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Hun

(One)

 


Thunder rumbled in the distance, breaking up
the monotony of the hot, humid air. Another summer day in the
south, I thought as I picked my way across the cornfield where
my missing persons case had just turned into a homicide.

The crime lab technicians were casting
nervous glances toward the west, where the afternoon thunderstorms
were building great, black anvils of cloud in the sky. I hoped that
the rain held off at least long enough for them to get
finished—although the storms seldom lasted long, they were usually
ferocious, and precious evidence could disappear forever into the
red clay.

My partner, Charles Gardener, was already
there, standing off to one side amidst the broken stalks of corn.
He cast me a glum look as I came up, then went back to watching the
body as it was zipped into its black bag. The smell of decay still
hung in the air; the flies would have been at work from the moment
the corpse was left here, in this remote corner of Pickerel County,
North Carolina. I was just as glad that I had arrived late.

“Took your time, Starnes” Charlie said
morosely. Sweat plastered his blond hair to his head; it was
thinning on top, and his scalp was already starting to turn red
from the sun. He wore a suit and tie, and I remembered that he had
been in court that morning.

“Are we sure this is our girl?” I asked,
resisting the temptation to remind him that today had theoretically
been my day off.

“Physical description matches, at least
superficially. She’s going straight to the forensics people up at
Chapel Hill, so if it is her, we should know soon.” He bit his lip,
then shrugged. “She was decapitated.”

“Christ.” I swallowed hard against unexpected
nausea. Charlie and I had worked murder cases before, but most of
them were the straightforward kind. Quarrels among relatives that
ended up settled with shotguns, drunken brawls that evolved into
stabbings, the occasional robbery gone bad ... but nothing like
this. “That’ll make identification harder.”

“Not really. We found her head a few feet
away from the rest of her.”

I tried to put aside the mental image. “That
doesn’t make sense. Usually perps cut up a body to make it harder
to ID.”

“Not always.” Charlie patted his pockets,
looking for a package of cigarettes that wasn’t there. When he
remembered that he was quitting—again—he swore softly. “Let’s take
a walk, and I’ll fill you in.”

Charlie’s briefing didn’t take long—at this
point, there wasn’t much to tell. Two boys out on their ATVs had
stopped near the field when they smelled something rotting.
Curious, they’d gone into the corn to investigate, only instead of
the dead deer they’d expected, they’d found a human corpse.

The victim had been a fully-clothed white
female who seemed to match the description of Debra Simpson, an NC
State student gone missing over the weekend. Decomposition was
rapid in 98-degree heat and high humidity, however, and it would
take the regional forensic team to make a positive ID. There had
been no sign of a purse or wallet.

We emerged from the green fortress of the
cornfield, but stopped well behind police lines. As usual, a crowd
of onlookers had gathered despite the remoteness of the spot.

“Reporters,” Charlie said with a nod, as if I
could have missed the six big news trucks with their assorted
cameramen and talking heads, not to mention the helicopters
circling overhead.

I gestured at my sweaty shirt and muddy
jeans—I’d been working the garden when I’d gotten his call. A
proper picture of the Pickerel County Police Department, I was not.
“You’re the one in the suit.”

He grumbled under his breath, squared his
shoulders as if preparing for battle, and marched resolutely in the
direction of the reporters, who converged on him like wolves on a
sheep. Quietly blessing my good luck, I took a moment to survey the
rest of the onlookers who lined the narrow road.

Besides the swarm of reporters, there was a
large contingent of old men, farmers mostly, who’d stopped to gawk
and discuss the sad state of the world. A few housewife-types who
had been out running errands stood in a nervous gaggle, and a car
full of teenagers had pulled off the curb to watch as well. But as
I swept my eyes over the crowd, there was one figure who stood out
enough to make me take a second look.

His hair was so black it shone in the sun,
and hung to just below his shoulders. A red bandanna held it out of
his dark eyes, contrasting nicely with his coppery-brown skin. I
pegged him as one of the Latino immigrants who worked the nearby
farms. He wore a battered jacket over a t-shirt, jeans, and heavy
boots, none of which were at all out of the ordinary.

So maybe it was his features that caught my
attention. They were fierce and proud, as if one of the figures on
a Mayan stele had come to life. Or maybe it was the way he stared
back at me—not challengingly, but steadily, intently, as if he was
memorizing every detail.

The wind came up, and I smelled rain and
lightning. Thunder crashed, startlingly near, and I jumped and
glanced automatically towards the darkening sky. When I looked
back, the man was gone.

 


Caa

(Two)

 


“Shit.” I put down the stack of photos and
sat back in my chair.

Charlie picked up one of the pictures, then
dropped it again. He looked faintly haggard, like he hadn’t slept
well. Having seen the images of what I’d missed at the scene
yesterday, I understood why his dreams might have been bad.

When he didn’t respond, I reluctantly
returned my gaze to the photos. Many of them showed what was left
of Debra Simpson’s body—dental x-rays had confirmed her identity
overnight. Other photos showed the blood-spattered corn stalks,
while a few documented the field as it had looked before a horde of
police had tramped around in it. “Looks like she was killed on
site,” I said. “There’s too much blood on the corn, otherwise.”

“Yeah.” He nodded vaguely at the pictures.
“Take a look at the close-ups of the wounds.”

“Christ. What kind of weapon would rip the
skin like that?” It looked as if someone had literally torn Debra
Simpson apart.

Charlie only shook his head. “That’s what the
forensic report is for.”

“So what’s next?”

“We already have an APB out on the
boyfriend,” Charlie said. “Who, by the way, her parents insist
couldn’t possibly have been her boyfriend.”

Debra’s boyfriend was one of the reasons we’d
been investigating her disappearance in the first place. When she
had failed to return to school on schedule, her roommate had grown
worried enough to call the police. According to the roommate, Debra
had been on her way here to meet one of the many immigrant workers
who flocked to the agricultural jobs in Pickerel County. A quick
visit to the farm where Miguel Santiago worked revealed that he had
disappeared at the same time, which made him suspect number one in
the case.

“I’m afraid to ask,” I said. I had the
feeling I wasn’t going to like what Charlie had to say.

