
[image: Cover: Evil Bones: A Temperance Brennan Novel, by Kathy Reichs. #1 New York Times Bestselling Author.]



[image: Evil Bones: A Temperance Brennan Novel, by Kathy Reichs. Scribner. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]




For

Paul Reichs

who has been there from the beginning





PROLOGUE

Don’t panic!

Don’t you dare panic!

Wind rocked the ancient Buick. Rain drummed millions of tiny missiles against its hood and roof.

Her fingers ached from maintaining their ten–two o’clock grip on the wheel. Her neck burned from the strain of craning forward. Pointless. The altered posture did nothing to improve her cataracts-clouded vision.

Beyond her little bubble, the world was a swirling maelstrom.

Please, dear Jesus!

Protect me!

When no deity appeared to offer guidance or aid, Bella eased off the gas but maintained enough pressure to continue her agonizingly slow forward creep. Terrified of going faster. Terrified of coming to a stop on the blacktop.

Bella alternated between chastising and defending herself.

You should have checked a weather report. You should have told the kids you were going out.

You should have stayed home.

Bella usually listened to her children when they told her to wait. Sometimes they came. More often they forgot, too busy with their jobs and their lawns and their kids.

She needed eggs for the angel food cake promised for the church bake sale. What could go wrong? The trip to the Publix took only twenty minutes.

Unless something unexpected happened to alter the usual script.

This predicament really wasn’t her fault, Bella panic-reasoned. The storm had come out of nowhere, a dark monster racing across the late afternoon sky.

Bella squinted hard behind her thick trifocal lenses, frustrated that the car’s high beams seemed not to be penetrating the thick curtain of rain.

Have mercy, dear Lord!

A fast-food wrapper winged out of the gloom, danced across the glass, then whipped off in an airborne pirouette.

Fresh tears ran down Bella’s wrinkled old cheeks.

More rapid heartbeats, then a glow lit the far-off horizon. Bella watched the approaching brightness contract and separate into two orbs. Moments later, a pair of headlights in the opposite lane flashed past.

The blast of air and spray of water triggered a new round of palpitations and prayers.

Twice, headlights took shape in the rearview mirror, looming like creatures with fiery eyes. Twice, the creatures swung wide to pass. Twice, Bella watched taillights recede into the wet void.

More supplication.

Please!

More self-castigation.

This is your own fault, you idiot.

Another blustery gust almost dislodged Bella’s hands from the wheel.

Brake now! A cluster of panicky neurons bellowed.

Wait until you can safely pull off! a more rational gaggle countermanded.

Bella’s frontal lobe pounded. Her hands felt numb.

The Buick kept crawling.

Time passed.

An epoch.

Maybe ten minutes.

Then, as if in answer to her prayers, the deluge began easing in interrupted bursts.

The interruptions yielded fleeting glimpses of the outside world. A narrow two-lane. Fenced farmland. A brown horse with a white muzzle patch shaped like a rat.

The horse was a mare. The mare had a name.

Glenda.

Bella’s spirits soared.

Praise be, Heavenly Father!! Thank you for the sign.

The horse lifted and shook its soggy head. Noted Bella’s slow passing with little interest.

Unhurriedly, the pockets of light expanded and merged. The sky brightened and the rain appeared to lose interest.

Ahead and to the right, a tree materialized in the murky wetness, its height far greater than that of its brethren.

Bella yelped with joy.

The pasture. The horse with the rodent-shaped mark. The majestic old oak. The world was recognizable and as it should be.

Shifting her foot from the gas to the brake while doubling down on her viselike grip, Bella rotated the wheel a few degrees to the right, aiming for a strip of gravel barely wide enough to qualify as a shoulder.

The treads were worn. The pavement was coated with oil-slicked rainwater.

Easy. Not too much.

Too much.

The right front tire dropped off the edge of the asphalt, pulling the vehicle in that direction. Terrified, Bella jerked the wheel hard to the left and gunned the engine. The Buick fired across both lanes and slammed into the trunk of the oak.

Bella’s head snapped forward and hit the wheel, jumbling her thoughts. Righting herself gingerly, she settled back against the headrest, allowing her gaze to slide skyward through the spiderweb cracks in the windshield.

When questioned hours later, Bella wouldn’t remember losing consciousness.

She would recall waking up.

The leaves rustling.

The birds singing.

The engine hissing.

The scream rising from deep in her chest.

