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  Something In Common:




  In seeking the identity of a murder victim, retired Police Chief Daniel ‘Sticks’ Hetrick discovers a link to a major theft of rare ornithological books and a trail that leads from the big city to his hometown.




  ~~For the boys, my grandsons: Michael, Ethan, Connor and Duncan~~




  O! What men dare do! What men may do!




  What men daily do, not knowing




  What they do!




  —William Shakespeare




  Revenge is a kind of wild justice,




  Which the more man’s nature runs to,




  The more ought law to weed it out.




  —Francis Bacon




  Chapter 1




  Cresting Snake Hill, Flora Vastine downshifted and eased off the accelerator. The patrol car’s headlights barely pierced the rain, which was bowled along like a living thing in a westerly wind sweeping across the bare fields and rattling through the trees along the road.




  Water and mud cascading off the steep banks and carrying clusters of sodden leaves ripped from the trees spread treacherous surprises for an unwary driver on a night like this. But Flora was a good driver who’d been trained by five brothers who brooked no deference for their only sister’s sex. Her ability behind the wheel was one of several skills that had won her the respect of her fellow officers on the Swatara Creek police force. And her skill at driving was one factor leading, finally, to her upgrading from the dubious rank of special officer to patrol-person. Flora had worked hard to earn her rank and now, having cleared the final hurdle of her Act 120 certification, she was almost ‘one of the boys’ to the men—if not to Chief Brubaker—and she had no intention of screwing it up by totaling the prowl car on her first night of solo duty.




  It was nearly the end of her shift and, though it had been a totally boring night, astute concentration and the weather had combined with the unaccustomed hours to sap her vitality. Flora was dog-tired, anxious to get back to base, file her meager report, run home and jump in the sack.




  Despite weariness hanging on her like a heavy weight, Flora knew one mistake was all it would take to put her back on permanent desk duty. She wasn’t so naïve she didn’t realize it wasn’t her abilities alone that had earned her this chance to prove herself. The chief never would have relented from his opposition to female officers had it not been for the support of Harry and Mister Hetrick. She appreciated their support and didn’t want to let them down. And, damned if she wanted to be a desk jockey for the rest of her career. So, Flora exercised extra caution as she drove, just as she’d followed correct procedure in every aspect of her assignment on this long night.




  The rain beat upon the hood and rolled in a steady flood across the windshield. The wipers thumped a repetitious refrain making her eyelids heavy. Flora leaned forward, wiping with one hand at the mist obscuring the glass. She adjusted the defroster again but the fog wasn’t lifting as fast as it should. It was like opening your eyes and trying to see underwater. It was like trying to get Harry’s attention.




  Harry. He was always on her mind.




  For more than a year, two goals took precedence over everything else in Flora Vastine’s life. One was acceptance as a full-fledged police officer. The other was to have Corporal Harry Minnich recognize her as a woman.




  The first had been simple in comparison to the second.




  Her brothers helped her achieve the first goal. Steve, a trucker who raced stock cars on weekends, took the lead in honing her driving skills. Bill and Tom taught her to tune an engine, and other mechanical crafts. Ed drilled her in Karate. And Donnie, the youngest, had made her an expert marksman with pistol and rifle. She remembered Donnie’s advice: “If you want to compete with a man, you’ve got to prove you’re as good—if not better—than he is.”




  Well, all of that had helped in getting on the police force.




  But she wasn’t a man and there was no one to train her in how to be a woman. She had no sisters and the mother who might have helped had been lost before Flora entered her teens. She’d enjoyed growing up surrounded by men, being protected and loved by them. She understood men and their needs, admired them for their strength, confidence and determination. In fact, it probably was her admiration of Ed and Donnie, both of them state troopers, which spawned her own desire for a law enforcement career. It was something she’d wanted and now had accomplished.




  Now, here she was, nearly twenty years old, and without a clue how to make a man see her as a woman.




  Flora glanced at her reflection in the rearview mirror. Heavy-lashed brown eyes gazed back at her from beneath a broad forehead. She had a small, straight nose; a full-lipped mouth, high cheek bones and a strong chin. Her chestnut hair, swept back and confined in a tight bun, was soft and slightly frizzy. The pimples which had plagued her through high school and a year or so afterward were nearly gone now and her normally light complexion was tanned and healthy.




  Not a bad face, though she doubted if Harry had ever noticed.




