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  A DARK FORCE STALKS SHENANDOAH MOUNTAIN LAKE AND PEOPLE ARE DYING.




  



  A deadly menace stalks the placid shores of Shenandoah Mountain Lake. A serial killer is on the loose and the bodies are piling up. The residents of Shenandoah County are terrified, afraid to leave their homes and hoping for news of the killer’s capture before there’s another victim. With over five hundred miles of shoreline to cover, the sheriff’s office cannot protect the local citizens.




  Leading citizen Salem Matthews is worried. As an important property owner and business manager he knows that he and his family could be a prime target. When a valued employee and friend becomes the next murder victim, Salem and his buddy Anderson, both ex-military special forces, realize the backwater sheriff hasn’t a clue. If the killer is to be stopped, Salem and Anderson have to do it.




  The killer is smart. With no discernible connection among the victims and no physical evidence left at any of the crime scenes, Salem and Anderson don’t know where to begin.




  There are plenty of suspects such as the mysterious pastor of Holy Covenant Spiritual Center; the strange psychiatrist who has turned the former Lakeside Academy elementary school into a mental health facility; the manager and employees of Pirates South, the enormous and strange theme park that has recently opened on the lake’s western shore.




  As Salem and Anderson close in on the crazed predator, they know they’re in a race against time before they become targets themselves.




   




  "Full of suspense... A definite page-turner!"—Sandra Ely, Author of the Immortal Hearts series.




   




  “...the bucolic Shenandoah mountains of Virginia…the unlikely setting for...gruesome murders...”—Rodney Page, Author of Powers Not Delegated and The Xerces Factor.




   




  “...hard to put down...keeps you guessing at each turn of the pages...A good read for a rainy and dark afternoon...” —Grant R Gregory , Author of the Critter Corner Blog, http://thevlm.org/critter-corner




   




  “...powerful characters...keeps his readers guessing...A must read for all murder mystery aficionados”.—G.J. Wise, Author of the paranormal horror novel Spiritwood.




   




  “...Rate it a five of five and suggest you put Mr. Paxton on your list of "to read" authors.”—Danney Clark, author of Shield of Faith.




   




  "...a serial killer who likes his victims young, female, and available...”—Jess Frankel, author.




   




  “...[gives]the "Who Done It"...a shot of twisted adrenaline that will have readers hanging onto each line.”—James Sanders, author of Situations: An Urban Crime Novel.
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  Dedication
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  Soul Man




  

  Chapter 1




  The man yawned and continued to watch the woman sitting alone at the table by the window in Billy’s Bar. She had emerged an hour earlier from one of the decrepit trailers in the wretched mobile home park located next to the bar. The man had eagerly followed her progress as she made the fifty yard journey across the parking lot to Billy’s.




  She had the rough, coarse look that made his hands tremble and his mouth go dry. When she had walked by his car earlier the woman had favored him with a lewd smile. Her mouth was painted a deep shade of red and the moist makeup that covered her face was thick enough for a brick mason’s job. The jeans she wore were old and tight and her black tank top was faded and stretched, offering an enticing view to anyone who cared to look.




  It was dark now, the time of evening when people would be stopping in for a drink at one of the many restaurants, sports bars, and cocktail lounges that dotted the shores of Shenandoah Mountain Lake. The man tore his gaze away from the woman and looked around the parking lot. He was alone.




  Billy’s was not a restaurant, sports bar, or cocktail lounge. It was not the kind of place that offered a menu of delightful appetizers, a selection of wines or exotic mixed drinks designed to satisfy the most adventurous tastes, or an interesting décor or ambience that would appeal to an upscale crowd with thick wallets. Billy’s was a bar, a soulless, hole-in-the-wall establishment that catered to the walking dead. There were no big screen televisions mounted on the walls. It was the kind of place where the food menu consisted of an anemic selection of undersized bags of pretzels and potato chips haphazardly displayed behind the bar. It was the kind of place that offered its customers a beverage choice of beer or whiskey.




  The man watched the woman swallow a mouthful of beer and lick foam from her upper lip with an athletic tongue. He could feel his pulse quicken as he shifted in his seat, trying to ease the strain on his full bladder.




  The parking lot was still deserted. Without a second thought the man stepped quickly out of his car. He could see the woman watching him as he lowered his pants, faced the bar, and poured his pent-up stream onto the ground. His eyes never left her face as he pulled up his pants, tucked in his shirt, and climbed back into the car.




