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Chapter 1

R-rrrrrr.

R-rrrrrr.

I felt the phone before I heard it, a rusty saw rasping over my forehead, trying to rip an opening into my subconscious.

R-rrrrrr.

My eyes opened to slats of maple flooring. Chair legs. A crumpled sock. I was on the floor, head in the living room, feet in the bedroom.

“R-rrrrrr.”

Behind me I saw blanket and sheet following like a tangled umbilicus. I had tried to crawl from my dreams again. I rolled to the phone on the bedside table before the saw took another cut.

“Carson Ryder,” I mumbled, cross-legged on the floor and leaning against the bed. The clock showed 7.25 a.m. on a Saturday morning. Outside, gulls keened above my beachside home as the Gulf of Mexico’s waves slapped the shore a hundred paces distant.

“Detective Ryder, it’s Nancy Wainwright at the Alabama Institute for Aberrational Behavior. I need your help.”

I stifled a yawn as my mental Rolodex presented an image of a slender, fiftyish woman with long brown hair and penetrating, intelligent eyes behind round glasses.

“What can I do for you, Doctor?”

“Bobby Lee Crayline’s here at the Institute.”

I rubbed sleep from my eyes. “Again? Why?”

“He’s going to be hypnotized.”

It took a five-count for the words to materialize into a grammatical pattern and snap me bolt-upright with the phone tight to my ear. “Bobby Lee Crayline?” I knew my heart was fully awake. I could feel it pounding. “Who’s doing this?”

“Crayline’s legal team wants to regress Bobby Lee.”

“Regressing Crayline could blow him off his hinges,” I said. “Vangie told me Crayline was the tip of the one iceberg that she never wanted to see beneath the surface.”

Vangie was Dr Evangeline Prowse, psychiatrist, the former head of the Institute, which housed and studied the country’s most dangerous psychopaths and sociopaths. She’d been murdered in Manhattan two years ago, the circumstances strange and sad. Nancy Wainwright had been installed as the Institute’s full-time director some months back. I barely knew her.

“You interviewed Bobby Lee in prison, right, Detective?” Wainwright continued. “Since you have a history with him, I thought maybe you could stop the procedure.”

Another mental Rolodex spun, one hidden in a far corner of my skull, and I saw Bobby Lee Crayline, his green reptilian eyes studying me the moment I entered Holman Prison’s visitation room. I saw his flattened nose and his scarred hands on the far side of the Plexiglas divider, hands skittering over the counter like restless tarantulas. I smelled the stink pouring like gasoline fumes from his jittering, tattoo-smeared body. I’d gone home after the unsettling interview and washed my clothes. Twice.

“Crayline’s legal team won’t listen to me, Doctor,” I explained. “It’s not much of a history and I’m just a homicide dick from Mobile.”

“You’re in that special unit. That has to count for something.”

She was referring to PSIT, the Psychopathological and Sociopathological Investigative Team. The team was me and my partner, Harry Nautilus. Few outside the Mobile PD even knew of the existence of the unit called Piss-it by everyone but Harry and me.

“I doubt that will sway anyone,” I said. “Even given Bobby Lee’s obvious psychological damage.”

Bobby Lee Crayline had been arrested seven months ago, at the age of twenty-eight, after his strange abduction of a colleague. His path had always led him in a disturbing direction, a history of breathless violence, starting in high school when he’d beaten two teachers a half-inch shy of death, one teacher today confined to a wheelchair. Though he’d avoided incarceration when it was proven both male teachers – a coach and an assistant – had taunted the sixteen-year-old when he didn’t join the football team, Crayline was expelled from school.

Crayline spent the next few years winning amateur “Toughest Man” competitions, often dragged from atop opponents after the round ended. His reputation for crowd-pleasing megaviolence bought entrée into the XFL, Extreme Fighting League, a made-for-TV motley of pro wrestling, full-contact karate, and bar-room brawling. Two combatants fought in a circular, thirty-foot-diameter cage until one was vanquished, often in a shower of blood and teeth. I’d once watched three minutes of XFL before retreating from the television, wondering if the species known as Homo Sapiens – thinking man – had been hideously misnamed.

Bobby Lee Crayline’s XFL career consisted of twenty-two bouts. He generally wounded his opponents in an early round, then toyed with them for several more, spitting insults and inflicting damage until the victim collapsed. Two opponents quit the league, humiliated. In the most notorious incident, one of Crayline’s opponents died of a brain hemorrhage after the match. Because of the viciousness of Crayline’s attack – he had to be pulled from the fighter after the bell – the incident was ruled manslaughter and Bobby Lee received a six-month prison sentence. I interviewed him the first week he was in prison, part of my ongoing research. He was scary and uncooperative and I spent less than ten minutes in his company, which was fine.

A month into his sentence, a savvy lawyer got Bobby Lee transferred to the Alabama Institute for Aberrational Behavior. He remained there for two months before other legal wranglings set him free and he returned to the XFL.

Crayline had won all his XFL fights but his final one, vanquished in the third round by an imposing and experienced fighter called Jessie “Mad Dog” Stone. Bobby Lee Crayline disappeared overnight, no one knowing where he went or why. One waggish sportswriter opined that “Hell hath summoned Bobby Lee to the home office.”

Bobby Lee Crayline’s next public appearance was eight months later, in court, arrested at a remote rented farm in north Alabama’s Talladega Mountains and charged with kidnapping. Chained inside a deep pit in a barn behind Crayline’s house, covered with flies and sores and his own excrement, was Jessie Stone, the one man to ever best Crayline in a fight.

Within a month of Bobby Lee’s arrest, three bodies turned up in the countryside where he spent his teen years, the victims shot to pieces, though nothing thus far tied him to the killings. The coroner put the time of death as approximately two years earlier and the investigation was ongoing. It had been conclusively proved that Crayline was in the area at the time.

But Stone’s kidnapping did the trick: Bobby Lee received a sentence of thirty years in prison and stepped into the big cage three months ago. And there he’d remained until today.

“When’s this procedure supposed to go down?” I asked Dr Wainwright, shaking Bobby Lee Crayline from my thoughts. “The hypnosis.”

“Today at eleven.”

“Grab the reins and stop the session, Doctor,” I said. “Tell the truth: Bobby Lee Crayline is a box that should never be opened.”

“Can you help me convince the lawyers hypnosis is dangerous to their client?”

“You’re giving me too much credit, Doctor. I can’t just—”

“Ask anything. Just please come up here.” It was a plea.

The Institute was west of Montgomery, almost three hours away. I sighed and looked at the anxious eyes of my dog, Mr Mix-up, standing at the doorway with his bowl in his mouth, tail fanning behind. He wanted food and his morning walk.

“I’ll come on one condition, Doc. I can bring my dog.”

“Whatever it takes.”