The EMTs listened with disbelief as Bella described the horror she’d spotted in the branches above.





CHAPTER 1

I was thinking about frogs. Specifically, about the one living in the fountain outside my town house.

Every summer, the creature took up residence there. Based on the depth and resonance of its dawn and dusk croaking, I guessed the amphibian was of fairly good size.

Why there? I wondered. What was the appeal of that tiny basin?

Where did the frog go in winter? Palm Beach? Key Largo? Did it leave at all or just hunker down in leaves somewhere and sleep?

Did the little fellow fear birds? Lawn mowers? Off-leash dogs?

Was it actually the same frog year after year?

I know what you’re thinking. But my office at the MCME was warm and stuffy, encouraging wandering thoughts, and I’d been awakened at sunrise by yet another polliwog serenade.

My sleep-deprived mind was meandering.

Also, the task at hand was beyond tedious.

At the request of my boss, Dr. Samantha Nguyen, Mecklenburg County’s chief medical examiner, I was compiling an inventory of the reports I’d written during the first six months of the year. Every MCME professional was doing this. The pathologists, the odontologist, the radiologist. Moi.

An annotated inventory.

Had the case involved a human or an animal? Had the remains been fresh, putrefied, mummified, burned, mutilated, skeletal, or other? Yeah, other. I’ll skip detailing the possibilities.

Had the examination focused on establishing identity? On analyzing trauma? On determining cause or manner of death? On reconstructing the method of body disposal? On estimating postmortem interval—the time that had passed since the victim’s death?

Some entity above Nguyen’s pay grade had requested the data. Maybe the governor’s office. Maybe the chief ME in Chapel Hill. Maybe God.

The questions I was answering could have served as descriptors for my job. I’m a forensic anthropologist, a specialist in the human skeleton. My expertise is requested for cases in which a normal autopsy is impossible, and all observations and conclusions must be derived from the bones.

Primarily, I’m employed by coroners and medical examiners in my home state of North Carolina, and by the Laboratoire de sciences judiciaires et de médecine légale, the main medico-legal lab in the province of Quebec.

Charlotte and Montreal.

Long story.

Long commute.

One I’ve been making for decades.

Trust me. I have a mother lode of frequent flier miles.

More on that later.

I love my job and can’t imagine doing anything else. I love giving names to the anonymous dead and providing next of kin with closure. What I don’t love is informing families that the person they’re searching for has died.

I despise doing paperwork. Keyboard work?

That day I was on the Carolina end of my geographically complicated professional arrangement. Finally addressing the chore I’d avoided for weeks.

I’d been staring at a computer screen for hours. My eyes burned and a headache was bullying my frontal lobe.

Resting my elbows on the desktop, I circled the tips of my fingers on my temples. Sighed. A pointlessly theatrical performance given that I was alone in my office.

It was late morning on a Wednesday deep into August. The weather had been low-country hot and muggy for weeks, so I was hoping for a brief getaway soon, a jaunt to the mountains with Ryan, my significant other. Nothing big. A leisurely drive to Asheville, some hiking, a couple of nights at an inn with way too much chintz in the room.

I was clicking open yet another file when I sensed a change in the light filtering in from the hall. I looked up.

A small woman stood framed in the open doorway. Dark, almond-shaped eyes. Olive skin. Black hair gathered into a bun at the nape of her neck.

“Tempe.” Nguyen’s voice carried hints of Boston and some other far more exotic locale. “You are well?”

“I am. Thanks for asking.” Knowing the boss hadn’t come to query my health.

“I have just had a call from the Stanly County sheriff’s office. An elderly woman named Bella Abato was involved in a single-car accident late yesterday near the town of Frog Pond.”

“Is this a joke? Were you reading my mind?”

“What?”

“Never mind.” Knee-jerk reaction on my part. Nguyen was not a kidder.

“A trucker called to report the crash. Abato was concussed and hysterical when officers arrived. They couldn’t make much sense of her rambling. But they persuaded her to go by ambulance to an ER.”

I was clueless why Nguyen was telling me this.

“Abato calmed overnight but is still insisting she was driven off the road by a sign from Satan.”

“The devil.”

“Yes.”

“Is she on pharmaceuticals?”

“She is. But when a tow truck arrived at the scene this morning, the driver, too, encountered a sight that unnerved him.”

Nguyen hesitated, unusual for a woman perpetually cool and unruffled. I waited for her to continue.