“I managed to get them on the phone—the
mother anyway; the father is under heavy sedation. Mrs. Simpson
wasn’t too happy to talk to me. Seemed to think I ought to be out
scouring the county for clues instead of calling her. I asked her
about Santiago, but she explained to me in no uncertain terms that
Debra already had a boyfriend on campus, a very respectable young
fellow name of Mike Woodward. Then she added that even if Debra
hadn’t been seeing the frat boy, she certainly wouldn’t have gone
out with one of ‘those people,’ and suggested that maybe Santiago
was a stalker instead. Or that Debra had met him while doing some
kind of Baptist missionary work, which would explain why she was on
her way out here in the first place. I tried to explain that
Santiago is Catholic, but she wasn’t too interested in listening.”
Charlie shrugged.

“Hell. What about the on-campus
boyfriend?”

“He’s got an alibi—was seen by fifty other
people at a frat party. Not that it clears him without a firm time
of death yet. Or means he wasn’t involved.”

“True,” I said. I looked back down at the
photos of a young woman’s mangled body, feeling seriously out of my
depth. Violent murders like this didn’t happen in Pickerel County.
This case belonged down in Charlotte, not out here in the
boonies.

But as I stared at the photos, I realized
that something other than the gruesome nature of the crime was
bothering me.

I stood up abruptly. “Come on, Gardener.”

“Where are we going?”

“To the donut shop, where else?”

He muttered something about smart-ass cops,
but grabbed his suit coat and followed me out.

***

“Why are we back here again?” Charlie
groused.

The ride out to the crime scene had failed to
improve his disposition, but I decided to cut him some slack—after
all, he’d had a rough time of it yesterday, between court and the
murder and the press—so I ignored his surly tone. Charlie and I had
worked together for almost three years now, and for the most part
we got along. But our partnership was no different than any other
relationship—if you wanted it to last, you had to know when to keep
your mouth shut and let something slide.

Not that I was an expert on relationships. My
record long-term boyfriend hadn’t lasted six months.

“Because I wanted to see the scene again,
without a thousand other people mucking around,” I replied.

“Then why did we have to take this death
trap? I would have been happy to drive.”

I ignored his snide comment as I maneuvered
my full-sized truck off the road and onto the muddy shoulder.
Pickerel County was mostly farmland, which is another way of saying
it was dirt poor. The county could barely afford to pay its
detectives, let alone spring for a car, so we were stuck driving
our personal vehicles.

For some reason, Charlie had never liked
riding in my truck. The fact that it’s got more rust than paint
showing might have been part of it. Or that the thermostat was
stuck on “heat,” which meant any air coming through the vents was
even more oven-like than the air outside. But I liked to think that
those little flaws were part of the truck’s charm.

We climbed out, Charlie slamming his door
shut with a loud thump. The now-deserted cornfield stretched out
before us, like the scene of a battle once all the soldiers have
gone home. A piece of yellow police tape had snagged in the corn,
and hung limp and unmoving in the still air.

“Notice anything about the corn?” I
asked.

Charlie rolled his eyes. “It’s got ears.”

“I see why you were top of your class at the
academy. It’s all bent and broken, right?”

Charlie searched for a non-existent
cigarette, then sighed. “You win the gold star for the day,
Starnes. Of course it got busted up, with all of us tramping around
in it. Tell me we didn’t drive all the way out here for that.”

“But it wasn’t broken to start with.” I held
up one of the crime scene photos that I’d brought with me for him
to see. This one had been taken from a slight elevation—probably
the little forested hump that ran just to the north of the field.
“Are you going to tell me that our perp forced a woman to walk in
there, killed her, and then walked out himself without damaging a
single plant except for the ones she was lying on?”

“Maybe he walked down between the rows.”

“Then where are his footprints, Gardener? You
were here for the initial investigation—I don’t see anything in the
report that tells me how either Debra Simpson or her killer got in
the field. The only footprints noted belonged to the boys who found
the body.”

“There aren’t always footprints or tire
tracks. You know that.”

“What I know is that it’s rained every
afternoon for the last five days—since before Debra Simpson
disappeared. That field is pure mud—I sure scraped enough of it off
my shoes yesterday evening.”

Charlie frowned, obviously not certain if he
bought my theory or not. “So?”

“So? Doesn’t that seem odd to you?”

“Even if you’re right, I don’t see what it
could mean.”

I didn’t, either—that was the problem. But
before I had to admit it, Charlie’s cell phone rang. He took the
call, rolled his eyes, and gestured to indicate that he would be a
while. From his side of the conversation, it sounded like the case
he’d put in a court appearance for yesterday wasn’t going too
well.

Leaving Charlie to his call, I circled around
the muddy field to the low rise and its thin strip of forest. Maybe
standing at an elevation, even if only of a few feet, would help me
get a new perspective on things.

Pines and sweetgums waved green arms against
the intensely blue sky. A battalion of blackberry brambles
encircled the trees, and I swore as their thorns stabbed me through
my clothes. By the time I extricated myself, I was hot, sweaty, and
scratched, and less sure all the time whether my ideas were worth
anything. Yanking a final bramble free, I took a step into the
shade of the trees ... and looked up into a pair of amber eyes.

It took a minute for my brain to interpret
what I was seeing, because it was just so damned unexpected. There,
not fifteen feet from me, a big cat crouched in a fork in one of
the larger trees. The thing was huge and built like a linebacker.
Its yellow-red fur was spotted, so it had to have been a leopard—or
a jaguar.

Even as all these thoughts went through my
head, I felt a cold hand run down my spine. Some atavistic fear
awoke in the pit of my gut, left over from the time when humans had
been the prey of creatures like this one. I’d faced down violent
men armed with shotguns, raving drunks, and crazed addicts, but at
that moment I couldn’t have forced myself to move for any amount of
money.

My gun felt heavy at my hip, and I told
myself to just grab it. I wasn’t going to shoot the animal unless I
was positive it was going to attack, but if nothing else I would
feel better with a weapon in my hand. But still I couldn’t
move.

And then the eerie stare was simply gone. A
shadow flashed through the trees, vanishing with a swiftness I
could scarcely credit. My heart hammering, I yelled for Gardener
and yanked my gun out of its holster. Trying to get the animal back
in sight, I stepped deeper into the wood, out of the sunlight.

A figure seemed to materialize beside me.
With a startled yelp, I spun, bringing my weapon up ... only to
find myself looking into the dark eyes of the stranger from the day
before.

