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			APRIL 6, 2004

			It was raining again, but not like it had rained on the night she had last seen her father.

			This was merely a moderate downpour. Nothing that would flood the low part of the south road, or make the river burst its banks; both of which had happened over the winter. She sat in the easy chair by the window and watched as the rain fell through the branches of the big oak tree and splashed in the puddles in the yard. From the living-room window, she could see all the way down the hill. She saw the lights of the car two minutes before it got close enough to be sure that it was a sheriff’s department vehicle.

			She heard the creak of a floorboard and turned to see her mother standing in the doorway. She was staring out of the window as the blue-and-white patrol car reached their house and stopped. Her hand was pressed against her chest, her eyes wide.

			Her mother didn’t look at her. She turned back to the window, in time to see the sheriff and one of his men get out, fitting their hats on and hunching over in their black raincoats. They approached the door with expressions darker than the late afternoon sky. Time seemed to be suspended in the gap between the car doors closing and the inevitable ring of the doorbell.

			Her mother’s voice was almost inaudible. She had known this was coming for five months. She was resigned to it now. It didn’t make it any easier to hear.

			“They found him.” 
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			1

			Carter Blake

			After the service, most of the mourners moved on to the gathering at Betty’s house. I hung back, watching as the crowd shuffled away from her graveside. I found a spot by a tall pine tree that was far enough from any of the knots of people hugging or smoking that I wouldn’t get drawn into a conversation. A white-haired man in a rumpled black suit who looked to be in his early eighties squinted at me over the rims of his glasses. He stared at me for a few seconds before shaking his head and moving on. I didn’t know him, but maybe he had seen me around in the old days. 

			I bowed my head, which made me fit in just fine in the circumstances, and everyone else filed past without comment. I recognized a few faces: all of them older and sadder. Nobody I felt like talking to, in particular. And then I saw a familiar face. Karen Day’s mother, Lauren. She looked in good health. 

			I hadn’t been back to Ravenwood in more than twenty years. I hadn’t thought much about the place in almost as long. Only one thing could have brought me back, and unfortunately that one thing had happened. I didn’t intend to linger: just stay long enough to pay my respects. But it was a crisp and cloudless late-November day, and I felt an unexpected urge to hang around a little longer. Perhaps it was the funeral, perhaps it was being back in a place I had put down roots, once upon a time. 

			I was parked a couple of streets down from the church, and I took a circuitous route back to the car, partly to avoid the crowds, partly because it would take me past the house where I used to live. 

			Forty-two Hemlock Road was still there, though I knew Betty had long since moved to the small apartment where she died. The house had weathered the years well. The lawn was neatly kept, the paint job looked fresh. A shiny red kids’ bicycle was lying on its side at the line where the grass met the sidewalk, its owner clearly having no cause to worry about passing thieves. There was a love seat hanging from the lilac tree out in the front yard – a new addition. When I looked closer, I could just make out a frayed, gray loop of rope curled around the thickest branch, from the tire swing I had hung there a lifetime ago. I wondered if I was the only one of Betty’s kids to come back for the funeral. It had been pure chance I had happened to read about her passing. I guessed the rest of them were out there somewhere. I had never formed any lasting friendships with any of the others she fostered. The only person I ever occasionally thought about from my Ravenwood days was Karen Day – the lost girl.

			I took a last look at the house and headed back down the hill toward Main Street. I was passing Dino’s Diner, reaching into my pockets for the car keys when I heard a name being called. A name I hadn’t gone by in twenty years. 

			I turned and saw Karen Day’s mother, standing in the doorway of Dino’s, holding the door open. Lauren Day had to be in her mid-sixties by now, but was wearing it well. Her brown hair showed only a few streaks of gray. She was slim and had a narrow face, only a few lines around her eyes. She was dressed for the occasion. Dark pants, black shoes and a white blouse. No coat, so I guessed she had come out of the diner just to see me. I turned and retraced my steps. I hesitated over the appropriate greeting then she pulled me in for a hug, kissing me lightly on the cheek.

			“I thought that was you,” she said. “Are you staying in town?”

			I shook my head. “Just here for the funeral.”

			“It was a lovely service,” she said. “People always say that, though, don’t they?”

			She was still holding the door open. “Do you have time to get a coffee?”

			I hesitated, but made my mind up when I saw the hope in her eyes. What harm could it do? 

			We went inside and sat down in a booth by the window and I ordered a black coffee. Lauren already had a full cup of Earl Grey in front of her. 

			“It was good of you to come. We tried to get in touch with all of the kids, but …”

			“Hard to find some people,” I said. “I saw the obituary in the Times.” 

			It had been the first time I had picked up a physical newspaper in months. The previous customer had left it on the table at one of my regular breakfast places. 

			She smiled. “Betty wouldn’t have minded. It was enough for her to know she had made some kind of difference.” 

			“Dino isn’t around anymore, huh?” I observed as my coffee was delivered. Dino – a short, rotund guy with not much hair and even less regard for service with a smile. The diner was open seven days a week, seven a.m. till nine p.m., and if he took a day off, I never knew about it.

			She shook her head. “Heart attack. Ten years ago, maybe.”

			I wasn’t surprised. “You look well,” I said. 

			She waved away the compliment. “You’re seeing me at my most presentable, dear. Weddings and funerals. So, what do you do now? Somebody said you had joined the military?”

			“That was a long time ago,” I said. “I work for myself now.”

			“Doing what?”

			“Consultancy. The work varies.” 

			“My, that’s awfully vague.”

			I smiled. “I look for people. Usually they’re the sort of people who don’t want to be found. How about you?”

