
their mother proud. Cass, Harry, and Abe groaned every time Bruce
asked for more money, but his excitement was so great that none of
them had the heart to shut him down.

Although she still burned over the fact that
Sheriff Hoffner was taking his sweet time in signing her back on to
work, in a way, she relished the time off. Her early mornings were
devoted to exercise and Cass was tighter and leaner than she’d ever
been. Solitude on the days when Harry, Abe, and Bruce were away at
work was also an odd sort of blessing, as Cass could slow down and
think carefully about how best to pursue the man who had raped her
six years ago.

The temptation to simply forget what had
happened never tugged at Cass. Instead, her life changed course,
becoming a methodical hunt for the man who had hurt her. Thinking
about that night, even today, brought a rush of anger so powerful
it was palatable. But she’d turned that fury into forward motion.
Her initial efforts to identify her rapist were rudimentary,
involving scanning the newspapers every day. Over time she’d become
more sophisticated, utilizing internet search alerts to pull
relevant rape cases to her inbox, and trolling the interagency
traffic for similar crimes. At least twice each day she checked for
results. So far, nothing had popped.

Cass finished her water and leaned the
crowbar against the wall, unable to stifle the urge her thoughts
had brought on. She climbed the stairs to her room. As usual, her
inbox was empty and the spam folder overflowing with offers to make
her penis larger. Disappointed but not surprised, she returned to
the kitchen and studied the lone remaining cabinet.

She slid the crowbar between the countertop
and the cabinet, jammed it home, and levered the top up. It sprang
free with a shriek. Cass turned at a giggle to find a tiny
ballerina watching.

“Hey, Auntie Cass.”

Cass switched the burbling police scanner
off and smiled at her niece. Phoebe was swathed in pink, from her
ballet slippers and seashell pale tights and tutu, to her fuchsia
leotard. Cass wiped the dust from a seat at the scuffed kitchen
table and lifted the five-year-old to the chair. “You look
gorgeous. What are you up to?”

“Going to jazz class.”

“Why are you wearing your ballet
outfit?”

“I’m a princess, Auntie Cass, and this is my
gown.”

“Oh,” Cass said, as Harry entered, guilt on
his face.

“Can you take her?”

“Bruce said you’ve got a meeting?”

Harry pulled gingerly on the refrigerator’s
duct-taped handle. He removed a pitcher of orange juice and poured
small glasses for the three of them. “Do you remember the
Martins?”

“Sure. Old money.”

“We’re doing some work for them and they’re
not happy with what the interior designer is planning.” He glanced
down at Phoebe, but the little girl was bobbing her head to an
internal rhythm, oblivious to the fact that the interior designer
was her mother.

“Why don’t they talk to her?”

“Drama.”

“Ah.” Harry and his estranged wife Carly
shared an architectural and design business and were known for
their innovation. Carly also had a well-deserved reputation as a
diva, and the firm had lost several clients over her refusal to
change her interior design plans to suit the client’s wishes.

“I need to smooth things over and knock the
designer off her high horse. Can you take Feebs to town?”

“Sure,” Cass said, glancing down at her
filthy clothes. “When?”

“Class starts at seven-thirty.” Harry leaned
down to kiss his daughter’s cheek and be kissed in return. “I’ll
pick her up. Thanks, Cass.”

She looked at the dusty kitchen clock as the
screen door slammed shut. An hour and a half to go. “Okay Feebs,
what’s next?”

“Supper.”

“Right.” Cass ran a finger along the stove
top and looked at the grit it gathered. “I’m not cooking
tonight.”

“Uncle Bruce always cooks.”

“Good point. How about a burger from
Chubby’s?”

“Can I have a chocolate shake?”

Cass considered the fallout that would arise
from the inevitable spatter on Phoebe’s pink ballet outfit, and
decided that Carly’s wrath was well worth the price of retaining
favorite aunt status. Even if it cost Cass a new leotard and tutu.
“It’s not Chubby’s without a shake.” She tried to work her fingers
through her tangled hair. “But I need a shower. Want to come
upstairs and watch TV while I get ready?”