  Earlier that day, after her shower, Flora stood a moment before the full-length mirror on the bathroom door and examined her naked body. Her lanky build had filled out since high school but the extra weight was evenly distributed. It was a good body, soft and smooth and curved in all the right places. Cupping them in her hands, she observed that her breasts, though small, were firm and well-shaped. Even her hips were broader than she’d remembered. Harry had never seen her this way and the baggy uniform wasn’t designed to show off her attributes.




  Only one man had seen her unclothed, and she doubted if he’d cared then or remembered now what he’d seen. Vic Deimler had been too drunk to care about anything but mauling her with his grease-stained hands and looking for a receptacle for his booze-inspired passion. Fortunately, over-indulgence in beer had made him flaccid before he found the crevice he sought and Vic had passed out with the first thrust of moist flesh against her thigh. She didn’t know what he’d told his friends the next day but Flora remained a virgin. She hoped Vic didn’t remember that night and wished she could forget it. Vic, a mechanic at Grumbine’s Mobil, was the only boy who’d ever asked her for a date. She hadn’t been attracted to him but he’d persisted every time she pulled in for gas. Finally, worn down by his determination and depression over her inability to achieve her twin goals last summer, she’d consented.




  That was a big mistake. From the start, it should have been obvious what Vic had in mind. But she was inexperienced. His idea of a date had been two six packs, a drive to the rarely used rest stop out on the highway south of town, beer-guzzling and a grappling contest. Flora could have fought him off. Instead she’d succumbed to her own low spirits, the beer and a capricious desire to give away what she’d been saving for an uninterested Harry. Sobered by what almost happened, she’d walked home after Vic passed out, sobbing, embarrassed and still depressed.




  She felt she could probably walk into the station nude and Harry wouldn’t notice. She probably meant as little to him as Vic had to her. She just wasn’t his type.




  Harry seemed to prefer the more bubbly, vivacious type—blond, air-headed former cheerleaders like Denise Longstreth who seemed to be around so much lately. Denise favored—and had since high school—tight sweaters and short skirts; her attributes, which were plentiful, were not likely to go unnoticed. Even if she were not too bashful to show Harry the quickness of her mind, Flora was too intimidated to even try competing with Denise’s quirky sense of humor, her tendency to puns, her meaningless idle chatter. Denise knew how to get a man’s attention. Even without the other things which seemed to dazzle Harry, the way she couldn’t keep her hands off him, or the manner in which she rubbed up against him like a cat in heat even in front of other people at the stationhouse, seemed to turn Harry into a slobbering idiot whose behavior irritatingly reminded Flora of Vic’s demeaning animal—




  What’s that?




  The mechanical part of Flora’s mind, always attuned to the business at hand, snapped her out of her reverie. Despite the driving rain and the darkness surrounding the narrow channel cut into it by the headlamps, something out of place had been detected by Flora’s sharp eyes.




  She tapped the brake and spun the wheel, trying desperately to avoid hitting a heap of white sprawled across the highway in her path. Her touch of the brake was light but that and the twist of the wheel were enough to put the hydroplaning vehicle into a spin. She felt one tire bump over the thing in the road as she spun the wheel again and tried to straighten out. The car ran off the berm, crunched over a graveled rut, and whunked back on to the road. Pumping the brakes, fighting the wheel, Flora ran off the road again and slid to a halt, flinging mud up along the side windows. Switching off the engine, she sank back into her seat with a sigh.




  “Oh, shit,” Flora muttered aloud. “Son-of-a-bitch!” She sat a moment, breathing deeply, licking her dry lips, before she got up the nerve to look in the rearview mirror.




  The radio squawked just then and Flora jumped.




  “Flora,” Fred Drumheiser said. “Check-in time. You on your way in here?”




  “Yeah…uh…yeah.”




  “Your voice sounds funny. Everything okay?”




  Flora took a deep breath and exhaled before answering. “I…uh…I hit something on the road, Fred.”




  “You hurt? Cruiser okay?” She could hear the intensity in his tone, an implication that she’d fucked up on her first night.




  “I’m all right. Couldn’t avoid it. It came up on me too fast.”




  “Yeah. What was it?”




  “I don’t know. Maybe a dog. I think it was already dead.”




  “Well, check it out. Lemme know.”




  Flora unbuckled her seat belt, detached her Maglite from the clipboard hanging on the dash, jammed on her cap and stepped from the vehicle on rubbery legs.