I hung up and went to my closet; almost empty. I’d been waiting for today to play laundry catch-up. I plucked yesterday’s shirt from the basket to check the aroma index. The shirt got to my nose before my nose got to the shirt. I grabbed from the casual side of the closet: patched jeans and one of Harry’s cast-off shirts, penguins in sunglasses sipping martinis. He’d found it overly conservative. I found it overly large by two sizes, but comfortable. My socks having missed the wash, I went without, jamming my feet into battered running shoes.

I checked the mirror and saw my hair had gotten long again – how does that happen? The man looking back at me resembled a thirty-six-year-old refugee from a Jimmy Buffet concert.

I fed Mr Mix-up, loaded him into my old pickup, painted gray with a roller. I took a deep breath, fired up the engine and raced north toward the Institute, hoping to stop the worst idea I’d heard in a long time.


Chapter 2

Pulling into the lot at the Institute, I noted two vehicles in visitor parking slots, one a big square Benz, burgundy, looking heavy enough to sink into the asphalt like stone through water, the other a gleaming silver Corvette of recent vintage. The juxtaposition reminded me of a brick beside a stiletto, blunt trauma versus puncture.

Nearby waited a brown van with a cage inside, a prisoner-transport vehicle from Holman Prison. It was early January and the temp was forty-eight degrees, the engine running to keep the heater blasting, native South Alabamians thin-blooded by nine months of what most locales called summer. When it dropped below forty degrees, we crawled into steamy bathtubs and hibernated until the magnolias blossomed.

Two bored-looking guards sat inside the van smoking cigarettes. I trotted over, flashing ID and motioning to roll the window down.

“What you boys here for?” I asked.

The driver, a tight-eyed old gunbull with buck teeth centering fat jowls, pushed back his hat. “We brought Bobby Lee Crayline up from Holman. I ’spect he’ll be back out here soon enough.”

“You know he’s here to be hypnotized?”

The gunbull’s lips curled in a sneer. “Fuckin’ legal bullshit to put him in a cushy mental hospital. Crayline should be hypnotized into thinking he’s a campfire.”

“Why’s that?”

“Then we can shovel dirt over him until he goes out.”

I sprinted back to my truck and opened the door, Mr Mix-up launching out like a torpedo, bounding at my heels, spinning in circles. Mix-up had drawn widely from the canine gene pool, his body thick and heavy in the chest, the hair tightly grained but with fluffy tufts behind his long legs and on his tail. His feet were oven mitts, his head a St Bernard with basset-length ears. His eyes were huge and inquisitive. His powerful, deep-chested body was spotted brown and white and black, the back legs brindled a rusty red. The first time I saw Mix-up I thought him a Dr Seuss character come to life.

“Hey, Detective, what the hell kinda dog is that?” the guard yelled out the window.

“’Bout every kind, I think,” I said.

“An’ probably some horse and ostrich, too,” the guard noted, shaking his head in wonder.

I passed through security and headed to the sign-in clipboard to register. The registration sheet held three signatures, two from a firm named Dunham, Krull and Slezak. The firm was from Memphis, high-powered and low-oriented, defending anyone offering big money or big publicity. Neither category seemed to fit Bobby Lee Crayline, but I’d been wrong before.

“Who’s in this meeting?” I asked Theotis Burns as he walked up. Theotis handled administrative operations of the Institute. He was forty-three, smallish in stature, and wore dark suits that flowed like liquid. Theotis reminded me of the rapper-entrepreneur Puff Daddy or P. Diddy, except P-whatever never worked in a venue with red EMERGENCY buttons spaced along the corridors.

“Dr Wainwright and three men,” Theotis said. “One looks like a guy playing a movie star, got poufy white hair and whiter teeth. He’s wrapped in two-thousand-dollar threads, pure silk. One’s a chubby guy in a blue off-the-rack threads, round glasses, Hush-fucking-Puppies over gray socks. Radiates shrinknicity, gotta be the hypnotist.”

“The third one?”

“A hard-looking guy, big, had to surrender a Glock 17 at the outside gate. Wasn’t happy about it, either.”

“What’s your take, Theo?” I asked, knowing he kept a close ear to the ground.

“You know Bobby Lee Crayline was with us for a couple months two years back, Carson? Just after he killed the guy in the ring?”

I nodded. “Vangie was studying him.”

“Crayline’s got one of those personalities that sucks everything to him. He started getting into people’s heads and causing all sorts of trouble. He was never meant to be a permanent resident. Dr Prowse sent him back to prison. Then the appellate judge set him free.”

“I figured he’d be back in the system,” I said. “Took a couple years and a kidnapping – and maybe a few bodies pulled from the dirt in Alabama – but here he is.”

“Doc Prowse thought a lot about hypnotizing Bobby Lee when he was here, Carson, but decided against it. She ever tell you why?”

I nodded. “Vangie was afraid he’d decompensate. That direct contact with his past might create conditions in which he’d become even more dangerous.”

“He’s barely wrapped as it is.”

“He siphons off the worst impulses by beating the hell out of others, Theo. It’s an escape valve.”

Theotis shook his head and retreated down the hall. I led Mix-up to a small meeting room, tossed a biscuit on the floor. When he was rolling on the biscuit, his curious pre-chow ritual, I closed the door and turned down the hall toward the conference room.

I knocked and stuck my head inside. The room was spare, the lighting indirect, the cool air tinted with false lemon. Two men were at the table, one resembling country singer Porter Wagoner, hound-dog features beneath a white pompadour. He had a booth-built tan and looked in his late fifties. Theo was right about the threads: Where Wagoner would have worn ten pounds of sequins, this guy was tucked inside three thousand bucks’ worth of sedate gray silk.

Beside Pomp’n’tan was a tall and broad-shouldered guy in his mid-thirties. His eyes were deep-set and dark and when added to his thick eyebrows suggested a Neanderthal on steroids. His black suit was cut large, allowing easy access to the Glock he’d had to surrender.

A penguin-bodied man sat to the side with a briefcase in his lap. Bald with side fringes, pencil mustache, soft blue eyes behind thick trifocals. He was sixty or so, dressed in a formless suit. The hypnotist shrink.

“Where’s Dr Wainwright?” I asked.

“The restroom,” the Neanderthal said, eyeing me like a bum who’d stumbled into a wedding. “Wait outside and you won’t miss her.”

“I’ll wait in here,” I said, stepping into the room.

“This is a private meeting.” He stood, hand blocking entry further than two steps. It was a bouncer’s move and I’d never liked bouncers.

“I’m on the VIP list,” I said.

“I said this is a private meeting.”

When I started toward a seat the Neanderthal stopped me with a stiff finger at my sternum. Another bouncer move. I jammed my leg in front of his, grabbed his wrist and rotated like an ice skater starting a sit-spin. The Neanderthal went sprawling across the floor, sending two chairs tumbling. He was up in a half-heartbeat, fists clenched, flashing I’m-gonna-kill-you eyes. I whipped out my badge wallet and ID.

“Not recommended,” I said.

“What’s going on here?” Doc Wainwright appeared at the threshold, looking between the upended chairs and my ID display.

“A get-acquainted session, Doc,” I said.