The little girl nodded and pulled a
sparkling tiara from behind her back. “Mommy won’t let me wear it
outside ’cause I might lose it. But it’s okay if I’m with you,
right Auntie Cass?”

Cass recognized the crown Carly had received
when she was named Fire Ant Queen some years ago. It was a tacky
thing made of paste jewels that formed hearts and something meant
to resemble a fire ant. Her heart warmed at Phoebe’s transcendent
grin as she settled the shiny crescent on her niece’s head, and she
wondered only briefly how much a new tiara would cost.


CHAPTER 4

 


OFFICER HUGO
PETCHARD LICKED his thumb and smoothed his eyebrows down. Fresh
from the shower at the police station, he leaned against a lamp
post. It was after six o’clock, and rush hour traffic – what there
was of it in a town as small as Arcadia –– had died off. He glanced
around and swiped his arm across his forehead, surreptitiously
sniffing his armpit and catching only a whiff of Old Spice.

A figure hurried around the corner of The
Golden Gate Café’s little building and Petchard recognized Junie’s
slender form. His heart thudded against the cage of his ribs. He
opened his mouth to call out but she darted inside before he could
muster the words. In only an instant the door opened again and
there she was, framed by the apricot hue of the early evening sun.
His breath caught in his throat. He found her perfect in every way.
Well, except for the height. He was five foot ten and in flat
shoes, Junie was a good two inches taller. Otherwise, there wasn’t
a flaw on or in the woman. Smooth skin, strong arms, narrow hips,
gorgeous black hair. Eyes of the purest, darkest brown Petchard had
ever seen. A patient, funny personality. And she liked him.

She liked him.

He watched as she called a good-bye over her
shoulder, adjusted her bag where it hung across her body, and
started at the sight of Petchard. A frown creased his brow. His
normally composed Junie looked flustered. Something he’d never seen
before. A smile found its way to her mouth and she waited while he
made his way down the sidewalk to her.

“Hello, gorgeous,” he said, kissing her
cheek.

“Hello, lover,” she replied, her voice a
husky purr. “I thought you’d be at home having dinner with your
family and getting ready for church. You must be tired after your
long day protecting us all.”

He preened. “I had to stop and say
goodnight. How’s your headache?”

“Gone. I managed to take some pain medicine
before it got too bad. You’re so sweet to remember.”

Petchard took her hand and led her to the
employee parking lot at the back of the café. “Are you sure you
don’t have time for a movie tonight? You could come to church with
me and we could see a late show. Or we could have dinner. I still
want you to meet my family.” At her look of panic he added, “When
you’re ready, of course.”

Her features softened and she touched his
lips with a finger. “Not tonight. I have to wash my hair.”

Petchard suppressed a grin at this display
of feminine vanity. Junie’s hair was short. Not as short as his own
thinning blond crew cut, but short enough that a good toweling
would dry it in no time. Perhaps she would use the evening to
perform the other mysterious and somewhat terrifying rituals that
women thought necessary to maintain their beauty. He watched as she
unlocked a battered old Honda, and wanted again to offer to buy her
a newer vehicle. Or loan her the money to buy one. But he held his
tongue. She’d already rebuffed his offer in the kindest of ways. He
cleared his throat. “Maybe tomorrow night?”

“Perhaps,” she said, presenting her cheek
for another kiss. “Let’s see what tomorrow brings.”

Junie slipped into the car and the rust
bucket turned over on the second twist of the key. Petchard blushed
when she blew him a kiss through the windshield. Through a haze of
adoration, he watched as the object of his affection backed out of
the parking lot and drove away.


CHAPTER 5

 


THE STENCH OF
BURNING flesh was ripe even in front of the store when Detective
Carlos Martinez stepped outside to clear his head. Several
emergency vehicles cluttered the station’s forecourt and spilled
onto the county road. Swirling lights bounced around the small
area, creating a nauseating psychedelic patina. He was grateful
that no sirens pierced the still evening.