 


Ox

(Three)

 


I swore silently, both for letting someone
sneak up on me and for displaying surprise when he did. Neither, as
Gardener would no doubt remind me, was good for police image.

“Did you see that cat?” I barked, trying to
cover the fact that I was flustered.

He gave me the same look he had from the day
before—calm, but utterly steady. It reminded me uncomfortably of
the stare of the jaguar. The stranger was even cuter up close than
he had been across a field, and I noticed that he had a small jade
plug through his lower lip.

“Except for the two of us, I have seen no
creature here,” he said. His light accent was odd, and didn’t
remind me at all of the other Hispanic immigrants I’d met.

At that moment, Charlie ran up. “I saw some
kind of big cat,” I told him. “A jaguar, maybe, or a leopard. It
was in the tree right there.”

Charlie gave the stranger a quick once-over,
and I knew he was wondering what the guy was doing here. So was
I.

A hasty search turned up no sign of the big
cat, however—it was as if the creature had simply vanished into
thin air. There was nothing to see at all, except for a set of
muddy footprints that belonged to the man who had surprised me.
Although he wasn’t going to say it aloud in front of a civilian, I
knew that Charlie was starting to think I’d imagined the entire
incident.

Frustrated and a little spooked, I turned to
the stranger, who had been watching us with bemused interest. “You
mind if I ask you some questions?”

He shrugged, somehow making the gesture more
graceful than I would have thought possible. Taking that as a yes,
I said, “I saw you here yesterday, and now you’re back today. Do
you live near here?”

“No.” He smiled slightly. “And before you
have to ask, my name is Pacal Bahlum, and yes, I am in this country
legally. I will be happy to show you my green card, if you
wish.”

I got the impression that Pacal was used to
being harassed about his card, and I felt a vague sense of guilt.
Charlie, however, didn’t seem to share the feeling and took Pacal’s
wallet when it was handed over, carefully checking the
identification against the man standing in front of us. When he
grunted and handed it back, I wondered if he was disappointed to
find everything on the up-and-up.

“So what are you doing hanging around here?”
Charlie asked, glowering a little to make up for not finding
anything wrong with the card. “There are laws against trespassing.
You got permission to be here?”

“No,” Pacal admitted, which surprised me.
Most people caught doing something wrong would at least try to
cover. “I suspect I am here for much the same reason you are.
Because of this terrible crime that has occurred.”

“And what’s your interest?” I asked, even if
I wondered if he might be a friend of Santiago’s. Or—if we were
really lucky—might even know where Santiago was hiding.

Pacal sighed, and for a moment I thought he
wouldn’t answer. Even people in the country legally were often wary
of talking with the police, expecting that they would have to pay
bribes just to avoid being harassed. “I am here because of the
murders of some of the workers in the surrounding area,” he said at
last. “Because I fear that they were killed by the same man who has
done this thing.”

I exchanged a look with Charlie. “There
haven’t been any unsolved murders,” Charlie growled.

Pacal favored him with the same eerily steady
gaze that he had given me earlier. After a moment, Charlie was the
one to look away.

“Not of wealthy young white women, no,” Pacal
said. His tone was oddly gentle, as if he spoke the obvious to a
pair of children. “If you have no more questions, I will be on my
way. As you pointed out, I am not a guest on this land.”

He turned and walked back towards the road.
Caught off our guards by his strangeness, and without any real
pretext to hold him, Charlie and I could only stand and watch him
go.

***

“I’m telling you, there’s something funny
about that guy,” Charlie insisted.

I leaned back in my chair and rubbed tiredly
at my eyes. Ever since we’d gotten back from the crime scene, he’d
been repeating the same vague accusation. “So your background check
pulled up something?”

“Nada.” Charlie looked disgusted. “Zip.
Nothing. Not so much as a speeding ticket—not that there’s any
record of our Mr. Bahlum owning a car anyway. But I know there’s
something up with him. Call it cop’s instinct.”

I stood up and turned off the window-unit air
conditioner. The building that housed Pickerel County’s finest
dated from the early 1900s and looked every minute of it. The
ceilings and windows were tall—a must from a time without central
A/C—and a fan hung down from high above, turning listlessly but not
doing much to stir the tepid air. Without the window unit, we would
have been roasting.

“I’d rather call it a day,” I replied,
getting a roll of the eyes from my partner. “See you tomorrow,
Gardener.”

“It’s only four-thirty, Starnes. Wouldn’t
want to rip off the fine taxpayers of this county by leaving early,
would you?”

“It’s only four-thirty, but the library
closes at six.”

“What do you want at the library?”

I shrugged. “Call it a hunch, all right? You
keep running down our mysterious Mr. Bahlum, and I’ll start
checking into what he said about the murders.”

Clearly, Charlie though I was out of my
gourd. “You mean the murders that somehow haven’t been reported to
the police, because this is the first either of us have heard of
them?”

“Come on, Gardener—you know that a lot of
times these workers don’t report things to the police. They can’t
speak English, or they come from some place where the authorities
want a bribe to do anything, or both.”

Charlie’s scowl eased a little. “If there
have been any odd disappearances that haven’t been reported, I’ll
bet you five dollars it’s because our Mr. Bahlum is behind them.
Probably burying them in his backyard. Except there’s no local
address on him, so maybe he’s burying them in somebody else’s
backyard.”

“Just keep thinking those happy thoughts, and
maybe we’ll get somewhere with this case.”

My truck started on the third try, rumbling
to life like a dinosaur woken from sleep. Make that an elderly,
cranky dinosaur with a bad back. As I steered out of the dusty
gravel parking lot and into the street, smaller cars fleeing in
terror before me, I thought about what Charlie had said about Pacal
Bahlum.

Hanging around a crime scene was suspicious,
no doubt about it. Killers frequently enjoyed watching the show
their actions had caused. It wasn’t unheard of for murderers to
join volunteer groups scouring the landscape for the very person
they had caused to go missing. They assumed they were superior to
the police and everyone else, and visiting the scene of their
atrocities was a sort of joke to them, a smug laugh at the expense
of all those trying to solve the case.

That wasn’t the vibe I had gotten from Pacal
Bahlum, though. There was something odd about him, no doubt
about that, but was it because he was a murderer or because of
something else?