			She took a breath and hesitated a second. “Actually, I look for people too. I’ve been doing what I do for a lot of years. I started it up after what happened to Karen, figured I would get the ball rolling, but it’s just grown and grown.” 

			Karen Day had been in the year above me in high school. She was tall, and had her mother’s brown hair and eyes. We were friends, but not close friends. Then again, none of my friends had been all that close. 

			She had gone missing on the night of May 25, 1995. She had been working at the Esso station on the edge of town and left at eleven, after closing up. Nobody ever saw her alive again. Over the course of that long, hot summer, we searched for her. There were six hundred acres of woods separating Ravenwood from the next town. At first, we had teams of volunteers out there, all of us reassuring each other she would be found safe and well. The whole town searched for weeks. Gradually, it set in that if we found anything it would be a body. Little by little, the volunteers found other commitments, until there were only a few of us left. The first big storm of the fall brought her back. The coroner speculated that her killer had trapped her body under water, and that was how her corpse ended up on the riverbank. She had been dead for months, probably since the night she disappeared. Her killer was never found. 

			“It’s called the Missing Foundation,” Lauren continued. “We have staff now, a half-dozen offices across the country. We work with families of people who go missing. We eventually found Karen, but not every family is so fortunate.”

			Fortunate. Some would think that an odd choice of words. I didn’t.

			“It sounds like important work.”

			She nodded. “I really think so.”

			We looked down at our drinks in silence for a few moments. I thought about Karen. How the whole town had gone from concern to foreboding to despair. I had gone through a different cycle. Building frustration that I couldn’t find her, rage when we learned her fate. I had never really forgotten those feelings. I couldn’t help but admire Lauren Day. She had channeled her own grief and sense of helplessness into something worthwhile, something that touched other lives.

			“Are you able to help everyone?” 

			She considered. “Nothing can fill the hole in these families’ lives. Nothing. But in some way, we can usually help. There’s this one man I’ve been in contact with who—”

			She hesitated. I motioned for her to go on. 

			“Obviously, confidentiality is important, but I don’t have to tell you his name. Some of our clients, we have a relationship that lasts years. This man is one of those. His sister was taken many years ago.”

			“Taken?”

			“They never found her body, but she was one of several people who disappeared in the same area at the same time.”

			She didn’t have to say any more. There are at least a couple of dozen serial killers operating in the United States at any given time, according to the experts. Some of them are never caught, some of their victims are never found. I have more knowledge about this subject than I would like. 

			“Something happened recently that was curious,” she said.

			I met her eyes, realizing that perhaps there was a reason she was relating this particular story about this particular client. Maybe on some level, it was the reason we were having this conversation. She needed to talk to somebody about this case. 

			“You have to understand,” she continued, “denial is incredibly common among these families, especially in the early days. This man never really got over his sister’s disappearance, but I always thought that intellectually he knew she was never coming home. Head and heart pull you in different ways, don’t they?”

			“What happened?” 

			Lauren Day looked out at the street for a long moment. 

			“His sister is dead. The authorities are sure of it, and deep down I believe he had accepted it too. But then something happened.”

			“What?”

			“He says he saw his sister. Alive.”

			2

			Carter Blake

			What do you know about the Devil Mountain Killer?

			Lauren Day’s question came back to me that evening as I turned my key in the door of the 40th-floor apartment in Battery Park City that was my home for the moment. 

			I switched the coffee machine on in the kitchen, took my jacket and shoes off and sat down on the couch, looking out at the view of the Hudson that was one of the main reasons I hadn’t felt the urge to move on just yet.

			She was good: I didn’t realize I was being recruited until it was too late. Maybe she had been doing the work she was doing so long that she could identify the right skills in someone she needed to do a job. 

			I had told Lauren I knew the name, but not much more than that. She gave me the potted history. The Devil Mountain Killer was the moniker given to the unidentified person or persons responsible for a series of murders and disappearances in northeast Georgia fifteen years ago. A rural, sparsely populated area, not far from the course of the Appalachian Trail. 

			The killer had claimed at least nine victims, with more suspected, between August 2002 and October 2003. The murders attributed to him shared the same M.O.: killed by gunshots to the head from a .38 caliber pistol. The same .38 caliber pistol. The gender balance was almost even: five men and four women. There was no evidence of ante-mortem beatings or torture, no evidence of sexual assault. These were more like dispassionate executions: a double tap to the head. As far as the investigators could work out, the killings had always taken place out in the woods. Lonely stretches of highway, remote trails. The victims were hikers or hunters or drivers passing through, who must have stopped for the wrong person. The bodies were found concealed in rivers and shallow graves in the vicinity of Devil Mountain, hence the media-friendly name.

			The killer was never caught. Too often, they aren’t. The killings just ceased with as little explanation as they had started. People did what they always do when there’s a loose end: they speculated about what had happened. Some thought he had moved on to a new hunting ground, or gone to jail for another crime, others assumed that he had killed himself. The authorities worked along the same assumptions, looking closely at anyone from the area who fell into one of those categories. There were no similar killing sprees in nearby states that matched the pattern. They found candidates for the jail or suicide explanations: one man serving time for a stabbing in a bar fight, another for holding up a liquor store, and another who had hanged himself in the first week of November of that year. The lack of evidence left behind by the killer meant that there was frustratingly little information to work with to definitively rule any of the three in or out. Both of the imprisoned men denied involvement, and the one who killed himself hadn’t left a note.

			Over the years, the media and the police moved on to fresher cases. It was still technically a live investigation, but the FBI had enough active murderers to catch without expending resources on the ones who were retired or dead. 