He lifted his chin in greeting to the young
officer posted at the gas station’s front door. The man nodded
while pressing a handkerchief over his nose and mouth. Drawing a
shallow breath, Martinez looked more closely at the forecourt.
Firefighters rolled up their hoses and an officer was stringing
yellow crime scene tape in a wide perimeter around the store.
Goober sat on the tailgate of the forensics guy’s pickup, his mouth
slightly ajar, eyes staring vacantly into the shadows crowding the
county road. After seeing the torched body in the little courtyard
behind the store for himself, the detective considered Goober’s
means of coping by shutting out the world quite reasonable.

After more than thirty years with the Forney
County police force, Martinez thought he had seen the worst that
humanity had to offer. From cases of domestic violence where a
woman’s head was swollen to almost twice its normal size due to a
beating, to knife fights, gunshot wounds, smotherings, drownings,
and even the aftereffects of a bowling ball slammed into a
skull.

But this, what had happened to the man who
died behind The Whitehead Store, was an exceptional kind of
evil.

Martinez blew his nose to try and force the
smell of seared flesh from his sinuses. As a fire truck growled
away from the scene, he noticed movement near a patrol car blocking
the road. A small man paced in the gloom cast by the setting sun,
speaking quietly into a handheld recorder. He changed direction
when he caught sight of Martinez. As he drew nearer, the detective
groaned inwardly. Wally Pugh, the Forney Cater’s roving reporter,
had the pointed features of a weasel. His beady black eyes darted
from Martinez’ face to the store’s door as his narrow body moved in
a sinuous, almost hypnotic stroll toward the gas pumps. He wasn’t a
bad guy, Martinez knew, and had supported the police force after
The Church of the True Believer debacle several weeks ago despite
the negative coverage the major news outlets had provided.

He met the reporter just past the gas pumps,
ran his strong hands over his face and steely crew cut, and crossed
his massive arms over his broad chest. “Hey, Wally.”

“Detective Martinez. What happened back
there? It smells like somebody barbequed a skunk. Goober’s almost
comatose and won’t say a word.”

“How’d you hear about it?”

“Scanner. They said something about a
burning zombie. Did somebody get roasted?” Wally held the recorder
out between them and pushed a button.

Martinez considered his words. Dealing with
the press was Sheriff Bill Hoffner’s responsibility and a chore the
man seemed to relish, but Hoffner was out of town and the Forney
Cater needed something to print. Martinez steeled himself for a
dance around the facts. “We have one dead body.”

“A zombie?”

“Yeah. Night of the Living Dead does
Forney County. Come on, Wally.”

“Who is it?”

“We don’t know.”

“What happened?”

“We’re not sure, but the body is
burned.”

“How badly?”

“Pretty severely.”

“Accidental?”

“We’re still investigating.”

Wally’s delicate eyebrows shot up.
“Murder?”

“Like I said, we’re still
investigating.”

“Who found the body?”

Martinez hesitated. “Goober.”

“Is he a suspect?”

Are you kidding? Martinez thought.
“No. That’s all I’ve got for you right now, Wally. I hope we’ll
have an ID later tonight. Check with the ME’s office or give me a
call before you go to print.”

Wally eyed Martinez, nose twitching as he
sucked his teeth. He switched the recorder off. “Any chance I can
get back there and take a photo?”

“Not tonight. How about one of the front of
the store? Keep Goober out of it. And leave him out of your story.
I don’t think he could handle attention like that.”

The reporter nodded and wandered away,
tucking his recorder into a pocket and lifting a digital camera
from around his neck. Martinez watched him go, then turned to the
little red mower parked near a gas pump. A two-gallon can was
bungeed to a platform behind the seat and Martinez snapped a paper
towel from a nearby holder and loosened the cap to peer inside.
Maybe one-quarter full. He unscrewed the cap on the mower’s
gasoline tank and bumped the little machine. From the sloshing and
glint of light on liquid, Martinez guessed the mower was almost
empty. According to the cash register, the store’s last transaction
was conducted at five eighteen. A purchase of three gallons of gas
for cash. Probably used to barbeque the guy out back, who must be
the store’s owner, Calvin Whitehead. Or perhaps an employee.
Martinez tightened the gas cap and turned to focus on Goober, who
was wringing his baseball cap between his hands.