  Blood roared in his ears as he watched the woman drain her beer and walk over to the cash register. A moment later she emerged from the bar. The man stepped out of the car and waited eagerly for his next victim.




  He stared at the woman as she approached. The hunger was on him, clouding his reason and thickening his tongue.




  “Looking for a date?” she asked, moving in close.




  The man inhaled the scent of beer, sweat, cigarettes, and cheap cologne. He let his eyes roam over her body. She was thick in all the right places, but her skin was coarse and leathery. Her nails were ruined and her hands could have belonged to a garage mechanic. She had long, tangled hair with odd-looking blond streaks and appeared to be in her thirties, although the man was certain she could pass for sixty without the makeup. He felt weak with excitement.




  “Yeah,” he grunted in a voice he barely recognized.




  “My rate’s a hundred dollars for everything; no up sell or time limit.”




  The man said nothing.




  “We have to play safe but you can do anything you want to me,” the woman said.




  “I always play safe,” the man replied in a voice that was little more than a whisper. “Let’s go.”




  She led him across the parking lot to the trailer park. “What’s with the outfit? Are you going to a costume party, or something?”




  The man looked at her dumbly. He had long ago ceased being self-conscious about the clothes he wore on the nights that he went hunting. The black eye patch, the tri-cornered hat, blue captain’s waistcoat, red vest, scarf, breeches and white stockings felt as natural and comfortable on him as his favorite pair of jeans.




  “Wait, I bet you work for Pirates South!” the woman said before he could say anything. “God, I would love to spend a day there. I’ve heard it’s an amazing place.”




  “What’s stopping you?” They had reached the trailer and the man was taking quick, shallow breaths like someone experiencing oxygen deprivation. It was a familiar physiological reaction that occurred whenever he closed in on his prey. At one point the man had considered the possibility that he was just another fetish-obsessed sex addict. Upon further reflection and study he had come to the conclusion that his behavior did not meet the criteria for addiction or mental illness. To the contrary, the man now realized that he was simply a healthy, virile, heterosexual male with normal needs and urges who was following a higher calling. He was doing the Lord’s work and he would surely be rewarded for his efforts when God decided to call him home. In the meantime he would take his pleasure wherever he found it.




  “The price of admission.”The woman laughed as she unlocked the door. “It costs thirty bucks just to walk through the gates, and that doesn’t cover food, drinks, or souvenirs. What I need is a rich boyfriend.”




  The trailer smelled of fried food and unwashed laundry. Defeat hung over the dwelling like a soiled canopy. The place needed a team of muscular housekeepers and a few cans of air freshener; that or a pyromaniac with a torch.




  He followed her down a dimly lit, narrow hall to a small bedroom. There was barely enough room to squeeze between an ancient queen-sized bed and a wobbly dresser. Clothing was piled in the corner and the bed was unmade. The adjoining bathroom looked toxic.




  The man handed the woman a hundred dollar bill and watched her toss it on the dresser. Without a word she stripped off her top and jeans and lay back on the bed. “What do you want to do?”




  “Everything,” the man said. He undressed hurriedly and stood before her, staring hungrily at her ripe body.




  “That’s quite a sword you’ve got there, Mr. Pirate. I hope you know what to do with it.”




  He climbed into the bed and went after her with the ferocity of a starving lion feasting on a fresh zebra. Five minutes later it was over.




  “Wow,” the woman managed after she caught her breath. “You’ve been saving up for awhile.”




  The man made no reply.




  As the silence lengthened the woman sat up in bed and reached for her jeans.




  “No,” the man said. “I’m going to need you for the rest of the night.”




  She watched as he retrieved his wallet and placed another hundred dollar bill on the dresser.




  The woman grinned. “Let me fix you a drink.”




  “Whiskey.”




  “How do you want it? I’ve got ice, water, and coke.”




  “I’m a pirate; I’ll drink it straight from the bottle.”




  He watched her walk down the hall to the tiny kitchen before taking a closer look at his surroundings. The woman was living in squalor. There were holes in the cheap wallboard and the flooring was weak and spongy.




  The man went into the bathroom and observed a family of roaches scurrying to safety beneath the warped and peeling linoleum. The bathtub was brown and filthy and the sink was crusted with soap scum and toothpaste. He didn’t have the courage to check out the toilet.