			On the way home, I had stopped to buy a book on the case called Devil Mountain: State of Fear, by a guy called William P. Heaney, along with a Rand McNally state map of Georgia. In the middle of the book were a series of pictures showing some of the locations where bodies had been discovered. There were photographs of some of the lead investigators on the case, a couple of the suspects, and family snaps of some of the victims. I was looking at one of these. 

			The man Lauren Day wanted me to talk to was named David Connor, and the girl in the photograph was his sister, Adeline. 

			The photograph in the book showed a seventeen-year-old girl. She was pictured sitting on the hood of a red car. She wore cut-off jean shorts and a T-shirt the color of claret. She had black hair and brown eyes, and wore a thin chain around her neck with a small gold crucifix attached. Adeline Connor’s wasn’t one of the eight bodies that had been recovered, but the cops were sure enough of her death that she had been written up as the final official victim of the Devil Mountain Killer. 

			Sometimes, the bodies of victims are found years or decades later. Often, they’re never recovered. What doesn’t happen is them showing up alive and well. Chances were good that David Connor had seen someone who looked like his sister and had been blinded by wishful thinking. Chances were also good that any attempt to find her would be a waste of time, and worse, would reopen old wounds. 

			I thought about it for a long time before I picked up my phone and dialed the number Lauren Day had given me, looking at the picture of Adeline Connor as the phone rang.

			“Hello?” The voice was that of a relatively young man, but with a smoker’s huskiness. The tone was wary. Someone who wasn’t used to his phone ringing.

			“Is this David Connor?”

			“Who’s asking?”

			“Lauren Day asked me to give you a call. My name’s Carter Blake.”

			

			

			

			3

			Dwight Haycox

			Haycox sang the opening lines of “Mr. Brownstone” under his breath as he typed in his username and password. He sat back and sipped from his lukewarm cup of coffee and watched the status wheel circle, as though it was thinking carefully about whether to permit him access. 

			No new posts since your last visit. 

			His eyes moved to the top right corner of the screen.

			Private Messages: 12 (0 new)

			Nothing new. Nothing from “Bloody Bill”, the user who had contacted him the week before, teasing some new information. It wasn’t exactly an unusual occurrence on the boards. The type of person who logged in here liked to know more than everyone else. Often, they were fantasists; the type of people who called in to talk-radio stations boasting about knowing the real story. Or the type who take it a step further and confess to the police investigating the case. They were easy to filter out. 

			This guy was different. If it was a guy at all, username notwithstanding. Most likely it was. The profile of users of this kind of website was overwhelmingly of one kind: white, mid-twenties to middle-age, and male. Ironically, not too different from the profile of your average serial murderer. Not for the first time, Haycox wondered if that was a coincidence. 

			Playing the odds, and for the sake of convenience, he was happy to think of “Bill” as a he. Bill had focused on something that no one else would have had any reason to connect to the DMK case: the death of Walter Wheeler. Somehow, he knew David Connor had hired Wheeler. Bill thought there could be more to his death than met the eye. Haycox concurred, though his sources in Atlanta hadn’t yet responded to his questions. 

			He closed the browser window and opened the file drawer in the desk. The desk had come with the apartment. It was too big for the room, but it suited his purposes. He pulled out the file and leafed through it. 

			Haycox had been interested in murderers for as long as he could remember. It was a big part of why he had gone into his chosen profession. Something about DMK had stuck out, though. The fact the case was unsolved was important, of course, but many of them were. Perhaps it was because he had visited the location at an impressionable age. Either way, when the position had been advertised, it had seemed too good to be true.

			The copies in the file were arranged chronologically, with his own notes in the margins. They came straight from the source, much of the information unavailable in any of the websites or the books written on the case. The sheriff’s department would not be pleased if they knew these copies were here, but they would never find out.

			He closed the drawer and switched off the computer screen, plunging the room into full darkness. The glow from the streetlamp across the road filtered through the branches of the tree in the yard. He watched the road for a while. Nothing came past, even though this was the main route through town. 

			He walked through to the small kitchen and microwaved the last chili dinner from the freezer, then ate it with a beer in front of the late news. Then he took a shower and laid out his uniform for the morning. Light blue shirt, blue coat, gray hat. He ran his fingertip along the embossed letters on the badge on the sleeve. Lake Bethany Sheriff’s Department.

			If only they knew. 
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			Isabella Green

			The Mercer place was just off Cherry Hill Road, about a half-mile outside of the Bethany town limits. It was a wide one-story house with whitewashed wood siding. A big integrated garage took up almost half of the front, and there was a covered porch that wrapped around to the back of the building where it became a raised deck overlooking the woods behind. 

			Deputy Isabella Green pulled the venerable blue-and-white Crown Victoria into the rainbow-shaped concrete driveway, keeping her eyes on the door and the windows as she parked behind the white pickup out front. If anyone heard her approach, there was no outward sign. She knew from the record that Waylon Mercer was thirty-eight. Five years older than she was. At about six-one, three inches taller. Two hundred and thirty pounds: a hell of a lot heavier.

			Isabella lifted her hat from the passenger seat and fitted it over her head before she opened the door. Out of habit, she reached down and patted her sidearm in its holster as she approached the house, not hurrying. She climbed the three wooden steps, hearing the wood creak beneath her, and heard a rustle. She paused and bent at the knee to look between the steps. There was a skinny black water spaniel staring up at her with moist brown eyes. The dog looked away after a moment and busied itself sniffing at the ground. Isabella straightened up and climbed up to the porch. She knocked hard on the door and stepped back. There was no sound from inside. No raised voices, no television. If it hadn’t been for the pickup outside, it would look like no one was at home. She knocked again, harder this time, and heard footsteps approach. The door opened. 