The detective shook his head and wondered
where to start.

____________

 


GOOBER WAS A
MYSTERY. He’d appeared one morning about forty years ago, nestled
in the gnarled roots of the ancient hanging tree on the courthouse
lawn, abandoned in the middle of the night. In spite of
announcements on the local radio station and in the newspaper, the
toddler’s parents never came forward to claim him. An elderly widow
took him in and over time, Goober became a fixture in Arcadia. The
odd man was probably closer to forty-five than to forty given the
silver that peppered his nearly black hair. People said that Goober
wasn’t truly retarded, but Martinez wasn’t so sure. Goober hadn’t
finished high school and his ability to read and write was limited.
Granted, he was always polite and seemed eager to help, but there
was a slowness about the man, almost an innocence, that Martinez
thought reflected some sort of mental challenge.

He stiffened as Forney County’s Forensic
Examiner, Tom Kado, came through the gas station’s front door. As
Martinez had done, he nodded briefly at the officer near the door
and stopped to remove the booties covering his shoes. He shoved
them in a plastic garbage bag and rubbed his eyes. Kado was new to
the force, having joined only a couple of months ago. Martinez
found the younger man arrogant and disrespectful of the last
forensic examiner, Hank Comfrey, who had held the job for nearly
five decades before dropping dead of a heart attack earlier this
year. Kado was full of new procedures and science but didn’t seem
to trust his gut as old Comfrey had. Martinez wasn’t sure the
science was all that reliable. The wariness he felt for Kado was
justified when a crucial DNA sample in a recent case was found by
the state lab to be contaminated. If Martinez was the detective
assigned to this murder, and he surely would be because there
were no other detectives in Forney County at the moment,
Kado would have to walk the straight and narrow to Martinez’
satisfaction. He met Kado at the tailgate where Goober sat, still
torturing the baseball cap.

“You okay, Goob?” Kado asked.

Goober nodded but his gaze was glassy and
his face devoid of color. Kado climbed up in the pickup’s bed,
opened a cooler and passed a root beer to Martinez, then took one
for himself and Goober. He took the cap from Goober’s hands and
replaced it with an open can. “Drink.”

Slowly, Goober did. “Thanks,” he said,
burping quietly.

“You up for talking?” Martinez asked.

Goober nodded.

“Why did you come to Whitehead’s
tonight?”

“I ran out of potato chips.”

Martinez looked at the mower parked by the
station’s pumps. “Did you pump gas?”

“I was gonna check her after I got the
chips.”

“What time did you get here?”

“Right about five-thirty.”

“You sure?”

He pulled a beat-up Timex from a pocket and
held it out. “It was almost five-thirty when I came around Church
Bend.”

Martinez compared the little watch to his
own. It was two minutes fast. “Did you pass anybody on the
road?”

“Naw, my mower don’t go that fast.”

Kado bit back a smile, and the detective’s
jaw tightened. He tried again. “Did you see any other vehicles on
the road?”

“Just some tail lights.”

“Where?”

“When I was coming around Church Bend.” He
turned and pointed into the night. “A car was farther down the
road.”

“What kind of car?”

Goober shrugged. “All I saw was red
lights.”

“What happened when you got to the
store?”

“I went inside to make sure Mr. Whitehead
was still open.” He blinked. “There was gas on the floor. And then
smoke came out of the door in the back. So I went to see what was
burning.”

“Why didn’t you call the fire department
right then?”

“I was scared,” he answered in a small
voice.

“You were scared but you headed toward the
smoke, to the fire?”

Goober nodded, his eyes fixed on some
distant, internal point.