  “I need to give this place a good cleaning,” the woman said from the bathroom door.




  “It’s fine. I like a place that has a lived-in look.”




  She laughed and handed him a bottle of Rebel Yell.




  The man pulled her close and drank the whiskey. The woman’s fingers explored his chest as he swallowed the fiery liquid. Her hands felt like sandpaper.




  He put the bottle down and kissed her roughly on the mouth.




  “I have to pee,” she said in a slightly breathless voice.




  “Leave the door open.”




  “Are you afraid I’ll climb out the window and run away, Mr. Pirate?”




  He shook his head. “I just want to watch.”




  She sat down, wearing a knowing smirk on her face.




  The man stared as the woman urinated and then flushed the toilet. He was nearly overcome with lust as she walked past the sink without a glance and came straight to bed. The level of degradation required for any woman to relieve herself in front of a stranger and then not bother to wash her hands was beyond the man’s comprehension. He almost admired the wanton shamelessness and absence of self-respect that enabled her total immersion in such a debased way of living.




  For the second time he took her hard and fast. When it was over she stretched languidly and rolled against him.




  “I’m going to be sore tomorrow. You really know how to sweep a girl off her feet.”




  The man made no reply. He felt empty inside. Well, that wasn’t quite true; the now familiar fear of the work that lay ahead was beginning to settle in the pit of his stomach.




  “Maybe we could think about a different arrangement,” the woman continued in a wheedling voice. “I can tell you like me. A woman knows that kind of thing. I’d make a great girlfriend. You could have me anytime and any way you wanted. I would just need a little help with my bills—maybe a monthly check for my rent, food, and a little spending money.”




  He turned over and pressed himself against her, barely controlling a sudden urge to throttle the woman. He felt her breath against the side of his face.




  “I would need you to continue working, seeing other men, doing what we’re doing now. I may be a pirate but I’m a modern man. I would never ask my girlfriend to give up her career for me.”




  “Sure, baby, whatever you say.”




  The man leaned down and smeared her lipstick with his mouth.




  “That’s my girl. I’ll stop by tomorrow with a month’s worth of money.”




  He was drifting off to sleep when she asked him his name.




  “You’re my boyfriend now; I should at least know your name. I’m Kathy, by the way.”




  “Edward, Edward Teach,” the man replied, “Although some people call me Blackbeard.”




  “I’ll call you Edward. Blackbeard’s a dumb name. You don’t even have a mustache.”




  He awoke a few hours later and stumbled into the bathroom to pee, not bothering to flush the toilet when he was finished. Kathy was on her back, sleeping soundly with her mouth open. It wasn’t a pretty sight.




  The room was completely dark but he managed to find his waistcoat and the pair of disposable latex gloves in the pocket. He froze as his new girlfriend moaned in her sleep and rolled onto her side. A minute later her breathing slowed and she was snoring softly.




  Moving quickly, the man climbed into bed and knelt over the woman. He felt his heartbeat accelerate and his stomach turn over. His hands were shaking badly as excitement, fear, self-loathing, and righteous anger warred for supremacy.




  He grabbed her around the throat and squeezed. Kathy’s eyes flew open and she bucked wildly, fighting for breath. The man held on and squeezed harder until the fear in her eyes dimmed and she ceased to struggle. This was the tricky part. He removed his hands from Kathy’s neck and placed his mouth over hers. The man closed his eyes as he received her final breath and felt her soul enter his body.




  Stumbling away from the lifeless form, he found the toilet and vomited into the bowl. It was always the same. This was his third time and the enormous responsibility of taking a person’s life and preserving their soul made him physically ill once the job was done. The knowledge that he was saving his victims from their own self-destruction and the certainty of burning for all eternity in a lake of fire gave the man a measure of comfort. He looked forward to the day when he would leave this world for a better one and be reunited with Kathy and the others. Until then, there was more work to be done.




  It took him an hour to clean up and remove any trace of his presence. The pirate collected his two hundred dollars from the dresser and stepped outside the trailer. Dawn was less than an hour away and the early morning air was clean and crisp. The man whistled tunelessly as he crossed the parking lot to his car. It was going to be a beautiful day.




  Chapter 2




  Monday Matthews placed the large bowl filled with potato chips on the dining room table. It was Friday night and her mother had prepared her favorite supper: hot dogs, spaghetti, and potato chips.




  “We should have this for supper every night, Mama,” Monday said as she bit down on a juicy, mustard-covered wiener. “Can Henry have a hot dog?”