			Mercer had wide shoulders and jet-black hair that was beginning to recede a little. He wore jeans and a white vest beneath a plaid work shirt. His belt buckle was a brass star, like a sheriff’s badge in the Old West. He had been handsome in high school, and had been able to coast on that ever since.

			He forced a smile. 

			“Deputy … Green, right?”

			Bethany was just about big enough that he could get away with pretending not to be sure of her name.

			Isabella didn’t return the smile. “Is your wife at home, Mr. Mercer?”

			His eyes narrowed at the confirmation of why she was here. “She’s not feeling well. What’s this about?”

			“Routine check,” she said. “After the trouble you had last month.”

			He waited for her to say more. When she didn’t, he just shrugged. “Everything’s fine.”

			“I’m glad to hear it. Can I talk to Mrs. Mercer?”

			“I said she isn’t feeling well. She’s sleeping.”

			“I heard you. I’d like you to go ask her to come out here and talk to me.”

			Mercer looked down at the deck, giving a little head shake, like he was amused she wasn’t getting it. “She’s asleep.”

			Isabella waited until he raised his eyes again before she spoke.

			“Go wake her up, then.”

			The amusement drained out of Mercer’s eyes and he straightened up and stepped toward her. The nightstick was clipped to the left side of Isabella’s belt, the Glock 43 on the other side. Her hands didn’t move to either one, not yet.

			“I said she’s asleep, Deputy. Now why don’t you come back tomorrow? I’m sure she’ll be happy to tell you the same thing I just did, since it seems that ain’t good enough?”

			“It ain’t,” she said, pronouncing the Ts hard.

			His eyes moved from Isabella’s to where she had parked the car. She could almost see the thought process going through his head. First, making sure she didn’t have a partner with her. Then wondering if the car had a dash cam or something like that. It did, but the pickup was obscuring the line of sight. That was deliberate. 

			He seemed to consider it and then, without taking his eyes off her, reached behind him to close the door. 

			“Step out of the way, sir,” she said.

			Mercer took another step forward, getting in her face. He raised his voice. “Come back with a warrant. This is harassment.”

			She leaned in even closer, smelling juniper berries on his breath. Early for gin. Or perhaps the night before was still going on.

			She lowered her voice by the same degree he had raised his. “Get out of my way, or I’m going to make you get out of it.”

			Before he could stop himself, he had raised his right hand and swung it toward the left side of Isabella’s face. Open hand. Big mistake. Even if she had let him connect it would have been weak. But instead she ducked and punched him hard in the stomach, right above his stupid cowboy belt buckle. He folded over around her fist, and she reached for the nightstick, snapping it off her belt, bringing it up and cracking it over the back of his head while he was still bent forward. She didn’t hit him hard, not enough to knock him out or anything. Just a tap on the head to remind him not to do anything else foolish.

			Mercer lost his balance and sprawled on the porch, before scrambling onto all fours. 

			Isabella crouched down before he could get to his feet again, holding the nightstick loosely. They locked eyes. She could see he was fighting the urge to strike out again. His face was red. She shook her head. His eyes dropped. 

			She stowed the nightstick again and gripped him by the lapels of his shirt, hauling him up to his feet. She dusted off his shoulders and stood back. 

			“Try that again?” she asked, leaving her precise meaning open to interpretation.

			He rubbed the back of his head and smiled, stepping out of Isabella’s way and giving an exaggerated “come in” gesture.

			She kept her eyes on him as she opened the door, then nodded her head to indicate he should take the lead. 

			The front door led into a hall with a tiled floor. At the far end, it widened out into a kitchen at the back. There were three closed doors leading off the hall: two on the left, one on the right. As Mercer stepped into the hallway, the farthest door opened. 

			Sally Mercer was thirty-four. She wore a blue-and-pink floral dress, and her blond hair was tied back in a ponytail. She was looking down at the carpet, and her left hand was massaging the side of her head, failing to conceal a fresh shiner.

			“Everything okay?” she said in a shaky voice, without looking up.

			“I told you she wasn’t feeling so good,” Mercer said, his voice a little less steady now. Not so sure of himself.

			Isabella stepped forward and gently took Sally’s hand at the wrist, moving it down so she could get a look at the black eye. It was recent, within the last fifteen minutes. She wasn’t just going on the look of the bruising to tell that, of course. That was when the neighbor had called them.

			“He hit you again, sweetheart?”

			Sally avoided her eyes, shook her head weakly. “I fell down.”

			Isabella turned back to Mercer. He was leaning back against the wall, watching the two of them coolly. She wished he would take another swing at her, but knew he wouldn’t. Outside had been a mistake and he knew it. 

			“The sheriff told you we were going to be keeping an eye on you, Waylon,” she said. 

			He didn’t reply. 

			“I’m going to take Sally to get that eye looked at. Can’t be too careful. You never know what domestic accidents can lead to.”

			She put a hand on Sally’s shoulder and started walking out. Mercer didn’t even look at his wife, just stared at Isabella the whole time. 

			As they reached the doorway, another department vehicle rounded the corner and swung into the driveway. This one was an SUV, a GMC S-15 Jimmy, also blue-and-white.

			Deputy Kurt Feldman got out. Isabella was struck again by the thought that he looked more like the guy in the catalogue modeling the uniform than a real cop. His uniform was impeccably pressed, the boots spotless, the hat perfectly positioned on his head, the aviator sunglasses hiding a pair of deep blue eyes. The only thing creased on him was the brow above those sunglasses, which was knotted in concern. 