Martinez and Kado exchanged a glance. “What
happened next?”

“The smoke was bad, but the back door was
open. I heard a noise and went outside and saw… the zombie. He was
hanging.” He shuddered and root beer sloshed onto his overalls.
“And black all over.”

“Did you see flames?”

“He was breathing fire. Like a dragon. I
tried to put it out.” Goober’s eyes filled with tears and he drew a
deep, stuttering breath. “But the zombie fell off the rope and
started to get up. I figured he was coming after me. He fell and I
ran away.”

____________

 


KADO AND MARTINEZ
PULLED fresh booties over their shoes and crossed through the gas
station’s neatly organized shop and the chaotic stockroom to the
courtyard, each trying not to wince as the smell of burned flesh
grew stronger. The odor was thick and sickly, like pork in sweet
and sour sauce roasted for too long, tinged with sulfur and melting
plastic. It clung to the roof of Kado’s mouth and coated his
sinuses.

His first view of the courtyard had been
cursory, simply to photograph the scene and, unfortunately, turn
off the hose. Now, Kado examined the space more closely. Water lay
in silent pools on the uneven slab that formed the courtyard’s
floor. Bits of charred matter – skin and clothing, Kado guessed –
rested in drifts against the base of a wooden fence. Washed there
by the water hose Goober had left running when the body dropped to
the ground. A step ladder and wheelbarrow were toppled against the
fence, and a smoldering red container was the source of the biting
smell of burning plastic. Waves of disgust and despair rolled
through Kado in equal measure. He had no idea how long it would
take to collect and analyze all the evidence in this case, and he
was already stretched thin from a heavy workload. He considered
drawing a deep breath to release the tension, but changed his mind
and rubbed the back of his neck instead.

Forney County’s Medical Examiner, John Grey,
and his assistant Porky Rivers were crouched next to the blackened
form. A plastic sheet was spread on a patch of dry concrete. They
were discussing the best way to lift the body without jarring flesh
loose. The victim had landed on his left side, the arms bent over
the chest and fingers curled near his neck. Kado looked closer and
saw bits of scorched clothing still in place around parts of the
body. In others, delicate layers of the epidermis and dermis had
blackened and curled back from the man’s flesh, exposing red muscle
or yellowish fat. A heavy gold ring was barely visible on the
corpse’s right hand and a lonely tuft of white hair had somehow
escaped the flames and clung to the scorched scalp.

“Who would do something like that to Calvin
Whitehead?” Martinez asked.

“How do you know that’s Whitehead?” Kado
responded.

Martinez crossed his arms over his massive
chest and thrust his chin forward. “Who else would it be?”

Grey unfolded his lanky form, balancing
carefully until he reached his full height of six feet eight
inches. “He’s too badly burned to be sure it’s Whitehead. We’ll
check for a wallet when we move him, and use dental records or DNA
to confirm.”

Martinez moved his gaze from Kado to Grey.
“I’ll find his house next, see if he’s home.”

“Do you know him?” Kado asked.

“I don’t,” Martinez replied. “His store is
way off my beaten path. Grey?”

“I’d heard his name but didn’t know where
his store was. Porky?”

The thin man looked up from his squatting
position and his gaze bounced between Grey, Kado, and Martinez.
Fading sunlight glinted on the studs, rings, and barbells that
dotted his nose, eyebrows, and ears and provided the source for his
full nickname of Porcupine. Most were silver and contrasted sharply
with his inky black skin. “This is too far out in the boonies. I’ve
never even heard of the place.”

Kado turned to Martinez. “Is he home
grown?”

“I said I don’t know him,” Martinez replied
with an edge to his voice, and Kado responded with a cool look.
“He’s been here as long as I can remember. We’ll check with the
neighbors and court records to see when he opened up.”

“There haven’t been any problems out
here?”

“Nothing I’ve heard about,” Martinez
answered. “And I would’ve, through roll call and gossip.”

Kado looked to Grey. “Do you know cause of
death yet?”