  The tiny Yorkshire terrier flicked his ears at the sound of his name.




  “No, we can’t have this every night, honey,” Krista Matthews said. “This is just for special occasions.”




  “I hope I didn’t forget a birthday or anniversary,” Salem Matthews said as he piled spaghetti onto his plate.




  “We’re celebrating because Monday had an excellent week in school,” Krista said. “She worked very hard.”




  “Maybe Henry and Diva can celebrate with us, Mama. They can share a hot dog.”




  “No, sweetie, that would make them sick,” Salem said. “Henry’s used to his dog food and Diva likes her cat food. Besides, if they eat our food that means we’ll have to eat theirs.”




  “No, we won’t,” Monday replied.




  Without another word Salem got up from his chair and walked into the kitchen. He returned a moment later with the animals’ food bowls. Monday shrieked with laughter as her father dipped his spoon into one of the bowls and raised it to his mouth. Henry scampered into the kitchen, anxiously awaiting the return of his food.




  “Put it back,” Krista said, struggling to keep a straight face, “And put that spoon in the dishwasher.”




  Monday chewed a potato chip and reached down to pet Diva who had wandered over from her spot on the sofa across the room.




  “Henry and I heard a new word today, Daddy. Do you know what a bitch is?”




  Salem lowered the hot dog that was halfway to his mouth and looked at his daughter.




  “Maybe you should ask….”




  “Don’t even think about it,” Krista warned her husband.




  “Well, sweetie, it’s kind of complicated. Some people use that word to describe a girl or woman who is misbehaving or being mean. It’s not a nice word to use.”




  “Am I a bitch when I misbehave? What about Diva?”




  “No, sweetie,” Salem said, becoming alarmed at the turn the conversation was taking. “Diva can’t be a bitch because she’s a cat and you’re not old enough.”




  “How old do I have to be before I’m a bitch?”




  “There’s no exact age, sweetie. You don’t automatically become a bitch. That’s really something you want to try to avoid.”




  Krista sat across the table with tears on her face as she struggled to contain her laughter.




  “When will I know if I’m a bitch, Daddy?”




  Salem sighed with defeat.




  “Someone will tell you.”




  Krista cleared her throat and wiped her face.




  “Where did you hear that word?”




  “Henry and I watched a dog show on the computer this afternoon. We heard the announcer call one of the dogs a bitch even though it wasn’t being mean or misbehaving. Does that mean that Henry’s a bitch when he pees on the floor?”




  Salem went into the kitchen for another glass of iced tea while Krista explained that a bitch was a female dog and that Monday should just forget everything her father had told her because he was confused.




  “He probably thought you said witch instead of bitch.”




  After they finished eating Salem helped clear the table and load the dishwasher.




  “I think I handled that well,” he said.




  “Yeah, you were outstanding,” Krista said. “If Monday ever asks you what a jackass is, just be sure she hasn’t been watching a program about donkeys.”




  “We’re ready to play,” Monday called from the living room.




  The Monopoly board was set up on the living room floor for the family’s regular Friday night game. Monday and Henry already had their game pieces ready.




  A moment later Salem took his place on the floor while Krista settled down on the sofa. Diva immediately climbed into her lap and began to purr.




  “Don’t you want to play, Mama?”




  “No, honey, I think Diva and I will just watch tonight. I’m still celebrating my victory from last Friday. It’s not often that I manage to defeat Henry.”




  Salem glanced quickly at his daughter and shook his head. Krista caught the look.




  “What?”




  “Nothing,” Salem said.




  “If you don’t tell me what’s wrong I’m going to let Diva play.”




  Monday looked at her mother with alarm. The blue-eyed Siamese was a terrible Monopoly player. She ignored the rules, sat on the game board, and always had to be reminded when it was her turn.




  “Henry went to the doctor last Friday to get his shots,” Monday said quickly.




  Salem saw the confused look on his wife’s face quickly change to one of understanding. The Yorkie hated going to the vet, especially when he had to get a shot. Henry had been agitated and sore from the visit and unable to concentrate on his game. That was the only reason Krista had won.




  The game began and the little terrier got off to a quick start, acquiring properties and methodically adding houses and hotels. Thirty minutes later Monday was out of money and Salem was down to his last five hundred dollars.