“Sit, Bridges,” said a voice behind me. Scarcely louder than the hum of the air conditioning, it was a command. Pomp’n’tan was studying me with interested eyes. He held a business card between index and second finger, as if slipping a tip to a bellhop.

“Read it to me,” I said.

“Arthur Slezak, of Dunham, Krull and Slezak. Counsel of record for Robert Crayline. The gentlemen with me are Charles Bridges, who you just, uh, met. And this is Dr Walter Neddles, psychiatrist and certified hypnotist. May I see your identification, please?”

Slezak donned reading glasses and studied my particulars as I studied his hands: pink with perfectly manicured nails, on his left wrist a Rolex that cost as much as I made from January through June. I saw him frown, as if trying to grasp a memory.

“Mobile?” he said. “Aren’t you a bit far from your jurisdiction, Detective?”

“I’ve asked this man to be here,” Wainwright said, taking her chair at the head of the table.

“Why’s that, Doctor?”

“Detective Ryder knows the danger Mr Crayline represents. He’s against the hypnosis as well.”

Neddles cleared his throat. “I assure you, Dr Wainwright, that I’ve hypnotized dangerous people. Terrence Crump, Ernesto Vasquez, Rhonda Sue Bolz—”

“I’ve met them all,” I interrupted. “I tracked and arrested Crump, who attacked elderly women. Bolz was a hospital poisoner. Vasquez killed winos or railroad bums. Have you studied Bobby Lee Crayline, Doctor? His capacity for violence is on another level.”

Slezak had a butter-smooth smile on his face. “If Mr Crayline is resistant to hypnosis, we’re gone. All I’m requesting is the opportunity.”

“What do you want to know?”

“That’s private, except to say that Mr Crayline might know things he may not know he knows.”

“That’s suitably vague,” I said, “You going to ask Bobby Lee about the three bodies found in his old home-town?”

“Purely circumstantial,” Slezak pooh-poohed. “Never tied to Mr Crayline.”

“So far,” I said.

“I’ve decided this is too dangerous,” Wainwright announced, finding her courage. “I’m sorry for your trouble, Mr Slezak, but I refuse to allow the hypnosis.”

Slezak plucked out a sheaf of paper from the briefcase at his feet. He slid reading glasses over the lengthy nose and tapped the pages. “Did you know, Dr Wainwright, that the land beneath the Institute is leased from the state for a dollar a year? And there’s a clause stating if the Institute poses a threat to the well-being of the local citizenry, the deal can be revoked?”

“We’ve never posed a threat to anyone,” Wainwright said.

Slezak feigned confusion. “Did not a patient escape from this very institution just two years ago? A man who murdered his father and five women? Wasn’t he a prime suspect in the death of Evangeline Prowse, the former director of this institution?”

“Jeremy Ridgecliff,” Wainwright said, leaning forward, her voice tight. “The man was never loose in this area. And no one really knows what happened after his escape. Surely you heard the rumors regarding Ridgecliff’s supposed role in the hotel explosion during the—”

Slezak cut her off mid-sentence. He snapped his fingers and turned to me.

“I know why the name Ryder sounds familiar. You were the cop sent to New York to stop Ridgecliff. Don’t tell me you think the man is anything but a vicious killer.” Slezak raised a white eyebrow, as if Ridgecliff’s guilt was written in the sands of Time and anyone thinking otherwise was moronic.

“I do question Ridgecliff’s guilt. Revisiting the women’s murders could have different findings this time around.”

“But isn’t Ridgecliff still in hiding?” Slezak countered. “No effort to proclaim innocence? Never contacted anyone?”

My face grew hot and I looked away. I’d spoken to Jeremy Ridgecliff a week ago, the seventeenth conversation I’d had with him since his escape. I actually spoke to him on a fairly regular basis, though I never knew where he was calling from.

It’s said everyone has one big secret. Here’s mine: Jeremy Ridgecliff is my biological brother, our kinship concealed by my long-ago name change and other obfuscations. Those who knew could be counted on one hand with digits to spare. I’d spent years hiding my ties to Jeremy and our childhood, only to be slammed into him in New York and made part of his escape mechanism. I had no idea where he was, only that he was brilliant enough to develop exacting mechanisms to avoid capture.

“Detective Ryder?” Slezak prodded. “You’re not answering my question. Is Ridgecliff on the run from the law?”

“Yes,” I said. It was all I could say.

Slezak gave me a lizard smile and turned to Wainwright. “A mad killer set loose, Doctor? Imagine if that fact was presented to the citizens who allow prime taxpayer land to be leased for a paltry sum. A funding backlash might ensue.”

“We do important work here,” Wainwright said. “You can’t jeopardize that in order to—”

Faces turned my way as I stood and crooked a come-hither digit at Nancy Wainwright.

“Doc? How about a brief meeting in the hall?”

She followed me outside and I closed the door. “It’s a goddamn bluff,” she said. “The slimy bastard won’t do it.”

“He might, just to show he can,” I cautioned, having met too many Slezaks.

“Having to defend the Institute would wear me out,” Wainwright sighed, leaning against the wall, arms crossed. “Upset the staff. Jeopardize serious research. The scum bucket has me by my weakest point.”

“Slezak’s crafted his whole life around exploiting weaknesses, Doc.” I put my hand on her shoulder. “It’s obvious they’re gonna do the hypnosis somewhere. Here, at least you’re in charge, right?”

She reached out to one of the EMERGENCY buttons recessed into the white walls, ran her finger lightly over its blood-red surface.

“For whatever that’s worth,” she said.


Chapter 3

We adjourned to the observation room adjacent to where Crayline would be hypnotized, a one-way mirror allowing viewing. The room was small and dark. Speakers piped in conversations from the meeting room, the on/off switch beside the mirror. The set-up made me think of a recording studio without the electronics.

Slezak, Wainwright and I took chairs. We peered through the glass into the adjoining room and saw Dr Neddles and Bridges. The room was painted in soft and neutral tones, calming, perhaps to distract from several steel rings recessed into the concrete floor. Two chairs sat within, as well as a small round table. A sofa was to the rear.

“I want a guard in there,” Wainwright said.

“Mr Bridges is an ex-Marine,” Slezak said. “Very capable should extra restraint be needed. He’ll stay.”

Bridges puffed out his chest and jutted his jaw, looking tough. Wainwright looked to me for a verdict. I knew Bridges was a contract employee for a firm like Dunham Krull, inhabiting a hard-edged world of bail bondsmen and bodyguards, repo men and bounty hunters. He’d be mean and hard and proud of the fact, since it was his sole selling point.

“We can live with that,” I said.

Wainwright plucked a phone from the table beside her chair. “I’ll have Bobby Lee brought in.”

Crayline shuffled through the door a minute later, grinning as if he’d called the meeting. He was six-two or -three, two hundred ten pounds, wide shouldered but wasp-waisted. His head was shaved, the bright flesh webbed with scars. Some of the healed wounds looked decades old and I wondered how they’d been inflicted. He was wearing an institutional sweatshirt and pants, muscle-crowded arms and chest filling his shirt; his thighs pulsing against the fabric like beating hearts. Crayline radiated so much force that a blind person would have sat up straighter when he entered a room.