“Looks like barbequing to me,” Martinez
said, casting a sidelong glance at Kado.

“It depends,” Grey answered, “on how long he
hung before he was set alight, and on whether he was alive when
hung. We’ll need to complete the autopsy to confirm COD, but I can
tell you a few things now.” Grey motioned to Porky who lifted the
corner of a flat, blackened mass from the thigh. “The fire burned
long enough to char his clothes and burn through the epidermis and
dermis in places. In some areas, it looks like clothing and skin
have fused, so he might’ve been wearing a man-made fabric that
melted, like nylon. Maybe tracksuit bottoms or trousers with a
stretch material.”

“Is there any chance he was alive when the
rope broke?” Kado asked.

“I doubt it. Why?”

“Goober thought he saw the zombie getting up
to chase him after the body fell. That’s why he ran and called
911.”

“If the hanging didn’t kill our victim, the
burning finished the job quickly.” Grey motioned to the slightly
bent elbows, hips, and knees. “When a body burns, the muscles draw
in and shorten, creating the positioning you see here. It’s called
a pugilistic attitude because the body takes on a stance similar to
a boxer. Goober might have seen movement as the muscles contracted
and with his imagination, thought the man was still alive.”

Kado’s gaze followed the sycamore’s trunk up
to the first limb. A length of rope hung there, its end blackened.
“Is any rope left around his neck?”

Porky pointed to a narrow section of
charring. “I’m not sure it’ll survive when we move him.”

“Suicide or murder?” Kado asked.

“You have got to be kidding,” Martinez
stated.

Grey sighed. “You’d be surprised at what
people will do when they want to die. This,” he motioned at the
tree and the charred form on the ground, “is extreme, but not
unbelievable. I haven’t seen a lighter or matches, but they could
be under the body. Or melted. Or burned.”

“It’s a possibility we need to consider,
Carlos. He could’ve doused himself with gas,” Kado said, motioning
to the moldering plastic mass, “and jumped or fallen from that
ladder.” He turned to Porky. “Can I get photos now?”

Porky nodded and asked Martinez to help him
bring in a stretcher. Looking grateful to leave the corpse and
related stench behind, Martinez followed Porky through the
stockroom.

Kado’s shoulders loosened as he made his way
closer to the body and lifted his camera.

Grey cleared his throat. “Are you and Carlos
having problems?”

“We got off on the wrong foot. I was too
critical of the last forensics man, Hank Comfrey. When Sheriff
Hoffner recruited me, he told me that the last man had died while
on the job and that they were looking to bring the forensics
department up to date, to use more science to help solve crimes. I
didn’t realize Comfrey had almost fifty years on the job and had
only been dead a few weeks when I came to Texas. That would’ve been
good to know.” He moved to the other side of the body and took
several shots. “And then there was the whole mess with the
corrupted DNA. Martinez and some of the others want to believe that
I screwed up. They’ve been hovering at crime scenes, watching
everything I do.” He turned and looked up at the tall medical
examiner. Grey’s bushy black hair was bursting straight from his
scalp as usual, and his dark eyebrows were lowered over serious
eyes. “Why do you ask?”

“The department is so short of people. You
need every ounce of cooperation you can get on this one.”

Kado stood, grimacing as his knees popped.
“I’ll do what I can, but I’m only half the equation.” He looked up
at the dangling piece of rope. John Grey tilted his head back as
well, and they stood silently for several moments.

“What does your gut tell you?” Grey
asked.

“I tend to agree with Carlos. I don’t like
it as a suicide. It’s too much. But,” he added, “I’ll let the
science do its job.”


CHAPTER 6

 


TWILIGHT WAS
SETTLING LONG shadows over Forney County as the shooter crept into
Deadwood Hollow. The overhanging boughs blanketed the Hollow,
creating a murkiness that his eyes could not penetrate. But lack of
vision wasn’t a problem. This trek from the county road to his
perch in an ancient oak tree was one he had made several times as
he sought to first identify, and then possibly understand, the
people who were helping him cleanse the world. But tonight, his
journey had a radically different intent.