  “Seven,” Salem said as he moved Henry’s game piece down the board. “That’s Park Place, Henry. I guess you want to buy it and put up a hotel, don’t you?”




  Henry wagged his diminutive tail in assent.




  The game ended ten minutes later when Salem landed on Henry’s new property.




  “I can’t pay you, Henry. You win again.”




  The Yorkie shuddered with excitement and raced across the room to the door. The thrill of victory always affected his bladder.




  Salem stepped outside and inhaled the crisp fall air. Autumn was his favorite time of year. The leaves were already beginning to change color and walnuts would soon be on the ground. Business at the store remained steady, but the hectic pace of the summer was behind him. The seasonal congestion of watercraft and noisy vacationers was over, although there were still some boats on the water, particularly on the weekends, as a few of the summer people tried desperately to extend the season into October.




  He checked on Henry and saw that the little dog was still searching for the perfect bush or tree to water. There was no hurry. It was a beautiful, clear night with a full moon casting its glow over the lake. The mountains along the western shoreline, part of the Blue Ridge Mountains chain, hovered over the water like a dark, immutable sentinel.




  Henry finished his business and scurried up the side porch steps to the door.




  “Bedtime, Monday,” Krista said.




  “I’m not sleepy, Mama.”




  “Henry’s tired, sweetie,” Salem said, “And he doesn’t like to go to bed without you. Come on, I’ll tell you a story to help you go to sleep.”




  Krista was sitting at the kitchen counter making a grocery list when Salem came back downstairs.




  “They’re both asleep.”




  “Which story did you tell her?”




  “I told her the one about the three pigs, Goldilocks, and Little Red Riding Hood and the dog.”




  “Those are different stories, and it was a wolf, not a dog,” Krista said.




  Salem shrugged.




  “I don’t like to leave anybody out and Henry likes it when I change the wolf to a dog. Besides, I can’t keep those stories straight.”




  Krista added a final item to her list and looked over at her husband. He had an anxious look on his face.




  “Monday’s better, isn’t she, Krista?”




  The imploring tone in her husband’s voice brought tears to Krista’s eyes. She wrapped her arms around Salem and struggled to find her voice.




  “Yes, she’s better.”




  Salem knew he needed to be patient. It had been just four months since Monday’s rescue from a pair of deranged kidnappers, one of whom turned out to be the headmistress of her former school. Casey Burke was now spending the remainder of her days in a maximum security prison while her partner in crime was at the bottom of Shenandoah Mountain Lake, thanks to the efforts of Bo Carson, Salem’s father-in-law.




  With the help of their attorney, Crandall Sweet, Salem and Krista had sued Lakeside Academy out of existence. The six million dollar award had been nice, but it wasn’t about the money. They were already wealthy. The point was to rid Shenandoah County of a school that had somehow managed to foster an environment that enabled the headmistress to kidnap one of her own students.




  The decision to home-school Monday had not been an easy one. Salem had hoped that his daughter would adjust to school and connect with the other students, but Monday had spent her entire kindergarten year marking time like a prisoner waiting to be paroled. It had been a horrible experience for her, made worse by the fact that she was an empath who absorbed the emotions and negative energy of those around her. She coped by isolating herself from her classmates, trading emotional trauma for loneliness.




  She was getting better and that was all that mattered. Monday loved the classroom they had set up on the third floor down the hall from her bedroom. Krista was a natural teacher and was able to combine an effective classroom atmosphere with a safe and nurturing environment that helped Monday thrive.




  Salem was thankful that he was in a position to give his daughter whatever support she needed. The employees at both Carson’s stores were like part of his family, and the manager of his campground was his best friend and Monday’s godfather. Having Krista’s father living with them was a blessing. Bo Carson occupied the entire first floor of the house, a spacious area that included a private entrance, screened-in porch, an enormous great room with a large stone fireplace, a small kitchen, laundry room, library, storage room, and a private bedroom and bath. Salem’s father-in-law was able to maintain a semi-independent living arrangement while remaining close to his daughter and granddaughter. It was ideal.




  Their pediatrician, Penny Waters, had put together a medication and nutritional plan to help Monday cope with the stress and somatic symptoms that were common to empaths. It appeared to be helping.




  Dr. Tree Dixon, a child psychiatrist, had been recommended by Kenneth Jennings, Salem’s friend and family doctor. Having already taken Monday to a series of counselors and therapists, none of whom had been able to help or even diagnose her daughter’s problem, Krista had expected more of the same from Dr. Dixon.