Or is he really weird at all? Maybe all
this is just a cultural misunderstanding. Maybe my “vibe” is
perfectly normal where he comes from. Just because he speaks pretty
good English doesn’t mean he’s just like me.

My speculation hadn’t gotten me anywhere by
the time I pulled into the library parking lot. The library was a
tiny brick building from the same era as the police department, the
courthouse, and the rest of downtown. Something it did have going
for it, however, was three computers and all the local newspapers
on microfilm.

“Hey, Tricia!” called the woman behind the
counter when I came in. As my sun-dazzled eyes adjusted, I saw that
Emily was as immaculately-coiffed and dressed as always. Emily
Bumgartner was the kind of woman you just knew would never do
anything so unfeminine as actually perspire, no matter how hot it
was. Her hairspray never seemed to give up halfway through the day,
and her makeup stayed firmly in place no matter how long it had
been since she’d put it on. We’d gone to high school together, and
back then her perfect poise had made me feel large, sweaty, and
awkward. Nothing much had really changed since then.

Fortunately, Emily was so nice it was
impossible to resent her. “Hi, Em. I need to get some research
done.”

She gestured to the empty library. “Help
yourself.”

I pulled everything I could find on immigrant
worker deaths. Six o’clock rolled around before I was halfway done;
Emily just told me to turn off the lights and lock the door before
I left. Grateful for her help, I lingered long after closing. When
I finally emerged from my reading, it was past eight and starting
to get dark outside.

I leaned back, conscious that my neck hurt
and my stomach was empty. And what do I have to show for missing
dinner? I asked myself, eyeing the stack of printouts in front
of me.

Not a hell of a lot, I replied. Not
even enough to show Gardener without him laughing his ass off at
me.

Finding reports about worker deaths hadn’t
been hard. In fact, it hadn’t been near hard enough—according to
what I’d just read, most occupational deaths in the US involved
immigrants. Even little old Pickerel County had its share, not to
mention the surrounding counties, all of which were heavily
agricultural as well.

Most of the deaths were fairly cut-and-dried
accidents with plenty of witnesses. I dismissed those for now,
deciding that it wasn’t likely our murderer was plying his trade
right out in front of everyone yet somehow getting away with
it.

But that still left several deaths on my
list. One poor bastard had been found run through an
industrial-sized wood chipper that had mangled his body pretty
good. No one else had seen the accident—they hadn’t even found his
body until coming in for work the next morning. The obvious
conclusion had been made, and the death investigation hadn’t gone
very far. But it occurred to me that dropping a body through a wood
chipper was a good way to get rid of evidence of murder.

Another man had complained of feeling ill
while working in a field in ninety-degree heat. His employer didn’t
provide water for the workers—but the foreman was selling beer on
the side. No one seemed to know if the victim had hastened his
demise by buying any, but he promptly disappeared after that and
wasn’t seen again until what was left of him was found a week
later. The medical examiner had judged the body too decomposed to
determine exactly what had killed him, but noted that the most
likely cause was dehydration. Case closed.

I wondered how hard the ME had tried, how
cursory his exam had been. Obviously the death investigation had
stopped with him; there had been no remains hurried to Chapel Hill
for the forensic experts to look over. Why bother? The deceased was
just a worker, and an illegal alien to boot.

I didn’t know if either of these deaths or
any of the others on my list had anything to do with Pacal Bahlum’s
accusations. I didn’t know if any of them had been outright
murders, although I privately thought that anyone who worked men in
the fields in the summer without providing water was at least
guilty of manslaughter.

And if they are murders ... if a
killer is covering his tracks by choosing his victims from people
no one will work too hard to defend ... then what does
Bahlum have to do with it? How does he know? Is it because he’s the
killer? Or does he know the killer?

And either way, why did the murderer suddenly
decide to kill Debra Simpson instead? She doesn’t fit the
profile.

Unless Miguel killed those men, and Debra
somehow found out about it. He might have murdered her to
cover his tracks.

I resolved that first thing next morning I
would put in a call to the medical examiners in the various cases,
see if they could at least fax me the paperwork, maybe give me
their off-the-record impressions. But for now, I was starving and
tired, and I wanted nothing more than to go home, take a bath, and
rot my brain in front of the TV before falling into bed.

 


Can

(Four)

 


The heat of the day still radiated up off the
blacktop, but with the sun down the air was finally starting to
cool. I steered my truck along the winding road leading home,
blithely ignoring potholes, the windows cranked down and the radio
cranked up. The wind blew my hair wildly around my eyes, and I let
go of the wheel long enough to wrap a hair band around it.



Pines lined the road to either side, their
monotonous gray-brown trunks broken up now and then by an orange
“no trespassing” sign. Fireflies flashed like yellow Christmas
lights amidst the trees. I slowed a little as I navigated a curve,
just in case a deer decided to dart out in front of the truck.

Something passed overhead, but my view of it
was almost entirely blocked by the roof of the truck. I jumped,
startled, and tried to think what it might have been. The shadow
had been far too big for an owl—more like a small plane. But there
hadn’t been any engine noise.

Stop being so damned paranoid, Tricia,
I told myself. I was tired and hot—no wonder I was imagining
things.

Something slammed into the roof of the truck,
so hard that I thought for a moment that a tree had fallen on me. I
shouted and slammed on the brakes instinctively. There came the
shriek of something hard and sharp scraping across the metal roof
... then nothing.

My heart pounding, I jumped out of the truck,
expecting to see a dead deer, or some hapless raccoon that had
fallen out of a tree at just the wrong moment. But road was empty
except for the truck and me.

Shit, the truck...

The roof bowed downwards in the center, as if
something heavy had struck it. Long sets of scratches scored the
rusty paint, revealing the gleaming metal underneath.

What the...? I had hit something—or,
rather, something had hit me. The dent proved it. But what? I
turned around again to look back up the road, and that was when it
grabbed me.

It was huge and dark, a thing as large as a
man but with a squashed, misshapen head that belonged to nothing
human. Something soft and clinging enmeshed me, even as it sank
claws into my arms, and a tiny part of my mind wondered if my
attacker was wearing a cloak. Then its stench enveloped me: the
smell of graveyards, of offal, of a butcher’s dumpster on a hot
summer day.