Crayline surveyed his surroundings with electric green eyes, as if determining whether accommodations and participants met his standards. He’d obviously been told of the lawyer’s visit – his right – and the wrangling on the subject of hypnosis. He had just as obviously agreed to the procedure, probably to break the monotony of his day.

“Have a seat, Crayline,” Bridges said.

Crayline turned to Bridges as if suddenly noticing him. “You’re a big fella, aincha?”

“Big enough,” Bridges said, putting challenge in his eyes and tapping the chair. “Sit.”

Crayline turned his head away and whispered softly.

“What was that?” Bridges asked, leaning closer. “What did you say?”

Crayline whipped his head back around and snapped his teeth like a pit bull biting a chunk off a roast. Bridges startled backwards into the table, sending it skidding across the carpet. Crayline grinned. Bridges, red-faced with embarrassment, shoved the table back in place.

“Sit,” Bridges repeated, voice taut with anger.

Crayline sauntered to the table and stood beside the chair, flexing his knees. Bridges slid the chair beneath Crayline’s buttocks and he sat. Bridges had, without thinking, moved the chair to accommodate Crayline.

Control.

The guard affixed Crayline’s leg chain to a D-ring beneath the table and retreated to the rear. Dr Neddles placed his open briefcase on the table and took the chair opposing Crayline. The prisoner had a sinus affliction, trails of syrupy yellow mucus draining from his nostrils to his upper lip. Neddles popped a few tissues from his briefcase.

“Would you like for me to wipe your face, Mr Crayline?”

Bobby Crayline drew his lower lip up and over the effluvium, scooping it into his mouth. He swished it between his cheeks as if sampling wine.

“Tastes like fresh oysters,” he grinned, winking and swallowing. “I’m my own seafood restaurant.”

Beside me, Slezak grimaced and whispered Jesus.

Crayline looked at the mirror as though seeing it for the first time. It seemed he was staring directly at me. Then he did something – I don’t know what it was – like he’d directed energy into his eyes.

For a split second Crayline’s eyes were those of a rabid wolf.

I blinked, looked again. His eyes were normal. My heart was beating faster. Bridges backed to the corner as Neddles produced a small musical triangle and its striker. “The sound starts a musical voyage, Mr Crayline. Each ring of the bell helps you float away.”

“What if I ain’t a floatin’ sort, Doc?”

“You promised to let us try, Bobby,” Neddles crooned. “Close your eyes and clear your mind until there’s nothing in it but one clear and pure note …”

Crayline closed his eyes. The psychologist struck the triangle twice.

ting, ting

“Relax, Bobby Lee. Breathe like a series of waves. Warm and gentle waves …” ting “… Foaming and flowing around your legs …”

ting … ting

Triangle tinging rhythmically, Neddles continued his hypno-patter, trying for that peculiar mental seduction called the suggestive state. After several minutes, Crayline’s head lolled to the side, his face softened, his eyes closed.

“My lord,” Doc Wainwright said. “I think it’s working.”

Neddles set the triangle aside and reached in his pocket, snapping open a folded page of questions. Crayline looked as close to benign as someone like that could get. We heard his breathing through the sound system, relaxed and regular. I was beginning to look forward to the show when Slezak stood and strode to the switch beside the mirror. He snapped the speakers off and the room went silent.

Wainwright scowled. “I have to monitor the procedure, Mr Slezak.”

“It’s privileged information,” Slezak said. “I demand privacy with my client.”

“How about I leave the room, Slezak?” I offered. “It’ll be you and the doctor. That work?”

“No. Both of you please leave us until we’re finished.”

Wainwright looked into the adjoining room, saw all was calm. She frowned at Slezak. “We’ll be right outside the door.”

“Whatever makes you happy,” he said.

Wainwright and I stepped outside. “You think he’s really under?” I said. “I can’t figure Crayline being hypnotized.”

“Sometimes people who seem the worst potential subjects go under in a fingersnap. You can’t tell who’s a good candidate until you swing the watch.”

“I assume Slezak never told you who he’s really representing?” I asked.

“He suggested it was Bobby Lee.”

“Bobby Lee wouldn’t know Slezak from Muzak,” I said. “Someone else is paying for all this.”

I sat and read a three-day-old newspaper fetched from the employee lounge. Doc Wainwright busied herself reading case histories. I heard a sound from the room with Crayline, lifted my head and, hearing nothing, resumed reading.

After twenty-five minutes, I set the paper aside. Another sound, like a squeal, issued from the room. Then something louder, a moan. I looked at Wainwright.

“Privacy be damned,” she said, turning toward the observation room. “Something’s going on.”

She entered with me at her heels. Slezak stood, his eyes sizzling with anger. “I want you both out, now!”

We strode past him like he was furniture and went the mirror. Bobby Lee Crayline was rolling his head like it was on gimbals. His mouth opened in a howl but nothing transmitted through the glass.

“Doctor Neddles touched something painful,” Wainwright said.

“You’re risking a lawsuit,” the lawyer barked. “I’ll have your …”

Slezak’s voice tapered off as Crayline howled loud enough to hear. His body began to spasm. His fists were clenching and releasing. “Crayline’s too deep,” Wainwright said. “God knows what he’s re-living.”

Another cold and quivering howl pierced the glass. I slipped my hand to the switch on the wall, snapped the speakers on.

“I KILLED THEM WRONG!” Bobby Lee howled. “THEY’RE STUCK THERE FOREVER!”

Neddles looked confused; the words made no sense. Bobby Lee began leaping as if to touch the ceiling with his head. Great pumping leaps in time with his howls, like the floor was on fire. He’d compact himself, leap, repeat. Bridges was beside Crayline, trying to get an arm around the man’s neck.

One of Crayline’s arms flew wide, chain whipping through the air. My heart froze. Crayline had summoned a demonic reserve of strength and torn the ring from the floor.

“He’s loose,” I yelled.

I watched in horror as the madman head-butted Neddles, who collapsed like deflated skin. Bridges aimed a kick at Crayline’s groin. He took it on his thigh, ducked, and shoulder-rammed Bridges into the wall, dropping him. Bobby Lee turned and stared into the mirror, his eyes radiating the rabid-wolf look I’d seen before.

He lowered like a bull preparing to charge.

“Oh Jesus,” Wainwright whispered. I pulled her aside as Crayline exploded through the glass like a missile launched from hell. I dove for his shoulders, tried to snake an arm around his phone-pole neck. Doc Wainwright was screaming for the guards. Crayline bucked like a rodeo bull, sending me spinning across the room. When I spun back to the tumult, Crayline had Slezak’s head under his arm, trying to snap the man’s neck. I grabbed Crayline’s arms, his biceps like living cannonballs.

Emergency horns blared. Guards exploded through the door. Stun guns sizzled. A final howl from the subject, his voice a high tremolo, like a child sucked down a drain.