  Switching on the flashlight, she swung its beam in an arc, walking some fifteen feet back along the road until she saw the heaped mass that had blotted her record for the night.




  Head bent, Flora trudged up the hill in the driving rain, which pelted her as though in retribution for her carelessness. Her uniform was soaked through and clung cold and wet to her flesh by the time she reached the still white object. She switched on the light again, the beam eerily illuminating the dead animal at her feet.




  The glazed yellow eye of a ewe stared up at her. Flora knelt and ran a long-fingered hand through the sodden, matted wool. Running over it had caused no harm to this poor animal. The sheep’s belly had been ripped open, the entrails cruelly spilled out on the paving. But that wasn’t all. Both ears and the tongue had been sliced off and laid out in a triangular pattern behind the head.




  Flora gagged, turned aside and retched.




  Chapter 2




  There were days when Iverson felt there was no justice left in the world. And this was one of them.




  It was a not uncommon opinion but, nonetheless, he admitted to himself, a strange one for a judge to hold. Iverson spent most days of the week dispensing what he considered justice. But on this particular June morning, which already showed signs of becoming swelteringly humid by noon, Judge Frank Iverson held an especially phlegmatic outlook on the subject.




  Swatting constantly at black flies and feeling the heat reflected off the Susquehanna River, Iverson floated and fumed between two companions in an aluminum John boat tethered to a too-light anchor, rolling and pitching with the strong currents in mid-channel. With less heat and fewer gnats, the judge might have been content to drift lazily with the current, sipping cold beer and mulling pending cases. Instead, with the discomfort and the fact that for the first time in ages his calendar was clear, Iverson was forced to concentrate on his inability to get so much as a bite while his comrades reeled in fish at an embarrassingly steady rate.




  He could accept Hetrick’s luck; Sticks Hetrick was an experienced and admirable angler. Roger Steinbauer was another matter. Steinbauer was a rank neophyte. The man had never even been tempted to pick up a rod and reel before this day. Iverson considered himself a good fisherman; no, rephrase that—an excellent angler. And he was finding it increasingly difficult to tolerate being out-fished by an amateur. That, if ever he had witnessed a case, was truly an injustice.




  For the tenth time in a half hour, he reeled in his line and examined the bait. Hoisting it aloft, squinting against the sun, Iverson contemplated the night-crawler which, despite its time under water, still wriggled as lively and fresh as it had when he’d first impaled it on his hook. Imitating Hetrick’s technique, he spat on the worm for luck, reared back and cast it smoothly off the leeward side of the boat.




  Iverson was not a live bait man. He’d started with spinners and poppers, gone through his stock of plugs and, only then, driven to the extreme by frustration, switched to the worms which were creating a feeding frenzy for Hetrick and Steinbauer. The insult to purism had brought him no better results.




  The reel sang its precisioned song briefly before the worm splashed and sank beneath the surface once more.




  Iverson closed his eyes and imagined it sinking slowly down through the green depths, its wriggling transmitting pheromones to entice a lurking, hungry bass.




  Moments passed quickly into minutes and the fantasy bass still evaded the judge’s offering. Removing his hat, Iverson mopped his balding pate with a hairy forearm which was becoming increasingly pink under the relentless blaze of the sun. By evening the pain of sunburn would provide a stinging reminder of his drubbing.




  The river was turgid, its banks slick-mudded, after the heavy downpour of the night before. But the sky was cloudless now and brilliant blue. An iridescent cerulean dragonfly hung in the wake of the boat, which rocked with the gentle lapping of the waves and the roll of the anchor. Birds flitted and sang in myriad variety in the bulrushes and lush green woods along shore.




  A heron sailed silent as an arrow from the fringe of willows along the western bank, flapped slate-blue wings once, then pitched down to seize a fish. With a triumphant squawk, the bird swung back to the sheltering trees with its prize, a writhing sliver of silver, clutched firmly in rapier claws.




  Disgusted, Iverson began reeling in.




  Hetrick, unhooking another fine Smallmouth, looked up and grinned over at him. “Skunked even by the birds, huh, Frank?”




  Iverson snarled, glaring at him, “How many does that make?”




  “One more and I’ll have my limit. How about you, Roger? How’re you doing?” Hetrick asked, adding his latest catch to the heavy-laden stringer he had hauled up over the side of the boat.




  “Would you believe five? This is great, Sticks. How come you never told me how much fun it is?” Steinbauer said, grinning like a kid who’d just hit his first homerun.