“The driver claims he saw a painted human head nailed to the tree.”

An image popped in my forebrain.

“Was the head wearing a hat, wrapped in fabric, and decorated with glitter and feathers?”

“Yes.”

“It’s probably another of these sick animal displays showing up around the county.”

“Perhaps it is another snatched pet.” Nguyen didn’t sound convinced.

It was clear she expected me to swing into action. I summoned my best bright-eyed-and-curious expression. “I assume the driver called the sheriff and that the sheriff called you?”

“Yes,” replied Nguyen. “The sheriff’s name is Hattie Spitz. Finding the man’s story quite bizarre, but wanting to take no chances, she drove out to see for herself. She says the item in question is about ten feet off the ground and that it’s something she doesn’t want to touch. She’s ordered a deputy to stand guard until personnel from this office arrive.”

I vaguely remembered Spitz, a thin woman with a jowly hound dog face. An overly earnest type who’d approached me after one of my “call in the experts and don’t contaminate the evidence” lectures at some regional law enforcement conference.

Advice I was now mildly regretting.

Nguyen studied my expression, which by this point was considerably less than bright-eyed. A scene visit wasn’t in my pre-weekend plans. In the event our mountain holiday panned out, I had to organize my cat, Birdie, for delivery to the neighbor, have the air pressure checked in my tires, make a pharmacy run, buy the drinks and munchies Ryan and I would want for roady snacks, and pack.

A trip to the boonies to collect a putrefying raccoon or opossum held absolutely no appeal.

“You want me to go out to Stanly County?” I asked with zero enthusiasm.

“I think that would be best. Sheriff Spitz has offered to send a vehicle and driver to transport you.”

“Can’t this—”

“The deputy has been on site for several hours now.” Then, almost as an afterthought. “He was instructed to bring a ladder.”

“Do you have precise directions?” I asked, resigned.

“I do.”

“I prefer to drive myself.”

“As you wish.”



Before setting out, I hopped onto the net. Learned that Frog Pond was an unincorporated community of roughly five thousand souls located in the eastern part of Stanly County. That the town’s variety store sold everything from iPads to diapers. That area Airbnbs rented for as little as twenty bucks a night.

After entering the coordinates Nguyen had provided, I followed the nice WAZE lady’s navigational directions. Once out of Charlotte, she sent me east on Highway 24, also unhelpfully labeled Highway 27. Beyond the city and its suburban sprawl, the landscape yielded to rolling farmland dotted with convenience store–gas station combos, rural churches, and the homes of citizens wanting distance from their neighbors.

I passed through several small communities. As was my habit, I played mental games with the colorful town names so common in Dixie. Midland. Locust. Red Cross.

Frog Pond was one of those speck-on-the-map burgs one could blow through without taking notice. The Abato crash scene was just beyond the town limits, on a two-lane shooting off Molly Springs Road.

An hour after departing the MCME, I spotted the tree in question, a massive oak whose best days were far in the past. Pics forwarded to me courtesy of Spitz and Nguyen made the ID easy.

As did a pickup idling on the shoulder opposite the tree. A logo on the side of the cab declared Sheriff in bold black above, Stanly County in smaller font below. A five-point gold star topped the lettering.

A tired-looking deputy sat behind the wheel, ubiquitous cop Aviators shading his eyes. Sun winked bronze off the lenses as they followed my car’s progress from the pavement onto the shoulder in front of him.

In my rearview mirror I saw the deputy’s head tilt and his lips move, assumed he was reporting my arrival by radio. Then the truck’s door opened, and the man emerged.

The guy was small, maybe five six, and weighed less than he probably would have preferred. His hair was blond and buzzed close to a scalp the same bright pink as the Hello Kitty purse my daughter, Katy, had owned as a kid.

Buzz Cut wore black pants and a blindingly white shirt sporting one of the largest shoulder patches I’d ever seen. Pinned to his chest’s left side were a small brass plaque and a gold star identical to the one on his vehicle.

Heat enveloped me as I climbed from my car, the lack of any breeze cueing my sweat glands for serious action. I said a silent prayer that this outing would be brief.

While striding toward me, the deputy positioned a hat on his head and adjusted it twice. The hat’s brim was black and large enough to shade a schoolyard. Hand shielding my eyes, I read the inscription on the man’s plaque: “F. Torgeson.”