The hypnosis of Bobby Lee Crayline was over.


Chapter 4

Wainwright and I stood in the bright Alabama sun and waited for a heavily restrained Crayline to return to the prison van. He was belted to a gurney, not allowed to stand. I’d fixed Mix-up’s leash to his collar and kept him to my side.

Bridges stood a dozen feet away, humiliated by the man he’d been charged with controlling. Dr Neddles probably had a mild concussion, but was coherent and expected to do fine. The medics were putting a restraint collar on Slezak’s neck. His face was ashen, like he’d looked into a grave and realized it was his.

“Coming through,” the younger of the guards yelled, rolling Bobby Lee Crayline to the van. Crayline was grinning again, as if the gurney was a sedan chair and he was being borne aloft through adoring throngs. Mix-up lunged toward Crayline, like the man smelled of raw meat. I pulled my dog tighter against my leg and saw Bridges’s knuckles turn white as Crayline rolled nearer. Bridges strode to the restrained Crayline and stared down at him. Uh-oh, I thought, tensing.

Bridges cleared his throat deep and spat thickly in Crayline’s face. Said, “Try my oysters, faggot.”

“Get back from him, now,” the guard growled, shouldering Bridges aside as the gurney clattered to the van.

“How much inbreeding did it take to make you, Crayline?” Bridges yelled at the retreating prisoner. “How many generations of retards fucking their retarded sisters?”

Wainwright strode to Bridges, grabbed his arm. “Bridges! That’s enough!”

But Bridges wasn’t finished. “How was your childhood, Crayline?” he railed. “Bet you got used like a girl by all the men in your family. Bet you put on lipstick and begged for more.”

The grin on Crayline’s face was replaced by a blank screen. His head twisted back as he was hustled across the asphalt, his voice no longer giggly but rasping, the sound of a henchman’s axe on the grindstone.

“You best move to another planet, girly,” he hissed. “Bobby Lee’s gonna fry your guts for his supper.”

“Fuck you, you genetic moron,” Bridges snarled. He strode to his Corvette and roared away. Neddles and Slezak limped to the Benz and followed. A minute later, the van with Crayline pulled away.

Wainwright and I watched the vehicle pass the check-points, then swerve on to the road a half-mile distant to become a brown speck against green fields. Wainwright fumbled in her purse and produced a rumpled pack of cigarettes, lit one.

“Didn’t figure you for a smoker, Doc,” I said.

“I have two cigarettes a week, Detective. I’m having them both now.”

“I fully understand,” I said.

“I owe you for coming up here,” Wainwright said, exhaling a blue plume of smoke. “I know there’s nothing I can do for you, but if ever there is …”

I waved her promise away and we stood quietly for a couple minutes to watch a jet pull a slender contrail from the west to the east. Wainwright lit her second cigarette from the first, squinted over my shoulder. Frowned at something. My eyes followed to a black rope of smoke rising into the sky perhaps five miles away. I knew there was nothing in that direction but cotton fields and pasture.

“What do you think it is?” Doc Wainwright said.

“Nothing good.” I told her to call the local cops, then sprinted to my truck with my dog at my side.

From a quarter-mile away, the scene sent ice cubes clattering through my belly. The Holman van lay on its side in a ditch, orange flames licking from the windows and turning to smoke the color of raw petroleum. I saw a green tractor in the middle of the road and wondered if the vehicles had collided.

I pulled to the side of the road, jumped out, hearing the distant whine of approaching sirens. Mix-up followed, keeping a wary eye on the fire. The tractor was a John Deere with a trailer behind, piled high with hay bales. A farmer in blue overalls and work shirt knelt above the young guard, severely burned, his clothing smoldering. His face was pocked with shotgun pellets.

The farmer turned to me, his face a mask of terror. “I was in the field, saw smoke, drove over on my tractor. I pulled this man from the van. There’s another man in there, a driver. I couldn’t get to him, the flames …”

I looked into the fully engulfed van. A lost cause. I saw Mix-up in the corner of my eye, grubbing in the hay atop the trailer. The farmer started to touch the man, give comfort, but his hands couldn’t cross the distance to the dying guard. He looked at me, helpless, almost in tears.

“I don’t know what to do.”

“Help’s coming,” I said, hearing the sirens, loud now.


Chapter 5

Months passed with no new details added to Crayline’s escape, save that the farmer mentioned hearing a motorcycle racing away in the distance as he arrived. It was theorized that a motorcyclist passed the lumbering Holman van and fired a shotgun into the windows. The speed limit on the stretch of road was thirty-five miles per hour. No matter what the van did when the driver lost control, the chances were Bobby Lee – strapped in from several angles – wouldn’t get hurt too badly. I always pictured him laughing as his rescuer pulled him from the broken vehicle, like a guy getting off a roller-coaster.

It was a brilliant plan, probably hatched in Holman when Crayline discovered his upcoming trip to the Institute. Prisons had “alumni associations”, and someone with the demonic charisma of a Bobby Lee Crayline would have outside connections, men who’d risk their lives to say they’d helped him escape.

In the meantime, people in Mobile were bludgeoned, stabbed, poisoned, shot and, in one memorable case, vacuumed to death. Harry and I investigated, putting in a lot of eighteen-hour days. Then, good news. Financial stimulus funds reached the understaffed Mobile Police Department and sparked the hiring of new officers. This allowed the promotion to detective of several deserving uniformed men and women. The workload decreased.

I was thinking about taking some time off, when my supervisor, Lieutenant Tom Mason walked to my desk. Tom had been trying to get me to take a lengthy vacation for years. I’d get close, but the caseload would balloon and I’d truncate my plans to a long weekend getaway. At least that’s what I told myself. My partner muttered that I was an investigation addict afraid of missing a fix, but he muttered a fair amount.

But in truth, even I felt increasingly frazzled. Cases were becoming less a rush than a drudge. The slackening of pressure had me thinking it was finally time to take a break and get my edge sharpened.

“You and Harry have had a tough year,” Tom said. “He got his head banged like a gong. You put in eighty-hour weeks on that case with Sandhill. Not to mention this current crop of madness.”

“The point being, Tom?”

“The Department owes you forty-three days of accumulated vacation, Carson. Now, I can’t order you to take time off, but I think it would be good if you gave it some thought and …”

“I’ll do it,” I said, clapping my hands.

“Do what?”

“Like you just said. Go on a vacation. What a great idea!”

Tom paused. “You will? Just like that?”

“It’s brilliant, Tom,” I said, standing to do a little shuffle-foot dance. “I’ll start making plans.”

Tom nodded and turned back to his corner office, stricken mute. I could tell he’d prepared an entire lecture on Why Carson Ryder Should Take a Vacation.

Tom paused at his doorway, fingers tapping the frame. He turned.

“You’d planned to take some time off, right, Carson? Is that it?”

I did cherubic innocence. Tom waved the question away and went inside his office, his long face heavy with puzzlement.

Which explains, in a roundabout way, how I ended up in Eastern Kentucky, hanging off the side of a mountain while being yelled at by a gnome.