  She had been pleasantly surprised when the psychiatrist had concurred with Dr. Jennings opinion that Monday was an empath. Dr. Dixon explained that the psychiatric community did not officially recognize the existence of empaths.




  “If it’s not in the DSM-V manual you can rest assured most therapists and mental health professionals will not consider the possibility,” Dixon had said.




  “But, why is that?” Krista had wondered. “Just because something isn’t in a diagnostics manual doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.”




  “The mental health community is filled with over-educated, small-minded professionals who are unable or unwilling to think outside the box. They’re also terrified of being ridiculed by their peers,” the psychiatrist had replied.




  Krista had been charmed and encouraged by Dr. Dixon’s manner.




  “I will tell you that I’m something of a pariah among my colleagues, Mrs. Matthews,” Dixon had said. “If I can’t help Monday I won’t waste your time or mine just so I can fill my bank account with your money.”




  As it turned out, Dr. Dixon had been able to help Monday learn some techniques and exercises to help manage her response to the feelings and emotions of those around her. The psychiatrist was also helping Monday work through the trauma from the kidnapping.




  Salem clung to the old saying that time heals all wounds. Monday was getting better and eventually she would heal. He would see to it.




  

  Chapter 3




  “Have you heard the news?” Bo Carson asked. Salem’s father-in-law was seated on his stool behind the cash register, ready to greet and serve the customers of Carson’s General Store.




  Salem shook his head. He had followed his normal routine of an early morning run followed by a hot shower and a light breakfast. Salem never listened to the radio during the ten minute drive to work. He liked to start the day with a clear head and no distractions.




  “Another person was killed, a forty two year old woman named Kathryn East. Did you know her?”




  “No, I don’t think so. At least not personally. I might know her by sight if she’s ever stopped by the store or the campground. Was she a local?”




  “More or less. The owner of a place called Billy’s Bar found her. She was living in a trailer park next to the bar and the owner went to check on her when he didn’t see her for a couple of days. It sounds like she was a working girl who might have just been passing through. She was probably an easy target for the piece of garbage that did this.”




  Salem continued on to his office in the back of the store and brought up the news of the murder on his computer. There was a picture of Kathryn East; Salem didn’t recognize the woman. He read the article and felt a chill race down his back.




  The Shenandoah County Sheriff’s Department was calling the crime the work of a serial killer. Kathryn East was the third murder victim in Shenandoah County in the last six months, a staggering statistic for a small, rural county in southern Virginia where violent crime was virtually unknown. The state was providing additional resources to help the overwhelmed sheriff’s department investigate the string of killings. Based on personal experience, Salem was not reassured. The law enforcement people that Salem had dealt with, whether local, state, or federal, had, with a couple of exceptions, been better at taking statements, filing reports, and completing checklists than actually catching criminals. In this case they faced a daunting task, three murders to solve and a lake with over five hundred miles of shoreline and a range of mountains on its western border that offered an infinite number of places for a homicidal maniac to hide.




  The article went on to state that there was no known connection between the victims other than the fact that they were all single, white females between the ages of twenty six and forty two with no known family or roots in Shenandoah County. Crime scene investigators had found essentially nothing in the way of forensic evidence at any of the scenes. The sheriff’s office was withholding details of the latest murder, except to say that Kathryn East was killed in the same manner as the other two women.




  Salem clicked on a map that showed the sites of the killings. The most recent attack had occurred at the northern end of the lake, a good forty minute drive from Carson’s General Store’s location on the southeastern tip near the dam. No wonder he didn’t know the victim. Salem rarely found himself in that part of the county and when he did he wasn’t in the habit of spending his time in bars or trailer parks.




  The other two attacks had both taken place on the western shoreline, several miles apart. The younger of the two women, Bailey Watts, had apparently been backpacking and camping alone in a small tent at the base of the mountain. Her body had been found less than fifty yards away in a thicket. The sheriff’s office believed that the killer had approached this victim by water. Salem hoped that was the case. An approach by land along the rugged western shoreline would suggest that the murderer was a person of strength and stamina, and possessed in-depth knowledge of the unmarked trails and paths that traversed the area.