F. Torgeson stopped five feet out and nodded, offering one quick birdlike dip of his chin. His face was flushed, his nose and cheeks badly in need of sunscreen. I guessed his age at maybe twelve.

“Ma’am.” Neither smiling nor frowning.

“Deputy.” I dug out and proffered my MCME ID.

F. Torgeson studied the small plastic rectangle, then my face.

“Anthropologist,” he said, voice flat.

“I am.” Feeling no desire to elaborate. “Dr. Nguyen sent me to evaluate remains in a tree.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Do I need PPE?” I was asking about personal protective equipment.

F. Torgeson’s brow creased, but he said nothing.

“Can I expect snakes, wasps, black widows, poison ivy?”

“I wouldn’t know that, ma’am.”

“Have you walked to the tree?” I asked, an edge to my voice.

“Just to set down a ladder, ma’am.” Jabbing a thumb over his shoulder, he added, “It’s there, yonder by that oak.”

Wordlessly, I unlocked the trunk of my car, removed my recovery kit, and turned back to F. Torgeson.

“Lead on.”

Our feet crunched on the gravel bordering the pavement, went silent as we entered the knee-high scrub beyond. Flying insects rose up and swarmed my face and whined in my ears. Now and then, a loner kamikazed into one of my eyes. I batted the nasty things away as best I could.

The air was thick with the smell of petroleum, heated asphalt, and sunbaked vegetation. Rivulets of sweat began running down my back.

Up close, the oak looked almost primeval, its branches semi-nude and terminating in clawlike twigs. Its scabby bark was black in patches, green with moss in others.

Nailed to the tree’s trunk, roughly ten feet above the ground, was the reason for my visit. Before climbing up, I set down my case and took pics with my iPhone, then expanded and studied the enlarged images.

Faded blue fabric partially wrapped the object, obscuring some detail. But just beneath a weathered old ball cap, within the shadowy folds, I spotted the curve of a cheekbone, the dark recess of an orbit, the yellowed enamel of dentition.

An eight-foot stepladder lay on the ground below the tree. Together, F. Torgeson and I lifted, spread, and maneuvered it into position. He stood at the base as I climbed, a spotter at the ready should his teammate tumble.

One rung. Two. Three.

Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked. Otherwise, the only sound was that of my boots hitting the aluminum rungs.

Halfway up, I paused. Surprised.

The smell of decomposing flesh is like no other, sweet and fetid and rank. The odor hung there on the hot, midday air, faint but unmistakable.

Yanking a latex glove from the back pocket of my jeans, I inflated, then snugged it onto my right hand. Probably overkill for an animal DOA, but what the hell. Best to follow protocol.

Two more rungs, then I encountered the flies. They swarmed and darted, whining in protest at the intrusion, the sun iridescent on their blue-green bodies.

Their presence at that height also surprised me.

Shooing the flies with my gloved hand, I mounted the final rung.

And got my first good look.

Holy bloody hell.





CHAPTER 2

My Charlotte home is part of Sharon Hall, a nineteenth-century estate-turned-condo complex adjacent to the Queens University campus. The property’s centerpiece is a redbrick manor house with a wide front porch, white shutters, pediments, and columns. The grounds are accessed via a circle drive cutting through acres of lawn shaded by enormous magnolias. A naïve tourist might mistake the place for a set from Gone with the Wind.

My little abode is just inside the estate’s eastern wall, next to a gnarled old pine. The odd little two-story structure is called the Annex.

Annex to what? No one knows. The building appears on none of the estate’s historic plans. The hall is there. The coach house. The herb and formal gardens. No annex. Clearly, the tiny edifice was a postscript to the original design.

Friends and family used to play games guessing my home’s initial raison d’être. Hothouse? Smokehouse? Playhouse? Kiln? I’d play along. But I’m not much concerned with the architect’s intended purpose.

The Annex’s livable space measures barely fifteen hundred square feet. The kitchen faucet drips. Two staircase treads are warped. Nevertheless, the place suits my needs just fine. Bedroom, bath, and wee study up. Kitchen, dining room, and parlor down.

Why live in a tiny unit with bad plumbing and wonky flooring, you ask? Why not a slick high-rise condo like the one with your name on the deed in Montreal? Or a town house with modern wiring, a Sonos sound system, maybe a Toto toilet?

Attachment? Laziness? Lack of motivation? I’m not sufficiently introspective to probe my reasons for staying put. Maybe it’s the backstory that keeps me rooted.