  “Bastards,” Iverson said.




  Hetrick clucked his tongue. “You gotta learn to have patience, Frank.”




  “It doesn’t make sense. I can out-fish you any time.”




  “Not today, Frank.”




  “I don’t understand it,” Iverson repeated. “It doesn’t make sense.”




  “It happens,” Hetrick told him, trying to sound sympathetic despite the grin he couldn’t constrain.




  Their banter was interrupted then by the honking of a car horn. Shielding his eyes with one hand, squinting against the sun, Iverson saw it was a police car that had come unheard up the access road to the western shore. It was too far to make out the markings but the coloration told him the cruiser was from Swatara Creek. The driver got out and waved to them. “What do you suppose he wants?” Iverson asked.




  “Guess we better go find out,” Hetrick replied, starting the motor. “Pull up the anchor, Roger.”




  Steinbauer quickly complied and Sticks swung the boat around in an arc and glided towards shore.




  Harry Minnich came down the ramp, carefully keeping to a scattering of rocks and skirting patches of mud and puddles. He caught the line Roger tossed to him, used it to pull them up the bank, then looped it around a stake.




  “We have another one,” Minnich said, helping them ashore.




  Iverson gave him an offhand glance. “Another what?”




  Looking to Hetrick for approval, Corporal Minnich didn’t answer. He was a tall, broad-shouldered young man with a frank manner, and a ready smile and gentleness that belied his size and strength.




  “Mutilation, Frank. Animal mutilations,” Sticks said.




  “I hadn’t heard anything about this,” Iverson said, his expression showing annoyance at having information withheld from him.




  Hetrick took a corncob pipe and tobacco pouch from his fishing vest. He fought a constant, rarely successful battle against nicotine addiction, but times that brought a need for contemplation often spurred an unconscious desire to smoke. “We’ve been kind of keeping it under wraps,” he said, tamping tobacco into the bowl. “It’s the sort of thing that sparks a lot of public outrage which can get in the way of investigation.”




  “You’re working it?” Iverson said, relenting a little.




  Sticks nodded, lighting the pipe. “Aaron asked me to help out on our end. SPCA’s involved, too, of course.”




  Retired as police chief, Hetrick, who had a broader base of experience, now acted as consultant for the officer who had replaced him. Puffing on his pipe now, he turned back to Minnich. “What was it?”




  “A sheep,” Harry said. “Flora found it last night up on Snake Hill Road. Gutted, and the ears and tongue lopped off just like before.”




  “God! A person has to be sick to do something like that,” Steinbauer said.




  “A sick mind. Yes,” Sticks agreed. “But there are other possibilities.”




  “What do you mean?” Roger asked.




  Iverson stood, rubbing his palms together, staring at the ground. “I recall there was a rash of that sort of thing across the country back in the 1970s,” he said in a low voice. “Some thought it was tied to Satanic cults then. Any sign of that here?”




  Hetrick shook his head. “No graffiti. No grave desecrations.”




  “How many incidents?”




  Head thrown back, chewing on his pipe-stem, Hetrick ticked them off on his fingers. “This makes—what? Four. They’ve been sporadic, spread over the months since last February.”




  “All sheep?” Steinbauer asked.




  “No, sir,” Minnich told him. “First one was a cow, next a dog and then a horse.”




  Hetrick pulled off his baseball cap, scratched his scalp and squinted at Minnich. “What’s the urgency about this one, Harry? Something different?”




  “Not about the incident.” Harry looked embarrassed, pulled his belt around and shuffled his feet. “We pulled Chick Kline in for questioning,” he said without meeting Hetrick’s probing stare. “Chief thought you’d want to know about it.”




  “Chick?” Iverson said, incredulous. “What’s he got to do with this? He’s with my firm.”




  “Yes, sir,” Harry said. “Chief thought you’d want to know, too.”




  “Damned right,” Iverson snapped. “If you’re questioning one of my people, I’m sitting in.”




  “Sure,” Sticks said. “Let’s hook up the boat and get back to town.”




  Roger was staring at them. “We’ve known Chickie since he was a kid. He’s a lawyer. He couldn’t have anything to do with something awful like this, could he?”




  Chapter 3




  Charles Edward Kline, who despite mature achievements had retained his boyhood nickname of Chick, raised his pudgy, babyish face and regarded them, pleadingly, with wide, frightened blue eyes bulging from beneath arched sandy brows so pale as to be nearly invisible. His ashen face glistened with perspiration and his lips twitched as though he were about to cry.