Even though I was choking, training and
instinct took over. I kicked hard, and my foot connected with
something. The thing holding me grunted, and its grip loosened just
a bit. Taking every advantage of the situation, I twisted loose and
jumped back, trying to put enough distance between us to draw my
gun.

My foot caught on some irregularity of the
road, and I fell heavily. The pavement ripped my palms, and I
swore, rolling onto my side and pulling my gun at the same
time.

“Freeze! Officer of the law!” I shouted.

I could just see the thing that had attacked
me, standing at the very edge of the glow cast by the truck’s
headlights. The rational part of my brain had just decided that it
was a man in a cloak with some kind of odd Halloween mask, when it
took two steps forward and dropped to all fours. Only its forelimbs
weren’t human, but rather the wings of a giant bat.

It dipped its head a little, and I saw the
ridged, furrowed ears, the small eyes, the triangular nose like a
knife sticking up out of its snout. Its mouth opened, strings of
drool splashing the road, and revealed a pair of blade-like
incisors.

This was no costume. This was real.

But again, while the rest of my mind froze,
the training took over. I squeezed off a series of shots, but the
creature skittered first to one side, then the other, moving faster
than I would have imagined possible. In the movies, the good guys
always hit what they aim for, but so far as I could tell all of my
shots missed. Then there was nothing but clicking—the gun was
empty.

The thing seemed to realize that I had run
out of ammo, because it stopped skittering. Instead, it reared up
on its hind legs, its mouth splitting in a grin made more hideous
because there was something still recognizably human in it. Its
wings spread out to either side, dark and ragged as something that
had been rotting in the sun. I lay paralyzed on the pavement and
knew that it was going to kill me.

A yellow streak moved through the headlights,
too fast for me to track. An instant later, the creature that had
attacked me fell back, its great wings sweeping wildly for balance.
Something big had come between it and me, and I had to blink my
eyes several times before realizing what I was looking at.

A jaguar.

The jaguar’s fur bristled, but it moved in a
slow, sleek prowl. Its huge paws made no sound on the pavement, and
its black lips drew back in a silent snarl, exposing prodigious
canines. Its amber eyes remained fixed on the bat-thing, and its
ears were flat against its head.

The bat-thing stared back, seeming to have
forgotten all about me in favor of this new threat. It hissed—and
then, horribly, it spoke. I didn’t recognize the language, but its
tone sounded faintly outraged, as if it felt itself wronged in some
incomprehensible way.

By that time, I half-expected the jaguar to
start talking back. But my protector seemed more inclined to action
than talk; it sprang towards the bat-thing, its powerful
hindquarters launching it a startling distance. For an instant, the
two grappled, and I saw the jaguar sink its claws deep into the
bat-thing’s back, releasing a spray of blood.

The bat-thing shrieked and twisted sharply,
flinging the jaguar to the ground. The big cat was back on its feet
almost instantly, but the delay was just enough. The monster
brought both wings down in a powerful beat, flinging a cloud of
road grit and stench over me. Its body shot into the air, as if
propelled by a cannon, and a moment later the shape was gone.

The jaguar watched it go, tail lashing. It
let out a single, coughing roar that echoed and reechoed amidst the
pines. Then it turned and looked at me.

I found myself captured by that amber stare.
Steady and frightening, it seemed to probe my innermost thoughts. I
wondered blankly if all prey felt that way, felt the predator
looking for the weakness that would spell its death.

Then the jaguar seemed to shiver, like a bit
of mist blown apart by the wind. The amber eyes darkened to brown,
fringed by long lashes. In one final insult to my sanity, I found
myself staring not at a jaguar, but at my suspect, Pacal
Bahlum.
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“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Hold it right there,” I said, pointing my
now-empty gun at him. My hand, I noted, wasn’t any steadier than my
voice.

He did as I asked, crouching in the light of
my truck’s headlamps and looking at me with an expression of
concern. His long, black hair half-hid his face, but I could see a
shallow cut along one high cheek.

“All right,” I said, with what I thought was
admirable restraint, “what the hell is going on here?”

“You’re bleeding.” He gestured to my arms,
and for the first time I felt the sting of the lacerations. “If you
will allow it, I will tend your wounds.”

“Just stay where you are and tell me what’s
going on! What was that—that thing? And you! How did you...?” I
trailed off, unable to make myself say the words.

Pacal sat back on his haunches and looked at
me, amusement in his dark eyes. “As you wish. I’m a jaguar
shaman—my forefathers have been taking the shape of the forest king
since before whites ever dreamed there was even a continent here.
As for the evil thing which attacked you ... that, I fear, was a
follower of Camazotz, vampire god and one of the lords of
Xibalba.”

After a moment of silence, I lowered my empty
gun. “Maybe you ought to get in the truck,” I said.

***

I gripped the steering wheel so tightly that
my knuckles were white, expecting to see a dark shape swooping down
at any moment. Pacal sat quietly belted into the passenger side,
one arm out the open window. He looked the very picture of
relaxation, but when I risked a look at his proud-featured face and
wind-tossed hair, the watchfulness in his eyes reminded me of a cat
that is only pretending to sleep. A backpack sat on the floorboard
between his feet, and I wondered if he was staying anywhere or was
simply a transient.

I can’t believe this is happening. My
brain floundered, trying to come up with some rational explanation
for what I had witnessed. But there was none. I was just going to
have to accept the fact that I was driving around with a
shape-shifting jaguar shaman in my truck.

Unless I’m going crazy. Nah. I had too
much self-respect to buy that.

“Tell me again what’s going on,” I said. “The
extended version that actually includes information, if you
please.”

“The extended version? That will be
difficult. It started long ago, at the beginning of this age of the
world, when the Hero Twins went to Xibalba, the underworld. When
Camazotz tore the head from Hunahpu in the House of Bats.” From his
faint smile, I had the odd feeling that he was teasing me. “We will
be a very long time if I tell you that.”

“Shorter version, then.”

“Very well. As I have told you, I am a shaman
among my people.”

“Who are...?”

“The Maya. I am from Guatemala, originally,
although I have lived much of my life in this country.” A shadow
passed across his face, and he turned towards the window, so I
couldn’t see his eyes anymore. “But that, too, is a tale for
another time. I came here hunting a killer, Detective Starnes, but
no ordinary killer. Rather a creature of darkness, a man who has
dedicated his soul to the gods of the underworld. They despise all
life, and so in turn does he. They have filled him with a hunger
for blood and have given him a shape in which to slake that
thirst.”