Eons ago, finding myself suddenly single and needing a rental stat, I chose the Annex as a stopgap measure. My plan was to take my time, find something bigger and more up-to-date, and move on. Turned out I loved the place, warts and all.

I’ve made some modifications over the years, expanded the second floor when Ryan and I decided to try cohabitation. Splurged on new appliances. Upfitted the primary bath. I no longer think about leaving. Well, not often.

At seven-forty that evening I was sitting on a lawn chair on my small porch, tired but satisfied with the outcome of my trip to Stanly County. The specimen, which still baffled me, would be waiting at the MCME for analysis in the morning.

I was sipping a Perrier with ice, wishing the drink was vodka with lime. Another long story, colorful, but neither original nor pretty. Let’s just say that, for me, every bottle is permanently corked.

My cat, Birdie, was curled in my lap, mostly dozing, sporadically raising his head for a halfhearted sniff. Or to remind me that I should keep stroking his back.

Ryan had said he’d phone at eight. I was looking forward to that call. To making plans together for his upcoming visit.

The sun was low, the breeze cautious but managing an occasional frail gust. With each anemic puff, the grass shifted in soft undulating waves, momentarily going from green to bronze.

Two cardinals—each male and flamboyantly crimson—were arguing loudly high above my head. An unclaimed seed? A female? A coveted position on a branch? Whatever the dispute, both birds held strong opinions.

It was one of those velvety summer nights unique to Dixie. I felt relaxed, happy to have no obligations that evening. Pleased that Ryan might be with me soon.

Ryan, you ask?

Lieutenant-détective Andrew Ryan, recently retired from the homicide division of the Sûreté du Québec, the provincial police service for the Canadian province of Quebec. Tall and sexy in a younger Harrison Ford sort of way, the French version, Ryan has been my cop partner for decades. My romantic partner for a few years less.

Canada and North Carolina? It wasn’t easy but, at the moment, we were making it work.

Ryan and I had been apart for almost two weeks. I’d been stuck in Charlotte with commitments at the MCME. Bones discovered by a hunter stalking quail. A torso washed ashore along the Catawba River. An attic skull that turned out to be a “borrowed” museum specimen.

Ryan had been stuck north of the border working a PI job involving surveillance of an employee suspected of skimming from a family-owned business. The case, boring as mud, was typical of many he’d accepted since his retirement.

At seven-fifty-five my iPhone rang.

Sang. It’s dorky, I know. The teasing from Katy is brutal. Still, I program my mobile to alert me with musical ringtones. Currently, it was Fleetwood Mac singing about dreams.

“Hey, big guy,” I answered, certain it was Ryan.

“What?” Katy blew one of her trademark snorts. “You’re stealing material from Rachel Feinstein, now?”

“Who?”

“Never mind.”

“I’m expecting a call from Ryan,” I explained, a bit defensive.

“How is the old dude?”

“He’s not old.”

“How is the young buckaroo?”

“He’s good.”

“In every way.”

Katy’s sense of humor leans hard toward sarcasm. Occasionally, I have no idea of her meaning.

“What’s up?” I asked, wanting to move the conversation along.

“Have you left yet?”

That caught me off guard.

“Nooo.” Neutral.

“Good. Can you pick up a baguette on your way? It seems I’m supposed to serve bread with mussels. Who knew?”

“Any particular kind?” Buying time as I swiped the phone’s screen to open my calendar app.

“The recipe says it should be crusty. Aren’t all baguettes crusty?”

Mental head slap.

Eight p.m. Dinner with Katy and Ruthie.

“Got it. That may delay me a bit.”

“No prob.”

“How’s it going with Ruthie?”

“We can talk about it.”

With that cryptic comment, she disconnected.

So much for my leisurely evening solo.

Racing inside, I dumped Birdie on the sofa, flew up to my bedroom, and yanked on fresh jeans and a tee. After a quick redo of my very questionable ponytail, I fired off a text to Ryan, then hustled back down to the first floor.

The cat watched with dubious eyes as I checked his kibble and refilled his water fountain. Or maybe he was still sleepy.

Grabbing my purse and keys, I hurried out to my car.



We Charlotteans insist on labeling every square inch of our burg. Dillworth. South End. NoDa. Opinions are split concerning the city center. Some call it Uptown, others prefer Downtown. Battles have been fought over this matter. Mannerly battles, of course.