  After dropping off Roger, their catch and the boat, Hetrick and Iverson had come directly to the large limestone building on the square which housed Swatara Creek’s municipal building, library and police station. They found Kline in the interrogation room with Chief Aaron Brubaker.




  Seeing him now, Hetrick thought Chick’s youthful and timid appearance out of character with both his intelligence and his usual, carefully nurtured aggressive manner. A recent graduate of an Ivy League school, he’d had offers from several prestigious big city law firms. Instead, he’d chosen to come home to be near his widowed mother and only sister and take a mediocre position with his father’s old partner, Frank Iverson. Rumor had it that Chickie had his sights set on running for district attorney after a few years of courtroom experience.




  “Frank. I’m glad you came. Hello, Mr. Hetrick.” The voice was deep and resonant, like the intelligence and demeanor, incongruous with the appearance. He rose and extended a hand to Iverson.




  The judge gripped his hand, then put a fatherly arm around the younger man’s shoulder. “What the hell’s going on? Are you being charged? This is ridiculous.”




  “No charges, your honor,” Brubaker said, a broad, simpering grin on his ingenuous face. “Mr. Kline came in voluntarily to help clear things up.”




  “Things? What things?” Iverson demanded.




  Sticks glanced at him. Iverson wasn’t used to being kept in the dark, particularly about happenings in his own backyard and involving his associates. Already rankled over not having been taken into confidence, he’d been silent and sullen on the drive to the station.




  “It’s the letters,” Kline said, speaking to Hetrick rather than his employer. “It’s all started up again, Mr. Hetrick.”




  “Like when you were a kid?”




  Kline nodded. “The same, the same,” he muttered, burying his face in his hands.




  “Not exactly the same, Sticks,” Brubaker put in. “The old ones threatened Chick. These accuse him of…doing things.”




  The three older men were aware of the history of the letters, vile poison pen missives which had targeted Kline for harm that never occurred. They had begun twelve years earlier when he was a lad of fourteen, continued on an irregular basis for six months, then stopped as suddenly as they’d begun. The perpetrator was never discovered. There’d been no real evidence and Hetrick had never pushed it, but toward the end, he’d suspected the letters had their origin with Chick himself. Hetrick looked now at the young man, silently, abstractedly. The reason for that earlier suspicion no longer existed.




  “What sort of things?” Iverson asked. The question was directed to Brubaker but his eyes darted toward the boy and a hand reached out to touch him, consolingly, on the shoulder.




  “Well, I’ve only seen one of them—” Brubaker began.




  “They’re obscene,” Kline said. His eyes shone with dismay as his stare circuited the ring of faces turned on him. “I thought someone was playing a bad joke at first.”




  Hetrick averted his gaze, crossed the room and poured coffee for himself and Iverson. Empty cups on the table attested that Kline and Brubaker had already imbibed. Returning, he handed a cup to the judge. “How many have there been?”




  “Five—counting the one Aaron got. Two came to me and Mom and Shiloh each had one. Why would he send one to Shiloh? She’s only a kid, for God’s sake. It was disgusting. She didn’t have to see that filth.”




  Shiloh Kline was a sweet young girl who idolized her brother. Hetrick could imagine how it must have upset her. “You said he. Do you have a specific person in mind?”




  Kline shrugged helplessly. “Of course not. I just assume a man. I can’t imagine who’d want to do this.” Then he added, more vehemently, “If I knew, I’d beat the shit out of him.”




  “We’ll want to see all the letters,” Hetrick said. “Are they here?”




  “Only the one Aaron got and another that came to the office. I threw the first away. Like I said, I thought it was a perverted joke. The other two are out at the house.”




  “I’ll see those later,” Hetrick said, taking a file folder Brubaker handed him. Setting his coffee on the table and straddling a chair, he sat down next to the chief and opposite Kline. Iverson had pulled up a chair beside Chick. The three of them watched as Hetrick scanned the first letter.




  Reading it, he experienced a sense of déjà vu. The tone, the crude language, the cheap paper on which it was written, were reminiscent of the letters from a dozen years earlier. Even the handwriting and, in some parts, letters cut from a newspaper or magazine, reminded him of the originals, though too many years had passed for him to be certain the same person had composed them.