			A sudden, rapid barking from the far end of the house made his head jerk to the source. Isabella looked and saw the black spaniel scampering out from under the porch, turning and then running toward her and Mrs. Mercer. She saw Feldman’s hand reach to his holster and held her free hand up. 

			“It’s okay.”

			The dog reached the two women and went up on its hind legs pawing at Mrs. Mercer’s stomach, as though asking her not to go.

			“Easy Swifty,” she said.

			Isabella ruffled the top of Swifty’s head as its wet brown eyes glanced at its owner. The dog seemed to size Isabella up, then licked her hand. 

			“Swifty, get in the goddamn house.”

			Sally flinched. The dog obeyed Mercer’s gruff voice instantly, scampering up the stairs and into the house. 

			Shooting a glance at Mercer, then at Isabella, Feldman spoke for the first time. “You okay?”

			“She’s fine,” Isabella answered, though she knew her colleague wasn’t asking about Mrs. Mercer. 

			Sometimes, she felt like Feldman treated her like an unruly child who needed to be watched like a hawk, lest she hurt herself. He had always been protective, and she assumed part of that was just him looking out for a fellow cop. Perhaps it was her imagination, but she felt like his protectiveness had stepped up a notch since her mom’s health had been declining.

			“Really, I just fell,” Sally was saying as Isabella guided her past Feldman. He saw Mercer in the doorway and narrowed his eyes.

			“Any problems here, Isabella?”

			She glanced back at Mercer. He had a wary look on his face. She could probably book him for assault. A piss-poor attempt at assault, anyway. Feldman would swear he had witnessed it. But that wouldn’t make a difference in the long run, and might actually make matters worse for Sally. Best to keep the powder dry for now and see if he learned the lesson.

			She shook her head. “Not even close.”

			5

			Isabella Green

			“I know it must seem real easy to you.”

			Isabella watched Sally Mercer’s eyes over the rim of the paper coffee cup. Or rather she watched the lids, since she had avoided looking anyone in the eye since they had gotten into the car. The bruise around her right eye was swelling up and darkening. They were in the small interview room. Table and three chairs, no windows, cinderblock walls, reinforced door, a potted fern in the corner. Isabella hated speaking to victims in here, because it always felt too much like an interrogation. But it was the nicest option they had. There was no fern in interview room one, and the chairs were bolted down. 

			“It seems anything but,” Isabella replied. “All the same, I’d like you to consider pressing charges.”

			Sally put the cup down, let out a little sigh, and met Isabella’s gaze for the first time. Her voice was surprisingly firm when she spoke.

			“I told you it was an accident, this time.”

			Kurt Feldman spoke before Isabella could say anything. “You really think we buy that?” 

			Isabella shot him a look that told him to shut the hell up.

			“Let me tell you something,” he continued, oblivious to her look. “You keep having accidents, you’re going to wind up dead.”

			“Deputy Feldman,” Isabella said sharply. “Sally could use a refill on her coffee.”

			“Actually,” Sally began, “I’m—”

			“I insist.”

			Feldman narrowed his eyes and took the hint at last. He gave Isabella a look of mild apology and picked up the paper cup from in front of Sally Mercer before opening the door and stepping out into the corridor. The spring hinges snapped the door back and slammed it into the frame loudly. Sally jumped at the bang.

			“He lacks tact,” Isabella said.

			The corner of Sally’s mouth curled up in a half-smile.

			“But he has something of a point. How long are you going to put up with this shit, Sally?”

			She was silent.

			“Till death do you part, that it?”

			She flinched, visibly shocked that Isabella Green of all people would have chosen those words, and then dropped her gaze again. 

			“Trust me,” Isabella said quietly, “it’s overrated.” 

			“I’m sorry,” Sally said in a muted tone. There was no reason she should be, it was Isabella who had brought it up. Sally raised her gaze again and changed the subject. “How did you know to come by, at that moment?”

			“Somebody called it in, heard the fight.”

			“There wasn’t a fight.”

			“Sure.”

			“Can I go home now?”

			Isabella became aware there was someone behind her. She looked up at Feldman, standing holding the door open, the refilled cup of coffee in his hand. She hated when he did that. Everyone else in the world made a sound when they opened a door. She turned back to Sally.

			“I can’t change your mind about pressing charges?” she asked.

			Feldman drew a breath and Isabella glanced back at him quickly. He thought better of whatever he had been about to say.

			“I’d like to go home.”

			Feldman put the unwanted cup down on the table and stayed behind to put the recording equipment away, while Isabella walked Sally back along the corridor to the main office. It was a wide room with a reception desk, four small workspace cubicles and a big picture window. It looked more like a realtor’s office than a sheriff’s department. The department had a total staffing complement of eight, which was actually pretty luxurious for a jurisdiction the size of Bethany and its surroundings. Isabella knew Deputies Sam Dentz and Carl Bianchi were out in one of the cars running the afternoon patrol. Dwight Haycox was on the desk. He looked up as they emerged from the corridor. 

			“All done?” Haycox was twenty-two and looked younger, like he had only just started to shave. He had reddish-blond hair, and was tall, though he hid it by sitting down or leaning against things whenever possible. His pale blue eyes met Isabella’s and then moved over to Sally Mercer. She was holding a hand up to hide the bruise again, making like she was scratching an itch.

			“The sheriff back yet?” 