I thought of the monstrous bat-thing in the
road. I’ve always liked bats, to tell the truth—some of them are
downright cute seen up close. It hadn’t been the bat-ness of the
thing that had so terrified me, I realized, but rather the
pervasive sense of wrongness that it exuded from every pore.
“So ... are you saying he’s a shape changer as well? Like you?”

“Not like me,” Pacal said, sounding offended.
I had to admit that he had a point—no such feeling of wrongness
came from him.

“But how ... I don’t understand how that’s
possible. I mean ... if things like this happen ... are capable of
happening ... wouldn’t someone know?” I asked helplessly. I had the
sudden urge to call up all my old teachers, from Mrs. Caudell in
kindergarten to my instructors at the police academy, and demand to
know why they hadn’t told me about all this.

Pacal smiled, a flash of white teeth in his
brown face. “But people do know, Detective. Many people, both in my
homeland and elsewhere. Is it their fault that you whites dismiss
it all as quaint folktales?” He held up a hand, as if to forestall
any further questions. “That is not the reason I’ve come here,
though. As I said, I came to track a killer. And now that you
know—now that you believe, having no choice to do otherwise—perhaps
we can combine forces.”

There was a faint note of sadness in his
voice, and I supposed that chasing down a monster no one else
believed existed would make you lonely pretty quick. I was already
trying to figure out what to say to Charlie and coming up with
nothing that didn’t sound like I needed some leave-time in a padded
room.

We pulled up into the driveway in front of
my house, and I killed the motor. The white paint of the old
farmhouse looked ghostly in the night, and I felt a shiver work its
way up my spine. Towering oaks clustered around it, providing shade
for a house built when things like central heating were for rich
city folks in New York or someplace like that. The trees cast too
many shadows, and my paranoid brain turned every one of them into a
bat-shape.

Normally, I wouldn’t have even considered
bringing a strange man to my house. But the guy had already been
beat up defending me from a creature from the netherworld; after
that, none of the ordinary precautions seemed to apply. I climbed
out of the truck and beckoned him after me.

The wooden porch creaked under our feet; he
wore a pair of sturdy boots, still caked with clay. I led him into
the living room, then hesitated, uncertain of the niceties. “Can I
get you something? Tea? Beer? Catnip?”

“A beer would be fine. And perhaps some
bactine. As for the catnip, I’m trying to cut back—they have a
twelve-step program for that, I believe.”

I laughed despite myself, then left to get
two cold beers and one extensive first aid kit. When I came back,
it was to discover that Watson, my overweight calico, had wandered
into the room. Pacal crouched on the carpet in front of the ancient
woodstove, petting her.

“If you’re looking for a date, she’s
spayed,” I said. He gave me a sharp look, and I sighed. “I’m
joking, okay? Not very well, maybe, but give me points for
trying.”

Pacal insisted on treating the wounds on my
arms first. At least they were all below the sleeve of my t-shirt,
so I didn’t have to take off any clothes. The scratches stung like
crazy, and the edges had turned an angry red color, but they didn’t
seem too serious.

Pacal hadn’t been quite so lucky. He took
off his jacket and shirt to reveal a series of deeper lacerations
across his shoulders. When he held his long hair out of the way so
I could clean the wounds, I noticed that he had a gold plug in each
earlobe, as well as the one in his lip. I’ve always had a thing for
guys with piercings.

Like the jaguar, he was powerfully built.
Not artificially bulked-up like some weightlifter, but lean and
compact. Whatever he did—and what the hell did a shaman do,
anyway?—it had kept him in good shape.

“Why don’t you tell me what you know about
this bat-creature,” I said as I swabbed iodine over the cuts. I
figured getting my mind back on a series of grisly murders would
keep me from thinking how long it had been since I’d gotten
laid.

The window unit hummed and buzzed loudly in
its heroic effort to cool the humid air. His voice was almost lost
beneath it, and I had to strain to hear him. “Its killing spree
began in Guatemala,” he said. His dark eyes seemed to be watching
something I couldn’t see. “I first became aware of it after it had
killed a number of men on the local police force.”

I felt a chill. “It’s got something against
cops, then?”

His expression was unreadable. “No. I
believe that their deaths were ... personal. But even if that is
the case, once it had begun to feed its bloodlust, it could not
stop, and its murders became less targeted.

“I do not know if it sensed that I had begun
to track it, or if some other urge motivated it to leave Guatemala
and come to America. The signs I saw were unmistakable, however,
and so I followed it here.”

“Seems like the border guards might have
noticed a giant man-bat trying to get in,” I muttered.

“Ah, but he—I believe it was once a man, at
any rate—does not always appear as such. During the day, he could
stand before you, and you would never know it.”

That was a scary thought. “There’s no way to
tell? None?”

“Not for you.” He winced slightly as I
pressed a bandage down too hard. “I believe that I could perceive
the difference, see the monster behind the mask of flesh.”

Well, that was something, anyway. “Go on
with your story.”

“I suspect that, in his human guise, he took
work on one of the farms near here. At first he was cautious, but
with the slaying of the young lady it seems that he has become
bolder. Perhaps he feels he cannot be caught. Perhaps he simply can
no longer control himself. I am uncertain why he attacked you, but
if I had to guess, I would say that he saw you at the scene of the
young woman’s death, either in person or on the television.”

The heart-stopping fear I’d been trying to
put behind me returned full force. I could still see the thing’s
face every time I blinked, as if the hideous muzzle and malformed
wings were etched on the inside of my eyelids. “So ... do you think
it might try again?”

“I don’t know.” Pacal pulled his t-shirt
back on, moving carefully so as not to pull too hard on the
bandages. “Certainly it is possible.”

Not the most reassuring thought. “How did
you know? I mean, you showed up at just the right moment to save my
life. How did you know I was going to be attacked?”

His smile returned for a moment. It was a
nice smile; I liked it. “I wouldn’t be much of a shaman if I
couldn’t predict anything, would I?” he asked.

“Hmm. I don’t suppose that you can predict
where we might find our perp?”

Pacal shook his head, his long hair
whispering over his shoulders. “No. Dark magic protects him, hides
him from my eyes. I am strong enough to know that he is in this
general area, but beyond that, I cannot be more precise.”