  Less than a month after the murder of Bailey Watts, the body of a second woman was found by a Shenandoah County sheriff’s deputy during a routine patrol. Lisa Tate was discovered in the back seat of her vehicle parked along the side of the road. A check of her license plate and personal identification led to the discovery that Miss Tate was a resident of Richmond, Virginia with a criminal record for possession of cocaine, fraud, and assault. What she was doing on the side of the road in Shenandoah County was anybody’s guess.




  Salem looked more closely at the map on the screen and felt his stomach turn over.




  Dear God, I think he’s working his way around the lake.




  “One of the vendors wants to know if you’ve got a few minutes to talk about a new product line.”




  Salem lurched in his chair and knocked over a bottle of water that was sitting on his desk. Bo stepped back in surprise.




  “What’s the matter?”




  “Nothing. Sorry.”




  Bo gave him a skeptical look. Salem pretended not to notice and headed for the front of the store to talk to the vendor.




  Five minutes later the vendor was gone, having been told by Salem to contact him again in the spring. The new line he was pushing was clearly a seasonal item that would just gather dust on the store shelves and take up space during the fall and winter months.




  The store was quiet and Salem wandered over to the front counter where his father-in-law was seated.




  “I’m worried, Bo.”




  The older man listened quietly as Salem described his feeling that the killer was systematically working his way around the lake, hunting his prey in specific locations.




  “If I’m right, the new store could be in the next target zone and this store and the campground won’t be far behind. I think we need to do something.”




  Bo thought for a moment.




  “I think you should call a staff meeting, everybody from this store, Anderson and the people from the campground store, and Callie and her people. We can toss around some ideas and come up with a security plan. So far, this guy is going after women that are vulnerable and isolated, but I don’t think we should assume he will follow a consistent pattern, especially if someone gets in his way.”




  Salem returned to his office and sent out an email to all employees announcing the meeting. He felt his anxiety ebb as he leaned back in his chair and stared thoughtfully at the computer screen. An idea was beginning to take shape in his mind.




  “We’re going to Pirates South!” Monday shrieked the moment her father walked through the door. Henry was dancing in circles while Diva crouched behind the sofa across the room, ears flat against her head, observing the excitement from a safe distance.




  Salem lifted his daughter into the air and carried her into the kitchen on his shoulders.




  “I’m starving,” he said. “When do we eat?”




  “Right now,” Krista replied, as Salem leaned over and kissed her.




  “Where’s Monday?” he asked.




  “I don’t know,” Krista said, not missing a beat. “I thought I heard her a minute ago. Maybe we should go outside and look around.”




  “Here I am,” Monday squealed, pulling on her father’s head. Salem leaned forward and waited for her to climb down.




  “What’s all this about Pirates South?” he asked.




  Krista explained that the huge theme park on the southwestern shore of Shenandoah Mountain Lake was featuring a special program for Halloween. Admission would be free for children under the age of ten and treats would be handed out.




  “There’s going to be a haunted house with ghosts and monsters, Daddy. Mama said I could be a princess. Riley’s going to be a nurse.”




  “Who’s Riley?”




  “She’s my new friend from art class. Mama said I could ask her to go with me to Pirates South for Halloween. I’ve already invited her.”




  Monday looked at him with an anxious expression. Salem glanced across the table at Krista.




  “Well, I guess we’d better start shopping for your princess costume,” Salem said with a forced smile.




  He had mixed feelings about Pirates South. He had been appalled by the news that Shenandoah County would even consider selling a large tract of undeveloped land for such a purpose. Salem was no tree-hugging environmentalist, and there was certainly no shortage of real estate development on the lake, but this seemed way beyond the pale, an ugly scar on the land that couldn’t be concealed or undone. The infrastructure supporting the current development on the lake was already inadequate and there was no money to improve the situation. Salem feared that Pirates South was only the beginning. Unless the county board of supervisors woke up and imposed some restrictions Shenandoah Mountain Lake would eventually start to resemble Myrtle Beach. Salem prayed he wouldn’t live to see that happen.




  He understood the economic pressures the county faced. The sale of the land would give Shenandoah County a badly needed cash infusion and put people to work. The fact that the jobs created would be mainly part time, seasonal, low-paying positions that would add little to the tax base was rarely mentioned. Shenandoah County wasn’t south Florida or even Myrtle Beach. Winters on the lake were cold and the summer people disappeared. There was no way Pirates South could operate profitably year round. The county’s permanent population was small and relatively poor and there were no large cities nearby to draw from. Very few of the local residents had money to spare for cotton candy and roller coaster rides.
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