Chapter 6

“Hey Carson!” called a voice from way below my feet. “You get lost again? Yoo-hoo, Earth to Carson Ryder.”

“I hear you, Gary,” I called over my back. Above me I saw two hundred feet of Corbin sandstone, the leavings of untold millennia of alluvial flooding. I was climbing through the compressed floor of an ancient sea that flowed during the Mississippian era, 400 million years ago. My fingers clutched small handholds. My toes were wedged into clefts. At my back lay nothing more than air.

“Others are waiting their turn, bud. Come on down.”

I pushed away from the rock face, dropping a foot until the rope through the bolt jolted me to a stop and I was lowered thirty feet to the ground. Gary, the twenty-five-year-old rock-climbing instructor, a diminutive guy who was part gnome, part mountain goat, grinned as my feet hit the ground. Pete Tinker, the other instructor from Compass Point Outfitters, grabbed the control rope and launched another aspiring climber up the cliff face. Gary patted my back.

“You seem to get lost up there, Carson. How was it?”

“I’m sweating like a sprinkler,” I said, pulling my soaked tee from my chest to put air over my skin. “My muscles are quivering. My fingers ache. But I’m ready to go back up right now.”

“I’m not surprised. A lot of folks don’t have the physicality for rock climbing, the strength and elasticity. You do. But even more, you have an intuitive feel. You don’t waste motion.”

“I’m surprised to hear that. I feel clumsy as a first-step toddler.”

Gary grimaced toward the young woman just sent up. She’d lost her grip and was spinning in the air as Tinker belayed rope and shouted instructions.

“These folks are toddlers, Carson. Four days of lessons and you’re up and running. But you’ve done this before, I take it?”

I grinned. “I dated a climber a few years ago. She gave me the basics.”

“She done good. But you’re ready to move past the basics. You’re coming back, right?”

“Try and keep me away.”

I packed up my rented climbing gear and began coiling ropes. The eight other climbing students did the same under Gary and Pete’s watchful eyes. We heard the labored grind of an engine and turned to an SUV arriving on the old logging trail connecting the main road to our cliff face. The insignia on the door read US Forest Service. We were on their turf, inside the Red River Gorge Geological Area of the Daniel Boone National Forest.

The high-sprung vehicle crunched to a stop and two occupants exited, a big, square-built county cop about my age, mid-thirties. His face was a broad, flat plain centered by a button nose, as if a normal nose had been sectioned and only the tip pasted to his face. The man’s eyes were a gray wash and his mouth so lipless and tight I couldn’t imagine it smiling. His belly rolled three inches over a wide belt hung with police implements. The cowboy boots were alligator and the hogleg pistol he carried would only be standard issue in a Wild West wet dream. His uniform was too many hours from an iron.

Beside him, in visual opposition, was a trim and tall older guy in a hard-creased green uniform that looked ten minutes from the dry cleaners. It took a second to register that he was a forest ranger. He had a relaxed and dreamy smile on a tanned and ruggedly pleasant face, leaning back to stretch his spine. But I noted his half-closed eyes vacuuming in his surroundings. It was interesting.

The cop went to talk to Pete and Gary. I carried on coiling rope and watching from the corner of my eye. The ranger had nodded to the instructors before leaning against the trunk of a hemlock, whistling to himself and studying the sandy ground.

I looked up and caught a hard and cold appraisal from the sheriff, like he found something offensive in my bearing. I feigned indifference and walked my coil of rope to the van. Turning, I saw the ranger cross my path to pick up a tiny foil wrapper, as if collecting errant litter. He tucked the foil in his pocket, looked down again, headed back toward the SUV.

I knew what he was doing, and it had little to do with litter collection.

“Sheriff Beale,” the ranger said.

The cop turned from Gary, pushed back his hat. “E-yup?”

“We’re done.”

The big cop shot me another hard glance, then nodded and followed the ranger. They climbed in the Forest Service vehicle, pulled away slowly, the ranger at the wheel. As he passed in front of me, I smiled.

“Not the shoe prints you were looking for, right?”

His eyes held mine for a two-count. Then the eyes and the SUV were moving away and I tossed my second coil of rope in the van with the gear of the other students. They’d driven six miles from the outfitters in Pine Ridge. The cliff we’d been using for practice was only three miles from my lodgings, so I’d driven over on my own.

Gary shot a thumbs-up out the window, said, “See you later,” and the van rattled away.

I stared up the wall of rock – for a brief moment wondering how far up I could get on my own – then came to my senses and climbed into my pickup, pausing to enjoy the view and the strange journey that had led me here, a pas de deux with fate, or perhaps blind luck.

After talking with Lieutenant Mason, I had been sitting at home and shuffling through a lapful of travel brochures snatched from rest stops over the years. They were heavy on entertainment-oriented venues: Branson, Orlando, Gatlinburg, and other places that made me break out in a cold sweat. I was wondering if I should just put Mr Mix-up in the truck and start driving à la Steinbeck when the phone rang.

“Mr Ryder? This is Dottie Fugate at RRG cabin rentals up here in the Kentucky mountains. Feel like a little vacation getaway?”

“I, uh … What?”

“You stayed with us a while back, right?”

My family had lived in the area for four months when I was a child of seven, following my father in his job as engineer and bridge-builder. Then, almost a decade ago, at age twenty-seven, I’d returned before joining the MPD, a self-imposed weekend retreat to sort out a jumble of warring factions in my head. It hit me that I must have stayed at an RRG cabin.

“The last I was in your neighborhood was nine years ago, Miz Fugate. You keep records that long?”

She laughed. “Yep. An’ ever’ year we drop all the previous guests’ register cards in a hat and my daughter pulls out a winner of free use of a cabin. She plucked out your name. I sure hope you can come back and stay with us.”

Clair Peltier, a pathologist for the state of Alabama and my significant sometimes other, believes in the concept of synchronicity, thinking a webwork of logic underlies the fabric of the visible world, a fluid and spiritual mathematics with a sense of humor. She would have explained that my seeking a vacation spot and one arriving via phone was synchronicity: it was not luck, but an item on the universe’s to-do list.

To me it was just weird. But it had dropped in my lap, and it was free.

“You got any cabins available, say, next week?” I asked.

I heard pages flipping, Dottie Fugate checking a calendar.

“Choice is tight, cuz it’s summer tourist season, but we got one open starting Saturday. It’s in a holler in the backcountry and damn remote, to tell the truth.”

“I’ll take it.”

I started the engine and my truck ascended from the valley through pine and hemlock and maple, passing sheer rock faces where vegetation wouldn’t grow. I saw huge house-sized chunks of rock that had toppled from the ridges eons ago. The dark boulders sat in the forest like sentinels, and I recalled that during my brief childhood stay in the mountains I had imagined the boulders whispering to one another during the night, not through the air, but the ground.