I thought back to the last moments before
the creature had fled. “It spoke, didn’t it? Before it flew off?
Did you understand it?”

“I did. The words were in a Mayan language,
one that was spoken in the mountains where I grew up.” Pacal’s
mouth thinned in displeasure. “I have long suspected that he is
Mayan as well; this simply confirms it. As to what he said ... the
gist was that he accused me of betraying my blood by defending you.
He seems to believe that because he and I share the same heritage,
I should therefore condone his murders. He has forgotten that his
lords are the enemies of all life, whether that life comes from
America or the Guatemalan highlands.”

I sat back against the couch, absently
chewing on a thumbnail. Watson climbed in my lap, and I began to
pet her. Her purr thrummed against my fingers. I wondered if Pacal
ever purred. Hadn’t I read something about big cats not being able
to purr? Or was that just an urban legend? I couldn’t remember.

“I looked into the other murders you
mentioned,” I said at last. “That’s why I was out so late tonight.
I found a few unexplained deaths that might fit the pattern. You
want to tell me which you think are the work of the creature, so I
can bug the medical examiners tomorrow?”

I retrieved the stack of printouts I’d made,
and let Pacal ruffle through them. “These three,” he said at last,
and laid them down on the coffee table between us.

The first was the man whose corpse had gone
through the wood chipper. The second was a man whose body had been
found hung up in some branches in the river. He’d been in the water
for a while, and was highly decomposed. And the third had been
discovered on a construction site, crushed beneath a collapsed
wall, which hadn’t been shored up according to OSHA
regulations.

Disappointingly, the worker who had died
from heat stroke wasn’t among the ones Pacal had chosen—just pure
human stupidity and malice, there.

“This was the first to die here in America,”
Pacal said, touching the brief report of the supposed drowning
victim. “Or at least I think he marks the beginning of the killer’s
activities in this country.”

“Why?”

“Because of the date. He was last seen on
June eighth.”

“So?”

Pacal sighed. “I forget that you aren’t as
sensitive to these things as someone from my village would have
been. Something very important happened on that day. By our
calendar, it was 5 Zotz 1 Ik. That is, the fifth day of the month
of the bat.

“The planet you call Venus, which we call
Lahun Chan, is a malevolent force in our beliefs. Some fear him so
greatly that they will put up shutters so as not to be touched by
his light. On the fifth day of the month of the bat, he crossed
over the face of the sun, Kinich Ahau. A very bad omen indeed, just
the sort of day that would call to a dark creature such as we
hunt.” He fell silent for a moment. “At night Kinich Ahau, the
Sun-faced Lord, descends into Xibalba, the underworld, where he
takes on the form of a jaguar to battle the monsters that would
keep him from rising the next day.”

I shook my head, too tired to understand
what it might all mean. Hard to believe that just that morning I
would have thought anybody going on about Mayan astrology and
ancient gods was a nutter who ought to be locked away for his own
good. I felt as if I’d aged twenty years since lunch alone.

“I don’t know if it helps,” I said, “but
Debra Simpson was supposed to have an illicit boyfriend out here.
One of the workers. According to her roommate at college, she was
dating one guy on campus to keep her parents happy and seeing this
guy on the side. She was supposed to be coming out here to visit
him when she disappeared. Could he be our killer?”

“Perhaps. I would have to meet him to be
certain.” Pacal’s dark eyes met mine, and I again felt his
unnerving, steady stare. “Have you questioned him?”

“We haven’t been able to find him.”

“If you do, you should take me to see
him.”

I frowned, wondering what excuse I could
possibly give Charlie for bringing Pacal with me. “Maybe.” The
grandfather clock in the hall chimed. Midnight. I roused myself
with effort. “Do you need to me to run you home? Or wherever you’re
staying?”

He shook his head. “No. We don’t know if our
quarry will seek to attack you again. I will stay and guard you.
Everything I need is in my backpack, so do not worry for my
comfort.”

I didn’t know what I thought about having an
uninvited houseguest, let alone one who had ideas about guarding
me. But remembering the horror of the supernatural attack, I had to
admit that I felt better having him there.

“All right,” I said, “you can stay. Just
don’t eat the houseplants or claw up the furniture, okay?”

 


Uac

(Six)

 


A shrill ringing woke me the next
morning.

I slapped groggily at the alarm three times
before I finally realized that the ringing was coming from the
phone. Half picking it up and half knocking it off the cradle, I
somehow managed to get it to my ear and grunt into the right
end.

“It’s me.” Charlie’s voice wasn’t the most
melodious thing to hear at oh-my-God in the morning.

“Christ, Gardener, the sun’s not even up,” I
said, struggling into a sitting position. The faint gray light that
precedes dawn leaked through the white curtains, and an ambitious
rooster was crowing out in the yard.

“Tell me about it, Starnes. I just got a
call from the highway patrol. Seems some early bird decided to get
some fishing done in a pond out on Glowenhour Road. His first cast
caught on something—they think it might be a car.”

I said goodbye to any delusions I’d harbored
about getting back to sleep. “All right. Give me directions. I’ll
meet you there as soon as I get some coffee.”

My problematic houseguest was sleeping on
the sofa in the living room. His shirt was neatly hung up over the
back of a chair, his socks and shoes stowed beneath it. His brown
skin shone in the dim light coming through the front windows, and I
had the crazy urge to touch it.

Pathetic, Starnes. Face it—the only way you
can get a cute guy to spend the night is to be attacked by a giant
bat. And even then he stays on the couch.

I reminded myself that I ought to be glad
Pacal had turned out to be a nice guy—not that I hadn’t locked my
bedroom door last night, just in case. Still, the whole situation
struck me as a sad commentary on my complete lack of any kind of
social life.

Pacal came awake all at once, just like a
cat disturbed from its sleep. I envied him the ability to go from
totally zonked to bright-eyed and watchful in two-point-ten
seconds.

I told him about Charlie’s phone call. When
I was done, he nodded. “I will go with you.”

“How am I going to explain you to my
partner?” A sudden thought struck me. “Maybe you could show him,
too? Charlie might be hard-headed, but even he would believe it if
you turned into a jaguar right in front of him.”