			Haycox turned his head to look at the closed door to McGregor’s office and chewed the lid of his ballpoint pen as though he had to think hard about Isabella’s question. He did that a lot, thought about everything before answering. He was fresh out of training, so perhaps this was a technique they had drummed into him. He was keen – Feldman thought he was an idiot, but Isabella didn’t think so. 

			“Nope,” he said. 

			That was standard. The sheriff liked to disappear for hours at a time. Perks of the top job. It wasn’t like civilization was in danger of imminent collapse while the department was undermanned, of course. The morning’s action was as exciting as it tended to get.

			Isabella noticed Haycox had his arm over a piece of paper on his desk, as though he was shielding it. She angled her head to look at it. Before she could see anything beyond the fact it was a Xerox of an older, typed document, Haycox pulled it away and thrust it into his drawer. 

			“I’m just fixing the, you know… the numbers that the sheriff asked me to do.”

			Isabella raised an eyebrow. He blushed like a schoolkid caught with naughty pictures on his phone. She lowered her voice, so Sally couldn’t overhear.

			“You know, McGregor catches you doing that on duty, you’ll be a dead man.”

			He swallowed and nodded. The sheriff was relaxed about his people maintaining hobby cases, so long as everything got done. But Isabella knew he would have a problem with the particular hobby case Haycox was looking into. Lucky for him, he had mentioned it to Isabella first. She had made sure she was the only person he mentioned it to. When he had discovered Isabella’s own connection to the case, he had apologized as though the whole thing was his fault. She told him not to worry about it. 

			Sally cleared her throat when she saw they had finished talking and asked to use the ladies. Isabella pointed the door out while she hunted for the keys to the Crown Vic to take her back. Feldman appeared from the corridor and glanced around, seeing that Sally wasn’t in the room. He put a hand on Isabella’s arm and moved her to one side. 

			“He’s gonna kill her, you know that,” he said, quietly enough for Haycox not to hear. She wasn’t sure why he did that, but he did it a lot. 

			“Not much we can do right now,” she said. “Other than keep an eye on the situation.”

			Feldman sighed and took a seat behind the spare desk, tapping on the keyboard to wake the screen. 

			“Haycox,” he called out, without bothering to look at the other man. “I’m sending you something over. Get it done, okay?”

			She saw Haycox grimace and say nothing. Probably wondering when he would have put in enough time to tell Feldman where to go.

			Sally came back out, wearing the reassuring smile that Isabella knew she had spent the last five minutes practicing in the mirror. They went out to the lot and got back into the car. She offered again to take Sally someplace else. They could fix her up with a place for the night at Benson’s Cabins, or she could drive her to a relative, but Sally declined. Back home it was, then. 

			Waylon Mercer was waiting for them at the door, probably had been watching for the car as they started up the hill. They got out and Isabella followed a step behind Sally as she approached the house. Mercer’s face showed none of the smirk or anger from before. He put a hand on Sally’s shoulder as she reached him.

			“You okay?” he asked, almost sounding convincing.

			Sally just nodded without looking directly at him, and went inside. He looked back at Isabella and his lips tensed. He was probably thinking about how she had slapped him down earlier, and hoping she wouldn’t bring it up.

			“Take very good care, Mr. Mercer. We don’t want any more accidents.”

			His eyes didn’t waver from Isabella’s. 

			“Appreciate the concern, Deputy,” he said at last. “You have a good day now.” 

			He turned to go back inside and Isabella got back in the car. Despite Feldman’s grave warning, she didn’t expect any more trouble in the Mercer home tonight. Waylon was a bully and an abuser, but he wasn’t an idiot. Sally had stuck to the accident story, and she would tell him that. Her presence and the fact he wasn’t in handcuffs was all the proof he needed. Isabella guessed Sally had bought herself a few days of kid gloves, maybe even a week. But she knew they would be back up here sooner or later.

			She twisted the key in the ignition and pulled out, wondering what the rest of the shift would bring before she knocked off. Two miles from the station, she passed David Connor, out for one of his walks. He didn’t look up as the car passed him. 
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			Isabella Green

			When her shift finished at seven, Isabella switched the Crown Vic for her personal vehicle, a five-year-old green Chevy Impala, parked around the back of the station. It took her less than ten minutes to drive up the hill to the house she shared with her mother, on the western edge of town.

			Feldman had been a little strange again this afternoon, in his manner with her. He had been more protective of her since her mom’s stroke, but now that she thought about it, the change had really come after she had come home to find the two of them speaking, a couple weeks after her mom had gotten out of hospital. For a little while, she wondered if Kathleen had said something about the night their lives had changed, all those years ago. But Feldman gave no hint that they had discussed that, and she was sure he would have done.

			Speaking of the past, she wondered whether Feldman knew anything about Haycox’s hobby case. She hoped not. Over the years, people in Bethany had gotten used to people showing up and asking questions about what happened. This was the first time one of them had managed to inveigle himself into the damn sheriff’s department, and Isabella couldn’t help but admire Haycox’s commitment, no matter how misguided he was. Besides, he was proving himself to be a decent cop, and he had had sense enough not to broach the subject with Feldman or McGregor or any of the other guys. 

			The little house she had done most of her growing up in was at the end of a line of four well-kept one-story homes on a wide, level patch of ground on the slopes of the hills west of town. She parked out front, beneath the branches of the big oak tree that had been there before she was born and would probably be here long after she was gone. She opened the front door and immediately smelled something cooking. Mary Cregg stuck her head out of the kitchen and smiled. Mary was older than Isabella’s mom; in her early seventies, with white hair and a face creased with wrinkles. She had known Mary as long as she had lived in Bethany. She had lived next door since before they moved in, and had gotten on well with the family at once. Occasionally, it would catch Isabella by surprise how old she looked. She tended to think of her as eternally forty-something.