The shooter was unremarkable, a born hunter
with a lethal blend of instinct, intuition, and bland good looks
that allowed him to blend into his environment. Of average height
and slender build, his hair was short and dark, his face chiseled
with high cheekbones and a strong jaw. Only his deep brown eyes
hinted at the intelligence and cunning within. He moved down the
well-used path without hesitation, stopping to listen for sounds
from the drug dealers and partying teens that commandeered these
woods after dark. His movements were controlled, deliberate, a
careful dance executed many times over the years during a hunt,
choreographed to avoid noises that would draw attention.

His heart picked up its pace as he neared
the dip in the trail where he would step into the brush, and he
shifted the rifle to wipe his sweaty palms on his jeans. For a
moment he stood silently, listening to the breath ease in and out
of his body, slowing his heart rate, centering his thoughts. Six
kills, that was the goal. Three murders tonight and three more to
go would mark the last stop on the trail of punishment he had
traveled for so long.

No.

Not punishment.

Vengeance.

The taking of lives in payment for the life
that was stolen from him all those years ago.

Calmer now, he pushed through the brush and
made his way to the old oak in the clearing. The climbing stick was
still in place. He scaled it and settled into the sturdy crook of a
branch where it met the tree’s trunk. He slipped the shooting glove
on his hand, adjusted the homemade brass catcher, and lifted the
rifle’s scope to his eye. It was approximately one hundred yards to
the house. Although the interior was dark, he knew the layout of
these back rooms by heart. A set of gorgeous windows allowed an
unfettered view of the tidy kitchen with its clean appliances and
the colorful tile backsplash that created a strutting rooster over
the stove. He fiddled with the rifle. This was the longest shot he
would make tonight. While he preferred the satisfaction of an
up-close kill, ending the life of a police officer was worth the
compromise. A cosmic justice of sorts.

He took another look through the scope,
adjusted his position, and waited.

____________

 


MARTHA FRANKLIN BREATHED A quiet sigh of relief as her son
unlocked the front door and ushered her inside. Her body could do
nothing but ache these days. The doctors promised that the
tiredness would fade when the treatments were done, and that her
strength would return. But lately, it was all she could do to stand
for more than a few minutes at a time. Her appointment with the
oncologist and this evening’s quilting club meeting had certainly
taken it out of her. The meeting had run longer than usual, until
seven-thirty, while the ladies twittered over Moses when he arrived
to pick her up and helped clear the church hall.

She unwound the scarf covering her head and
heard her son removing his tennis shoes. He stood and she caught
him watching her in the hallway mirror, worry in his eyes. Martha
was tall for a woman. At five feet eleven inches in her stocking
feet, she was only three inches shorter than her son. Their body
shapes were similar as well. Her mother had always called Martha’s
figure ‘proud’, referring to her strong shoulders and erect
carriage, the narrow waist that flared gently to slender hips, and
her long, firm legs. Reaching up, she turned her son’s head to the
left and right, and compared her smoothly dark reflection to his.
“With my bald head, Moses, we look just alike.”

He bent to kiss her cheek. “You’re prettier
than I’ll ever be.”

“And ain’t that the truth,” she laughed.
“You go get a shower. I need some tea.”

“I’ll make it, Momma.”

She waved him away. “I may have the cancer,
but I can still boil water.”

Martha watched as Moses shuffled down the
hall, his shoulders rounded forward, hands pushed deep into his
pockets. He had moved back home just over two years ago, after his
wife of twenty-five years divorced him. It was a bitter affair,
that much a mother could sense no matter how hard her child tried
to hide his pain. Martha still wasn’t clear on the details, but she
suspected that a midlife crises and a younger man were to blame.
She only thanked the Lord that no children were involved.