My neighborhood is called Myers Park. Think surgically manicured gardens and lawns; sidewalks buckled by tree roots older than the Valley of the Kings; churches on every corner—Baptist, Presbyterian, Methodist, Catholic. Except for the steeples, each pious complex looks like a small college campus.

Myers Park’s charm comes with a price. Her southern gentility is fiercely guarded against any resident who might consider going rogue. Paint your shutters orange? No way. Cut down that willow oak? Not a chance. The fine ladies of the MP homeowners’ association could give Stalin pointers on authoritarian rule.

As predicted by the largely traditional architecture, the populace is mainly white and Christian—the golf at the club, martinis at five, church on Sunday crowd. During elections, most yard signs feature Republican candidates.

Why do I choose to live in such a conservative enclave? Typically, the quiet on my block is disrupted only by lawn mowers, leaf blowers, and the occasional barking dog. Tsk-tsk and call me boring. What can I say? I like the serenity.

Katy lives roughly ten minutes away in Elizabeth, Charlotte’s only neighborhood named for a woman, though a regal one. After a quick stop at the local grocery to buy its finest baguette, I was mounting the steps to Katy’s front porch a few minutes later.

My thumb had barely hit the buzzer when my daughter opened the door. Her honey-blond hair wasn’t exactly chaotic. It was cut far too short to rise to that level of disarray. But it was seriously tousled. I was unsure if the look was a fashion statement or the result of agitation.

The tension in Katy’s face suggested the latter.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey,” she said

Not a shared warning. That’s how we Southerners greet.

Katy stepped back and held the door wide. I entered, followed her down a narrow hall to a shockingly large kitchen, and laid the baguette on the table, which was set for two.

That surprised me. Tonight’s dinner was arranged so that I could spend time with my sister Harry’s granddaughter, Molly-Ruth Howard. Perhaps I should unravel that little bit of the family tree.

My younger sister, Harriet Brennan Howard Daewood Crone, has been married and divorced three times. Or is it four? In all honesty, I don’t bother keeping track since the score sheet could change at any moment.

Harry, who lives in Texas, has a grown son named Christopher “Kit” Howard, the result of her second, and very lucrative, marriage to Howard Howard. Kit, a veterinary researcher living on an island near Beaufort, South Carolina, has two daughters born fifteen years apart. Go, Kit.

Victoria “Tory” Brennan is the older of the half sisters. Kit first learned of Tory’s existence when the kid was fourteen years old. The Brennan-Brennan surname match is a weird coincidence. Tory’s mother, sadly deceased, was from a clan of Massachusetts Brennans.

Unlike Tory, Kit’s younger daughter is the fruit of a long and relatively stable marriage. Molly-Ruth, called Ruthie since birth, was now seventeen and, according to Harry and Kit, pissed off with everything in life. And letting the world know about her unhappiness.

When the grandmother-father-daughter dynamic became intolerable, Katy took pity and invited Ruthie to spend the end of her summer in Charlotte. Ruthie gladly accepted and had been in town for two weeks. I thought the visit was going well.

“Where’s Ruthie?” I asked.

“Gone.”

“Gone where?”

“If I knew that I would have said.” Removing a lid from a steamer pan on the stove and slamming it onto the counter. “Gone to class. Gone to the pharmacy. Gone to the park to shoot up.”

“What?” Unable to keep the alarm from my voice.

“Forget it. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Is Ruthie being difficult?”

“She’s being Ruthie.”

“What does that mean?” I was pretty sure of her answer but wanted to allow Katy the chance to vent.

“The kid elevates moody to a whole new level.”

“She’s not really a kid anymore,” I corrected.

“Exactly. I’d welcome some of that gag-me-with-a-spoon adolescent angst. Instead, she talks like she’s going on thirty. Do you know what her favorite book is?”

I shook my head.

“Sleeping, Dreaming, and Dying by the Dalai Lama.”

Katy crossed to the sink. Returned to the stove and emptied a colander of mussels into the pan.

I waited for her to continue. When she didn’t, I prompted,

“What do you mean by moody?”

“She’s all sunbeams and rosebuds one minute, sulky the next. She’ll want to talk about something, I mean, TMI to the max. The breakup with her boyfriend, the reason she barely graduated because of a D+ in algebra, the definition of consciousness. But if I ask the simplest follow-up question, she shuts down like I’m a cop trying to rubber-hose a confession.”