			“Right on time.”

			“Smells amazing,” Isabella said. 

			“Just a pot-roast. You hungry?”

			“You really shouldn’t have,” she said, meaning it. If Mary wasn’t so close by and so constantly willing to help, Isabella would have had to think about alternative arrangements for her mother by now. As it was, she knew the clock was ticking.

			“Shouldn’t I? You don’t sound too convincing, Isabella.” 

			“I guess I could be persuaded. But Sunday night I’m cooking for you. Where’s mom?”

			Mary indicated the direction of the living room, the smile fading a little. “She’s tired today.”

			“Tired” was Mary’s preferred euphemism for Kathleen Green’s worse days. Ever since the stroke, there were days she was almost her old self. Other days when she got her daughter confused with somebody she had been friends with at school. Others where she seemed almost catatonic.

			Kathleen was sitting in front of the TV, watching an old episode of Quincy, her eyes fixed on the screen. She didn’t look up as Isabella entered, didn’t react at all until she went over and put a hand on top of hers. She looked up and smiled. Isabella saw brief confusion in her eyes and wondered how tired she was, but then something clicked.

			“Honey. Good day at work today?”

			Does anybody ever truly want to know the answer to that question? Isabella knew her mom didn’t, so she lied and told her it had been a wonderful day.

			Kathleen nodded and looked back at the screen. Isabella sat down on the couch across from her and closed her eyes, massaging the side of her head and wondering what tomorrow was going to bring.
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			Carter Blake

			I was still wary of flying since the Winterlong business, so I made the journey to Georgia by road, selecting a gray Lincoln Continental from the rental company. On the Friday night, I stopped at a motel on Route 81, just south of Harrisonburg. I ate dinner in the deserted restaurant adjoining the motel and finished reading the book on the Devil Mountain Killer. It helped to put what Lauren Day had told me about her client in context.

			David Connor and his sister Adeline had lived in Lake Bethany, the nearest town to Devil Mountain itself. Halloween night, 2003, she had left home after an argument with her brother. She told him she was going to stay with a friend. That was the last he or anyone had heard of her. 

			Most people were unaware of Adeline’s disappearance at first, because that same night, another person from the town had gone missing. Arlo Green, a forty-four year old father of one, had gone for a drive and hadn’t returned home. His car was found on the north road out of town, crashed into a tree. There was no sign of him. The damage to the car suggested the collision had been low-velocity, and the airbag wasn’t deployed.

			Meanwhile, David called the friend Adeline had gone to see a couple of days later and found she had never showed up. One person going missing without explanation didn’t necessarily mean the worst, but two? A town of just three thousand people, Bethany had lost one person to the killer already: a hunter named Georgie Yorke, whose body was found the previous summer. 

			The story was familiar. As the weeks passed, a sense of dread set in. Everybody had theories about what had happened, nobody wanted to say it out loud. I thought back to the summer we had searched in vain for Karen Day, and felt a hollow ache in my gut.

			Two months later, some cops from Kansas City came to the town and added a new wrinkle to the puzzle. They were looking for a man named Eric Salter, who had disappeared on a driving tour of the south. They had tracked him as far as Atlanta and found no trace of him or his car, a blue 1999 Ford Tempo. He had last been heard from on October 31st, just like Adeline and Arlo Green. He had been headed north. The FBI task force worked on the theory that Salter’s disappearance was connected with the other two. Could their paths have crossed somehow? Could Salter himself have been the killer?

			They found Salter’s Ford the following April. It was buried in a ravine below one of the vertiginous curves on the road up to the start of the Devil Mountain foot trail. But this had been no accident, and he hadn’t been alone. 

			I flicked back to the pictures bound into the center pages. One showed a crane lifting a wrecked car from a ravine.

			Arlo Green’s body was found in the back seat of Salter’s car, only a single bullet wound to the head in his case. The front seats were empty, but the interior told a graphic story. A .38 caliber bullet was dug out from the headrest of the driver’s seat, which was drenched in Salter’s blood. There was blood in the passenger seat too, even more of it. It was tested and matched to Adeline Connor. It looked as though Salter had picked both Adeline and Green up, maybe at the same time, maybe not. All that was certain was someone had fired multiple shots from outside the vehicle. 

			Salter’s mostly skeletonized remains were eventually found a mile from where the car had come to rest. It looked like he had been thrown clear when the car had plunged – or been pushed – into the ravine, and been swept along in the river. Investigators theorized that the same fate had befallen Adeline Connor. An exhaustive search of the area followed over the weeks and months that followed, but her body was never recovered. That she was dead was considered beyond doubt. The amount of blood lost alone almost guaranteed that, even before taking into consideration the sixty-foot drop into the ravine. 

			I closed the book and went back to my room, planning for an early night and an early start in the morning. But when I lay down on the bed, the wheels of my mind wouldn’t stop turning. 

			Adeline Connor was dead and gone. So why did her brother think he had seen her alive and well in downtown Atlanta?
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			Dwight Haycox

			“You get done with that paperwork?”

			Haycox thought that Feldman always managed to sound like an angry dad whenever he spoke to him. He didn’t even think he had to consciously put it on anymore. He took a second to compose a smile before looking up at Feldman. “Of course.” 

			He located the document and handed it over. Feldman took it in a manner that approached a snatch. He examined it, then grunted a thanks and walked back toward his desk. He stopped halfway there and turned around, glancing at the clock on the wall.