I headed back to the cabin, stomach growling, breakfast burned away by hauling my ass up rock faces. The road was asphalt, potholed, crumbling at the edges, but a main county road nonetheless, the shoulders dappled with wildflowers. I curved past a cliff face and cut on to a tight lane, the truck’s springs squealing as the tires dropped from asphalt on to rutted double track of dirt and gravel.

Directly ahead, the road seemed to disappear, the effect of a precipitous winding drop into the tight cleft between two mountains, a hollow, or what locals called a “holler”. I eased down until the lane flattened out. Another few hundred feet and the road forked. To the left was the only neighboring dwelling, a sizeable log cabin visible through the trees.

The right-hand path took me a half-mile deeper in the hollow to my cabin, slat-sided and roofed with dark green metal. Behind, three towering hemlocks pushed into the blue sky, taller by a third than the surrounding white pines and oaks. The dark, raw-wood cabin looked native amidst the forest, as if it had sprouted on its own.

I climbed the porch and pulled my key, for the first time noting that the keychain had a label with the cabin’s name. Vacation retreats were given names – Rocky Ridge, Timbertop, Braeside and so forth – mine apparently named by its remote placement.

Road’s End.

I heard a hellacious din from inside and saw a blur of frenzied motion at the window. I sighed and opened the door.

A tornado blew out.

“Jesus, ouch, damn … calm down, Mix-up.”

Having saved my dog from the euthanasia needle with about a half-hour to spare, many would have figured his wild-eyed, slobbering delight was joy at greeting his savior, but jubilant chaos was his default setting: spinning in circles, bumping my legs, rolling on his back, a dog that delighted in everything.

Mix-up thundered between my legs, and I went down. When my head was on his level he began licking it like a beef roast.

“Stop, dammit. No, Mix-up. Sit! SIT!”

A strange thing happened, something I didn’t expect in a hundred years.

He sat.

His body twitched, but his haunches stayed glued to the ground. I stood, staring at the phenomenon. For a year I’d been working on commands, Mr Mix-up immune to my imprecations. I’d say Sit, he’d thunder in circles. I’d say Stay, he’d follow me like my pants were made of bacon. I’d throw a stick and yell Fetch, he’d roll on the ground and pedal his legs at the sky.

A couple months ago I’d spoken about Mix-up’s recalcitrance to his day-care lady, Lucinda Best, who volunteered at the animal shelter from which I’d rescued him. She’d recommended a nearby obedience school and I’d taken him thrice-weekly for a month, a hundred and fifty bucks’ worth of watching other dogs learn to heel, fetch, sit and stay while Mix-up went his merry way.

It appeared he’d managed to learn something, though. Did one of his many breeds have a learning lag time? I held up my hand and quietly said, Stay. I backed away. He stayed. I back-stepped down the drive for fifty paces, hand up, repeating my command every few seconds. I stopped, gestured my way, said, Come here.

He exploded toward me. When he was two dozen feet away I thrust my hand out, said Sit.

He skidded to a stop in sit position. I backed away again, keeping him in place with the Stay command. I found a foot of busted branch on the ground, threw it down the drive yelling Fetch!

He tipped over and began pedaling his paws at the sky.

“Two out of three ain’t bad,” I told him, rubbing his belly. “Let’s go grab some chow.”

I opened the cabin door and went inside, the air cool and smelling of wood and my breakfast bacon. The walls were pine decorated with cheap buys from local flea markets: a red-centric quilt, a sign advertising Texaco Gasoline, calendar-style photos from the Gorge stuck in a variety of dime-store frames. The living room had a vaulted ceiling, with loft space above. Dormers let light pour in. The dining room and kitchen made one long unit.

I showered away the morning’s sweat and grit. Afterwards, I went to the kitchen area and lashed together two sausage and jalapeno cheese sandwiches. I cracked open a cold Sam Adams and dined in a rocker on the sun-dappled porch, serenaded by insects, birdsong and the tumble of water over rock in the nearby creek. Swallow-tailed butterflies skittered through the warm air. Somewhere on the ridge above the cabin a woodpecker drilled for bugs.

I leaned back in the rocker and set my bare heels on the railing as something puzzling happened in my neck and shoulders. At first I didn’t recognize the feeling, then it came to me.

They had relaxed.


Chapter 7

I spent the remainder of the day hiking in the Gorge, watching Mix-up bark after squirrels and turkeys and splash through the creeks. With the wide blue sky a constant companion, we pushed through green thickets of rhododendron, crossed slender ridges no wider than my truck, yawning drop-offs on both sides. We climbed up and down the steep grades until my knees went weak and we had to return.

I hit the mattress at eight thirty, worn and weary and happy as a clam.

In the morning a strange chirping roused me from my dreams, the sound resolving into the cellphone beside the bed. I thumbed the device open and put it to my ear.

“Hello?”

“—ot a police emer—cy,” bayed a female voice, the lousy reception chopping out half of her words.

“I can’t hear you,” I said.

“We have—lice emerg—” the woman repeated in a twangy mountain accent, giving no sign she was receiving me.

The phone showed a half-bar of reception. I’d quickly learned cell signals were haphazard in the mountains, wavering. I sprinted out the door and up the hill beside the cabin, yelling, “Hang on!”

When I’d put fifty or sixty feet on my altitude, I looked at the phone and saw another strip of bar on the meter.

“This is——Cherry of———of Kentucky. We need you——mergency.”

“I can’t hear you!” I yelled.

“GPS—ordinates are …” I pulled out my pen, focused on nothing but hearing. The coordinates were spoken twice and I managed to get them, I hoped.

“Who is this?” I yelled. “Identify yourself.”

The call warbled, howled, beeped and died. No caller number had registered. My head whirled with questions as I stumbled down the hillside. Who had my caller been? Who knew I was vacationing in Kentucky?

Wait … the caller thought I was in Alabama. That made a lot more sense. Just to be sure, I grabbed my brand-new, bought-for-the-trip GPS and entered the coordinates.

The position was maybe four miles from the cabin. My caller had been local. There was nothing to do but holster my weapon in the back of my pants, leave my dog a fistful of snacks to distract from my leaving, jump in the truck with the GPS set for the coordinates, and hope for an answer to the mystery.

I followed the jittering GPS arrow until turning on to a gravel road. The gravel crunched under my tires for four miles, diminishing to dirt studded with pebbles. I rounded a copse of pines and saw what remained of a house. Small, single story, rickety porch, brick chimney at one end, the mortar etched thin by the elements. The paint had been scoured away, leaving bare wood turned barn-side gray. I saw a leaning utility pole behind the house, its insulators made of glass, the line part of the rural electrical grid installed in the 1930s, finally allowing many Appalachian families entrance to the twentieth century.

A black power line stretched from the pole to the structure. I saw bright copper connections at the insulator, like the line was an illegal tap, jury-rigged. It fired up alarms in my head as I exited my truck. I double-checked my GPS readout: This was where the woman had directed me.

“Hello?” I called.

Nothing answered but distant crows, though for a few seconds I heard a distant siren. I approached the house with eyes down, wary of snakes in the overgrown weeds. The porch was side-slanting, creaking with my footsteps. The mesh had rotted from the listing screen door.