Pacal’s mouth tightened slightly. “It is not
a trick, not something to be done without thought, without good
reason.”

“Assuring my partner doesn’t think I’m crazy
seems like a good reason to me.”

“I’m sorry, Detective, but I don’t wish to
put myself in further danger. It was a calculated risk to reveal
myself to you last night, but I had no choice. I’m sure you can
come up with a good story to explain my presence.”

“Fine,” I said, turning back to the stairs
and feeling vaguely annoyed. “In that case, I need a shower. And
coffee. Lots of coffee.”

***

By the time we pulled off the road beside
the pond, my brain was beginning to function. “Stay here,” I told
Pacal, before climbing out and heading towards the solemn group
standing around the red clay shore.

The pond was the kind you usually find on
farms, dug out of the clay to provide water and a cool place for
livestock. Runoff had turned it a murky shade of orange, making it
impossible to see more than a few inches beneath the surface. An
elderly man with a fishing pole and tackle box stood talking to a
reporter—already, the local newshounds had come sniffing, and I was
willing to bet that there would be crews all the way from Charlotte
within a few hours. Charlie stood by himself, watching as divers
worked to attach chains to something in the water. A tow truck with
a heavy winch stood ready to pull it out as soon as they were
done.

“What’s the word?” I asked as I came up
beside him.

He didn’t spare me a glance. “The word is
‘bad.’ They think there’s a body inside.”

If there was a body, then the car wasn’t
Debra Simpson’s missing vehicle. I swore under my breath and hoped
like hell that the divers were wrong. We needed evidence in the
case we had, not a whole new death investigation.

“You can still see some faint impressions in
the dirt where the car ran off the road. Probably some drunk missed
the curve and wound up in the pond instead.” Charlie shook his head
in disgust. “Find anything at the library?”

I told him about the questionable deaths I’d
found but kept silent about Pacal. I still didn’t know how to
explain him tagging along with me. But Charlie only seemed to be
listening with half an ear, and I realized that he thought I was
barking up the wrong tree.

If only he knew how wrong he was.

“We ought to look into these deaths more
closely,” I said at last.

“Some of them weren’t even in our county,
Starnes.”

“I know. I guess I don’t mean us,
specifically. But all of us. The justice system.”

“Yeah, cause we don’t have enough to keep us
busy already.”

I ground my teeth in frustration, even
though I understood his point. “I just think we might be missing
something, that’s all. What if the rush to sign a death certificate
meant that something was overlooked? Did anybody even bother to
check beyond the obvious? There might be something going on here,
Gardener, and we—everybody—might be missing it. And if there is,
and it comes to light ... you don’t want another Henry Wallace
case, do you?”

Henry Louis Wallace had been a rarity—an
African American serial killer—who lived down in Charlotte. His
victims had been African American women, and he’d had to kill nine
of them before somebody finally realized that there was a
connection. A lot of angry citizens had thought the deaths hadn’t
been investigated with the same energy that would have been
expended had a string of whites been violently murdered. I didn’t
personally know the truth about that—it had been well before my
time on the force—but I didn’t have any trouble imagining the same
charges being brought against us over the murdered workers.

Apparently, Charlie had no trouble imagining
it, either. He glumly took out a cigarette—it looked like he was
off the wagon again—and stuck it between his lips. “All right.
We’ll look at the medical examiners’ reports, ask some questions.
What the hell. My wife left me and you can’t even get a date—what
else are we going to do with our copious free time?”

I ignored his sarcasm with dignity. “Thanks,
Charlie.”

The divers had finally hooked up the chains
to the tow truck. The huge winch began to turn, and slowly pulled
an expensive white convertible from the pond. Water cascaded out of
it, and silt covered most of its surfaces, but I could make out the
license plate. I didn’t have to check my case notes to know it
matched that of Debra Simpson’s car. Finally, a break.

But my relief was short-lived, because I
could also make out a dark shape slumped in the passenger side,
held in place by a seatbelt. The divers had been right. It was a
body.

“Shit.” Charlie flung his cigarette onto the
ground and stomped it a few times before walking towards the car.
As I followed him, I heard a door slam. Turning, I saw Pacal
walking towards us.

Charlie had seen him too. “What the hell is
he doing here? And why the hell did he get out of your
truck?”

My tongue froze; I couldn’t think of
anything to say. But Pacal had overheard Charlie’s outraged
exclamation. As he approached, he smiled confidently and extended
his hand. “A pleasure to see you again, Detective Gardener. Let me
explain, please. I am with the Guatemala City police
department.”

He took something out of his jacket and
flashed it at Charlie. It caught the rays of the rising sun, and
for a moment I couldn’t decide if it was some kind of small mirror,
surrounded by a frame of glyphs and figures, or a police badge.
Charlie got the full effect of the reflected sunlight, however, and
seemed to have no doubts. Apparently, turning into a jaguar was
only one of Pacal’s tricks.

“Why didn’t you tell us before?” Charlie
asked as Pacal tucked the mirror back into his jacket.

“I wasn’t certain what your reaction would
be. I must confess, I have found some of your counterparts in other
counties to be less than pleased by my presence. After all, I have
no jurisdiction here. But when Detective Starnes came to question
me last night at my hotel, I realized that you two were serious
about investigating these murders—all of them.”

Charlie glared at me. “You didn’t mention
any of this to me.”

I gave him a lame smile. I felt bad that
Pacal had put some kind of mojo on Charlie, but at the same time I
wasn’t sure what to do about it. “Sorry, Gardener. I was getting to
that.”

“She was kind enough to stop by and pick me
up on the way here this morning,” Pacal continued. “You see, I had
been investigating a series of murders at home in Guatemala. I
received a tip that the murderer had fled the country and come
here, but the source was not the most reliable. Because I already
had legal residency in America, I decided to come on my own and see
if it was true.”

Charlie still didn’t look happy, but he
shrugged. “All right. You can tag along. Just stay out of the
way.”

“Of course. Thank you, Detective.”

As Charlie turned away, Pacal gave me a
small smile. I resisted the temptation to give him a good kick in
the shins in return. The bastard could at least have told me about
his little trick with the mirror beforehand.

Ignoring Pacal for the moment, I followed
Charlie to the car, where the crime lab techs were already starting
to go over it. The flashing bulbs as they photographed every inch
of it made me realize that I had a headache.
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