			“Aren’t you off-duty, Haycox?”

			Haycox shrugged. “Just finishing up.”

			Feldman shook his head. “Keen as mustard.”

			Haycox ignored him and finished up the edits on the report, before emailing it to McGregor, copying Isabella. McGregor was old school enough to demand a hard copy of everything, but three years of college followed by a year at the academy down in Forsyth had taught Haycox to make sure he kept an electronic trail of everything. 

			Except for the things he didn’t want a record of, of course.

			He watched Feldman as he tapped away on his keyboard, no longer paying him attention. Feldman hit the keys hard, as though using a manual typewriter, even though he was probably young enough to never have touched one. Haycox looked back at his own screen. He wanted to log in to the Brownstone account, check if there had been any other messages, but he knew he shouldn’t risk it. Feldman came across as only marginally more tech-savvy than the sheriff, and Isabella already knew about his extra-curricular interests, but it was safer to maintain a complete separation. Just because no one around here would have the desire or wherewithal to interrogate his computer didn’t mean no one ever would. 

			Feldman had pissed him off more than usual today. His attitude earlier when Isabella had been around, for a start. And then that report, which had consumed ninety minutes of his day, which Feldman could and should have written himself, had been accepted with no more than a grunt. He decided to prod the bear a little. He couldn’t help it.

			“So, is there some history there?”

			Feldman looked up, as though surprised to see Haycox still here.

			“What?”

			“You and Deputy Green, I mean. Just something I picked up on.”

			He stared back at Haycox for so long that he started to wonder if he was ever going to speak again. Regretting the decision to say anything, he cleared his throat and looked back down at the paperwork. “Just wondered, is all,” he finished lamely.

			“I still haven’t worked you out, son.”

			“I don’t follow.”

			“Why here? I saw your file when it came in. Top five per cent of your class. You would have had no trouble getting a prime posting in Atlanta. Or someplace else, if you wanted to get farther away from home. Why here?”

			It wasn’t the first time someone had asked the question. Usually, they were satisfied with his explanation: that he had fallen in love with Bethany on a camping trip years ago and wanted to work here. In a way, it was kind of true. He had first encountered the stories of the Devil Mountain Killer on that long-ago boy scout trip, and they had stayed with him ever since.

			“I like the town,” Haycox said. “It’s a great place to live.”

			“Remember what I told you on your first day?”

			He did remember, but affected a puzzled look.

			“I told you to keep your mouth shut and your ears and eyes open if you wanted to make it in this town. You remember that?”

			“Sure.”

			“Little more of the ears and eyes,” he said, indicating those points on his own head. “Little less of the mouth. Clear?”

			Haycox stared back at him, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of looking as though the older man had rattled him. Instead, he got up and put his hat on. 

			“I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			Feldman didn’t answer, just looked back down at his keyboard. He resumed typing, harder than he needed to.
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			Carter Blake

			Starting out at six a.m., I made good time on the second leg of my journey to David Connor’s home town. Lake Bethany was about a half-hour south of the Tennessee state line. It was nestled in the Blue Ridge Mountains, population around three thousand. High up and isolated. Any visitors tended to be of the sort who would use it as a stopping-off point, rather than a destination: hunters, hikers, fishermen, people on driving or motorcycle tours of the South. 

			Devil Mountain itself was a couple of miles outside of town. Only two of the victims had been found on the trails on the mountain itself, but it wasn’t hard to see why the name of this particular location had leapt out to the media when reporting on the case. 

			My route took me through some of the most beautiful country I had ever seen. The leaves were all but gone from the trees as winter began to settle in, and the sky was a crisp, almost arctic blue. There were only two ways to approach Lake Bethany; opposite ends of the same road. It left Route 19 to the north of Bethany, wound through town, and rejoined 19 five miles south. Aside from that, the town was a closed system. 

			I reached the town a little before one in the afternoon. Planning out the trip a couple of nights before, it hadn’t taken me long to decide on accommodation options. The only game in town was Benson’s Cabins. A knot of vacation cabins on the south-western outskirts, by the shores of the lake that gave the town its name. I took the northern exit off the highway so I could drive through the town itself on the way. The place made Ravenwood look like the big city. It had the basics, and not much else. One of everything: a general store named Andy’s, a post office, a realtor, the Peach Tree Diner, Value Propane, and Jimmy’s Bar. A sign indicated that the sheriff’s office could be reached by turning right at the main crossroads. I expected I would be paying them a visit later.

			I parked in one of the spaces outside of the general store and got out. It was cold, but the sun was high in the clear blue sky. I saw something on the sidewalk as I approached the door and stopped to examine it. It was a doodle in blue chalk showing a stick man with a sad face. Underneath it was neatly lettered: The customer is always wrong.

			I went inside and bought a bottle of water, and asked the best way to the cabins. The guy at the counter was in his sixties, with a mane of untidy gray hair and a beard. He wore glasses with circular frameless lenses, like John Lennon’s. He regarded my charcoal suit and white shirt and raised an eyebrow. Perhaps I was a little more formal than the tourists he was accustomed to. He didn’t remark on it, though, and greeted me warmly. He took the cash for the water, and then came out from behind the counter and led me back to the door. 

			“Keep on for about a mile, then take the south road as if you’re headed back toward the highway, and you’ll see a sign on your right-hand side in about another half-mile. Can’t miss it.”

			“I hope you’re right.”

			“You hit the lake, you’ve gone too far.”

			As we finished speaking, another car pulled in. A green Chevy Impala. 

			“Here’s trouble,” the guy said in an amused tone. 
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