I slipped my gun from my back-of-belt holster and pushed on the door. It grated open over warped floor-boards. The living room was a clutter of rotted furniture and wood lath and plaster fallen from the walls and ceiling. With the windows boarded, there was little light. I smelled an overwhelming stench, like foul meat mingled with feces. My stomach churned and I tied my red bandana handkerchief over my nose and lower face. The flies were a cloud of dots racing in circles.

A rectangle at the back resolved into a door opening as my eyes adjusted to light strained through holes in the roof and corners of the window boards. There was a light switch on the wall, cracked and dirty. I flipped it, but nothing happened.

I stepped into a dark room centered by a bed, a human shape across it like an X. Thick wires bound the wrists and ankles to posts at the corners. The stench could have made a buzzard retch. I fumbled in my pocket for my butane lighter, scratched up a flame. My feet snagged in a wire on the floor and I kicked it aside as I moved to the head of the bed, my flame shivering in the wretched air, dying as my thumb slipped from the trigger.

I knelt beside the bed, flicked the lighter on again. A man’s hideously shattered face stared at me from between wood-spire bedposts. The broken visage was hideously distorted, eyes bulging from the sockets, the mouth holding a frozen scream.

Ghosts were pouring from the nostrils and mouth.

I recoiled in horror, losing my footing, stumbling over the scummy floor. I regained my feet, unsteady in my motions, staring at white plumes exiting a dead man’s face. I was turning for the door when it exploded open.

I spun as a body slammed into me and I was again on the floor, the muzzle of a gun pressing into my forehead.

“GET YOUR HANDS BEHIND YOUR BACK. NOW!”

I complied. A hand pressed my face into the filthy floor.

“He’s got a gun,” a second male voice said. I felt my weapon slipped from my waistband.

“It’s OK,” I said. “I’m a co—”

The hand behind my head slammed it to the floor, crushing my words against my face. “SHUT THE FUCK UP!”

Hands yanked me upright. Blood from my floor-slammed nose started running into my mouth and down my throat. I gagged. My captor spun me into a wall, holding my collar so tight I couldn’t breathe or speak. His face filled my vision, eyes ablaze with anger, breath so close it filled my nose. It was the big sheriff from yesterday, the one named Beale.

“You murderous son of a bitch. You sick fucker.” He yanked the bandana from my face, stared, turned to the second cop. “I saw this bastard yesterday with the Compass Point students. The fucker knew we was checking footprints, made some smart-ass remark.” He slammed my head against the wall. I saw stars and heard plaster crumble to the floor. “You planning to get one of the kids alone, smart-ass? One of the women, maybe?”

“Easy, Sheriff Beale,” the second man’s voice said, a younger voice.

The angry man’s eyes glared into mine. I could smell his anger as his hand tightened on my neck. I was being strangled. The room spun away toward darkness. Running footsteps from somewhere …

“BEALE!” a woman’s voice commanded. “Get your hands off him. Now!”

“This is my county, Cherry. You can’t tell me what to do.”

“I can pinch off the money tit, Sheriff. Wanna explain that to the voters?”

A pause. The hand let go. I dropped to my knees and choked breath into my lungs. Even the stinking air in the room tasted good.

“Cuff him, Officer Caudill,” the woman ordered.

I didn’t say a word as the bracelets slapped on, fearing any utterance would cause the hulking sheriff to attack. When I could look up, I saw the sheriff stewing in the corner. Beside him was a cop in his mid-twenties, rangy, with jug ears poking from short yellow hair. The older cop looked homicidal, the young one just looked nervous.

A strong flashlight from across the room filled my eyes, held by the woman who’d kept me from strangulation.

“Lord,” the voice behind the blinding light said. “What is that stink?”

The beam shifted to the ruination of the victim’s face. Gray ghosts continued to stream from his lips and nostrils.

“What the fuck’s coming out of him?” the sheriff named Beale whispered.

I watched the shape behind the light step toward the body, tentative, like a superstitious person forced to walk beneath a ladder. She bravely edged her fingertips into the shapes poring from the victim’s nostrils and mouth.

“It’s smoke,” she whispered, amazed. “No, wait. … It’s wet. I think it’s steam.”

The woman passed the light to the young cop. “Go down the body inch by inch, Caudill.”

She sidestepped beside the corpse as the light revealed a body toned and powerful, with melon-round shoulders and hawser-thick trapezoids. The chest was deep, the waist slender. The legs were spread wide.

She tripped as I had done.

“Point the light to the floor. What’s down there?”

The light found a heavy and outdated electrical conduit snaking from a wall socket toward the body. The light tracked the conduit upward to the bed where it disappeared beneath the victim’s thigh.

“Get over here and put some illumination between the glutes,” the woman said.

“Excuse me?”

“Light the guy’s asshole.”

The cop angled the light into the crevice between the victim’s buttocks. The cord entered a wooden handle protruding from the anus. I heard hissing, like water boiling, and saw red-brown rivulets running from the body’s rectum to the mattress as steam misted upward. It was the second most bizarre sight I’d ever seen. The first was what was happening a couple feet upward.

“What’s up his ass?” Beale said.

“An industrial soldering iron,” Caudill said. “My granddaddy had one. They’re about sixteen inches long and glow red-hot when they’re plugged in.”

The woman said, “Then unplug the damn thing. Get the suspect outside and stick him in my cruiser for the time being. I’ll call Frankfort for a forensic unit.”

Beale manhandled me outside and jammed me into the back of an unmarked cruiser as the woman tapped at her cellphone. I leaned forward and looked through the Plexiglas divider into the front of the cruiser, relaxing a bit at seeing familiar turf. There was the usual radio equipment, miniature computer terminal and input pad, about the same as Harry and I had back in Mobile.

A stack of books on the passenger seat caught my eye and I sat forward to read the titles on the spines. All were on law enforcement, with most of the books written by people familiar to me. The third volume down was a just-published compendium featuring case histories of sociopaths penned by the cops who tracked them down. Written for law-enforcement agencies, the book had sold quite well for a special-interest publication.

I looked up. The woman was at the corner of the porch and thumbing her cellphone. She studied the screen and rolled her eyes. I took it there was no signal to be found.

In the light the woman was in her early thirties, an inch or two above medium height, slender. She wore a blocky black pantsuit that looked straight from the rack at Wal-Mart, black cross-trainers, with a gold badge slung around her neck on what appeared to be a length of clothesline. Her hair was an unruly shag à la early Rod Stewart, red, probably the real thing given her creamy complexion and dusting of freckles.

She looked my way. Stared, like making a decision. She walked over, her eyes a mixture of curiosity and contempt, her voice pure country.

“We caught you standing over the body, fella. Anything you wanna talk about?”

She was hoping for an on-scene confession. Instead, I nodded toward the book in the passenger seat. “Interesting-looking book up there, Detective. Serial Killers by Their Captors. Is it yours?”

She glanced at the stack
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