Moses had explained his decision to move
home as a desire to help during her cancer treatments and to be
available for his twin brother, Joseph, when he was released from
prison. That had happened only recently and the three were still
finding a way to live together again. Martha had re-mortgaged the
house to pay for Joseph’s defense against some computer crime she
didn’t understand. Both of her sons had protested loudly, but she
wouldn’t have had it any other way. Moses and Joseph were her
life.

Although the boys were twins, their
different natures were evident from the moment they left the womb.
Moses basked in the light; Joseph stayed in the shadows. Moses
loved people, while Joseph preferred solitude. Moses expressed his
feelings; Joseph was a stoic. Moses was sheer emotion; Joseph
followed the path of logic.

Moses had always walked the straight and
narrow and had a clear definition of right and wrong, deciding
early on that he would become a police officer. Joseph turned away
from people, choosing instead to live within the mysterious land of
computer languages and databases. Martha never understood the work
he did, but she knew he achieved great success for a time. Joseph
moved to New York and went to work for a big bank while the ink was
still wet on his degree from the local college. When they talked on
the weekends, he told her how happy he was to live in a large city
and do such important work. And she believed him. Until he called
to tell her about the arrest. Looking back, she wondered how she
had missed the signs that her son was involved in something
illegal, and consoled herself with the thought that of the two
boys, Joseph had always been the better actor.

As she moved through the dark house, Martha
said a silent prayer that Joseph would find a good job in spite of
his arrest. One that provided adequate financial compensation, but
more importantly, fed his self-esteem. He was playing basketball
this evening with a club for teenagers, a program designed to let
former convicts give back and hopefully keep youngsters from
following in their footsteps. Moses was also a frequent player and
said the kids loved trying to figure out which of the Mojos – their
lifelong nickname – was the cop and which the robber.

Martha reached the kitchen and leaned her
cheek against the cool door, resting and listening to the sounds of
water rushing through the pipes to the shower. A smile of gratitude
crossed her lips for her children, the convict and the cop. And as
happened so often lately, images of both her dead husbands appeared
in her mind, deepening her smile. Charles Franklin was the one true
love of her life, and she had lost him too early, when the boys
were only toddlers. Homer Radcliffe was a solid, reliable man,
marrying her shortly after she arrived in Arcadia with her small
twins in tow and only a job as a cook in the local school to
support the three of them. He’d taken care of her and loved the
boys as if they were his own for twenty-three years, until the good
Lord took him home too suddenly. A brain aneurysm, the doctors told
her. Dead before he hit the floor in his engine repair shop.
Although she intended no disrespect to Homer, she took Charles’
name back after her second husband died, wanting to live out her
days as wife to the man she had loved so dearly. Becoming a
Franklin again had brought her a measure of peace. And in spite of
the various tragedies in their lives, she knew that God indeed
walked with her family.

Martha pushed through the swinging door and
turned on the soft lights under the cabinets. Water spat from the
faucet as she filled the kettle. She lit the burner and placed the
kettle on it, then reached out a finger and touched the backsplash
behind the stove. The hand-painted tiles created a stylized banty
rooster and she’d adored him the moment she saw him on display at
the DIY center. Homer protested mildly when she asked him to chip
out the plain white tiles and replace them with her new friend, but
whistled while he worked. She sighed at the memory and glanced at
her reflection in the bay window overlooking the dark backyard. In
her early sixties, Martha Franklin was still a handsome woman. Her
ebony skin was smooth and supple, her athletic body trim and lithe.
She smiled briefly at her shapely skull. Her comment to Moses had
been true: with each bearing bald heads, she and her sons could be
triplets.

The kettle uttered its first low notes and
Martha opened a cupboard, reaching for tea bags. Her mind turned
again to Joseph and his basketball game tonight. As she grasped a
box of chamomile tea and closed the cabinet door, Martha’s last
thoughts were a peaceful prayer that Joseph could make a difference
in those boys’ lives, and they in his. She never registered the
piercing of glass and the slight retort of a rifle firing the
bullet that entered her brain and ended her life.

____________

 


THE SHOOTER LEANED
BACK from his firing position and prepared to climb
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