“That kind of unpredictability can be hard.” Hiding a smile at the irony. My daughter had been prickly as hell during her teens. Still was, at times.

“It’s always fucking eggshells with her.”

Katy ladled out two servings of mollusks and carried the bowls to the table.

“Let’s eat.”

I took my place, tore off and buttered a segment of bread. Opened a mussel and scooped out the soft, gray flesh.

We ate in silence for a while, the only sound the rattle of our shells hitting the discard bowl.

I spoke first.

“Is Ruthie still working at the shelter?”

Years back, Katy had been gutted when her fiancé was killed by an IED while on a Peace Corps mission in Afghanistan. Though she had no legal claim to his estate by virtue of their relationship, his will had left her a large sum of money and she’d used it to establish a charity for homeless veterans. She’d named the organization the Aaron Cooperton Foundation in honor of her lost love. She’d also founded the Charles Anthony Hunt Center, a home for unhoused vets, named in honor of one of my friends who’d also died tragically young.

The organization and the shelter remained Katy’s two passions. She put in long hours daily, overseeing the running of each.

“Mmm,” Katy offered through a mouthful of seafood.

“That’s working out?”

“Reasonably well.”

Several moments passed. Then I tried again.

“Is Ruthie still refusing to consider college?”

“Yes.”

“I’m good with that.” I was. Not everyone is meant to go that route, at least not right out of high school.

Katy offered another noncommittal “mmm.”

“She can always change her mind.”

“I don’t see that happening.”

Though I wasn’t certain of Katy’s meaning, I let it go.

“Do you know if Kit’s on board with Ruthie’s decision?” I asked.

“Ruthie says he is.”

“How’s Harry taking it?”

Katy’s response was an Academy Award–level snort. This time I had no doubt regarding the message.

Harry hadn’t pursued any education beyond high school, preferring parties and booze to English 101 and a cramped dorm room. Decades, marriages, and careers down the road, she still feels inadequate over her lack of a degree. Ruthie’s refusal to attend college was a flamethrower issue with my baby sister.

We passed the rest of the evening engaged in amiable conversation. I didn’t mention my mutilated animal corpses. Katy didn’t talk about her soldiers damaged in body and soul.

The tranquil interlude was a well-timed blessing, given the events about to unfold.

At ten, I headed home.

Not having spoken to Ryan.

Not having laid eyes on my great-niece.





CHAPTER 3

The next morning dawned unapologetically hot. And the humidity was going along for the ride.

I’m a person whose moods are strongly influenced by weather. Give me high temps and sunny skies and I’m happy as a lark. Let clouds gather or the mercury edge toward freezing and I’m grumpy as hell.

And, for the record, I’m not big on the white stuff. Unless I’ve gone seeking it deliberately—to ski, sled, or ride a toboggan—I’m good with snow for about twenty-four hours. Which is roughly the lifespan of the occasional dusting we get in Charlotte.

But the forecast would be irrelevant that day. I’d be spending every minute inside the sterile walls of the MCME.

Still, I was feeling upbeat as I left the Annex. Until I rounded the building and saw an Amazon driver drop a package on my neighbor’s front porch. Literally. Drop it with a loud thud.

“Gently, please,” I admonished, smiling. “That box could contain her grandma’s crystal goblets.”

“Yeah, lady? I could leave it at the curb.” The guy was pale and lumpy, with limbs that might have worked well on a spider monkey. A short roll-your-own bobbed on his lower lip as he spoke.

“There’s no need to be rude,” I said.

“There’s no need for you to be telling me my job.”

Removing, crushing, and dropping the butt into his uniform shirt pocket, the man strode to his truck and roared off.

I stood a moment, offended and angry. Debating whether to report the incident. Knowing I wouldn’t.

Then I got into my car and drove away.



By eight-thirty I was in an autopsy room outfitted with a razzle-dazzle ventilation system designed to combat the most pugnacious of odors. There is a similar setup at the lab in Montreal. On both ends, the specially equipped space is referred to as “the stinky room.” In different languages, of course.

But the razzle and dazzle are never fully effective. Nothing is. The stench of putrefied, decomposed, bloated, or scorched flesh always manages to outwit the blowers and fans and disinfectants.

A stainless-steel table occupied the center of the room, surrounded by glass-fronted stainless-steel cabinets overhanging stainless-steel countertops. Tile floor. Overhead mic and video camera for recording every move and observation.

Since many employees opt to vacation in summer, August can mean reduced staff at the MCME. That day, one autopsy tech was in the mountains harassing trout, and another had taken a personal day to tend to a sick goat. Expecting to encounter nothing more complicated than a squirrel or a rabbit—nonhuman remains, case closed, specimen sent for incineration—I’d offered to work unassisted.

While I’d changed from street clothes to scrubs, the thing from the tree—now designated MCME-701-25—had been wheeled from the cooler to the stinky room. Upon entering, I took a quick look.

Lying on the gurney was a black plastic bag concealing a relatively small bulge. The size of the bulge squared with my recollection from the Frog Pond oak.

I began by dictating contextual information—the case number; the day’s date; the name of each transporter; the name of the analyst performing the examination; the name of the assisting technician; the condition of the remains upon recovery; the location at which the remains were found. All the tedious details that could later become relevant in a court of law.

When finished, I shot a few backup pics. Then I secured the ties of a plastic apron behind my neck and waist, pulled on latex gloves, and raised a mask to cover my nose and mouth.

Properly garbed, I stepped to the gurney. Using a pair of heavy shears, I cut the bag with four smooth strokes and laid the segments of plastic flat. Splayed out on the stainless steel, they brought to mind the unfurled petals of a rose.

Au contraire, the smell slowly filling the room was far from floral. My olfactory lobe registered moldy fabric with a hint of something organic. Feathers? Fur? Traces of degraded tissue or blood?

On a scale of autopsy aromas, this one wasn’t all that rank. That, too, was consistent with expectations. Mummified flesh can be relatively odorless.

The fabric was some sort of heavy cotton or canvas duck. Its color, once bright and probably called “royal” blue, was now soiled and bleached by exposure to the elements. The material was nothing special. Except that it was so very familiar.

I took another round of pics, feeling the usual prickle of heat in my chest. Sadness for the helpless dead animal victim. Fury at the perpetrator. Anger at the existence of such cruelty.

Focus, Brennan.

Do your job so the cops can nail this fruitcake.

Peeling back the final layer of wrapping, I had my first good look.

As anticipated, the skull wasn’t human. And it wasn’t large. I estimated cranial capacity similar to that of a cocker spaniel.

Also, as anticipated, the skull had been converted into some peculiar animal version of a death mask.

I ran a quick mental inventory of details.

Patches of desiccated and discolored tissue adhered to the bone.

The eyelids had been stretched wide and stitched above and below the orbits.

Wadded tinfoil filled the hollows where the eyeballs had been.

Specks of glitter still adhered to the ectocranial surface.

A bundle of feathers projected from each ear opening.

The mandible had been rearticulated and glued in place, leaving the mouth agape in a rictus snarl.

All four canines had been removed.

The same bizarre motif had been observed on the other creatures turning up in Mecklenburg and the surrounding counties.

I’m no expert on mammalian cranial anatomy. Far from it. But I know the basics. Something about this specimen looked off.

Leaving the skull on the gurney, I swiveled to the terminal behind me and entered a number into the MCME computer system. A few more keystrokes, then I opened a file and began running through a series of images.

Rat. Squirrel. Rabbit. Skunk. All mutilated and decorated in the same manner as MCME-701-25.

All missing at least one body part.

I was viewing a close-up of the base of a rabbit cranium when I heard the door open. Curious, I turned.

Officially, Erskine “Skinny” Slidell is no longer a cop. But Skinny spent decades with the Charlotte-Mecklenburg PD Felony Investigative Bureau/Homicide Unit, and leaving the “murder table” wasn’t easy for him.

Apparently, the parting of ways wasn’t easy for the CMPD, either. Skinny is often called out of retirement to lend a hand with his extensive, though not always orthodox, investigative skills.

I’ve worked with Slidell over the years. Frequently. My take? The guy’s got the personality of moldy gouda, but good instincts.

Slidell was standing at the open door, one hand on the knob, as though prepared should a quick getaway prove necessary. His cheeks were flushed, his Brylcreemed hair damp at his forehead and temples and separated into oily clumps on his scalp. Having experimented with a crew cut for a while, Skinny had gone back to his signature pompadour-ducktail arrangement of late. It wasn’t a good look.

Slidell hates hot weather. Almost as much as he hates autopsies and the rooms in which the cutting takes place. His overheated face radiated displeasure at having to cross from the administrative and office
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