  The letter was short but explicit:




  

    

      I’m watching you. I saw you feeling up your little sister’s tits out in the barn and I saw you when you made her kiss your ass. I know what you do when you take your knifes out in the fields.




      I’m watching. But you can’t put no hexes on me because you don’t know who I am. If you don’t stop soon I’ll be telling the cops and they will stop you.


    


  




  Naturally, the letter was unsigned. Hetrick passed it to Iverson and took up the second. This one was addressed simply to Chief Brubaker, Police Department, Swatara Creek, Pennsylvania.




  

    

      If you look when the moon is new you can catch the one cutting up animals and keep him from worse.




      Chickie Kline is the one. I’m telling so you can stop him.




      Him and his friends belong to the Devil. I’ve seen them in the woods. They bow to him and kiss his prick to show their loyal. He has big plans.




      You and your men and that new bitch aren’t smart enough to catch them without my help. They been sneaking around for months and you never seen nothing. They crawl on their bellies like snakes, right up to them poor animals which they pet and sweet talk until they think they’re safe. Then they stick in their knives and rip their guts. If you don’t stop them soon I’ll give you proof. But I’ll want my reward first.


    


  




  Like the other letter, it was unsigned. Passing it on, Hetrick lit his pipe.




  “What garbage,” Iverson said, his face reddening. He dropped the letter on the table and wiped his hands together as though they’d been contaminated by the words. “Who could believe such nonsense. Surely you don’t put any stock in this, do you, Chief?”




  Brubaker glanced at Hetrick, then shook his head. “Chick came in of his own accord. I didn’t know about the other letters until he told me. And he says he didn’t know about the animal mutilations.”




  “Of course he didn’t,” Iverson snapped. “I didn’t even know, for Crissake.” Giving Kline a smile of fatherly assurance, he added, “Well, now we have our Satanic connection. Utter nonsense, of course. Sounds like someone with a grudge is taking a bizarre route to hurt Chick. What do you think, Sticks?”




  Hetrick didn’t answer. He was watching Kline, who’d taken up one of the letters and was absorbed in its content. Chick’s brows were knit, eyes blazing and lips twitching. His hands shook as he held the paper.




  “What is it, Chick?” Hetrick asked. “Is there something you didn’t notice before? Do you have an idea who wrote these?”




  Chick looked up, startled. “Uh…no. Nothing.” His eyes, bright on contact, slid away quickly and went vacant. He slumped in his chair and, as though all the strength had gone out of him, his fingers relaxed their grip and he dropped the paper. Head bent, he stared at his hands spread flat on the table before him. They were small and white, dotted with freckles and fair hair that glistened in the bright light, and quivered with agitation. When he spoke again it was in a voice thick with emotion. “I couldn’t do those things to Shiloh. Why would he say such a terrible thing?”




  “Do you know who’s writing these letters?” Hetrick demanded, bending over him.




  Kline raised his head, looked at him with beseeching eyes. “How would I? I don’t know who or why. It’s just like before. All I know is I want it stopped.”




  Hetrick strode away, puffing on his pipe, while Iverson attempted to calm the distraught young man. “There’s been enough of this for one day,” Frank said. “I’m taking Chick home now. Any objections?”




  Brubaker’s eyes sought assistance from Hetrick. Getting none he took it upon himself to say, “Go ahead, judge. We can talk again later.”




  Hetrick leaned in the doorway, silently watching them. He understood that Chick was upset and he didn’t believe the young man was capable of the despicable acts of which he was accused. But, he was equally certain there were things Kline wasn’t telling them, including the identity of the person he suspected of being the author of the letters.




  Chapter 4




  On the way back to Roger’s house, Sticks Hetrick mulled over the possibilities raised by the letters received by Chick Kline and Aaron Brubaker. The implications were multiple and posed as many questions as plausible answers. Hetrick wasn’t inclined to believe Chick guilty of cruelty to animals, nor did he see him as the type to be involved with the occult. On the other hand, Hetrick was too much of a lawman to assume anyone innocent until an investigation ran its full course. Ordinary people sometimes did extraordinary things, and there were no exceptions to that rule. The author of the letters pointed the finger of guilt at Chick, but what possible proof could he offer?




  The similarity of these letters to the original missives worried him. They were different but had enough in common to make it evident they were written by someone who knew the history of the earlier ones.




  Had he been wrong about those first letters and, if so, would it prevent Chick from trusting him now?




  He felt Kline knew, or at least suspected, who was responsible for these letters. His greatest fear was that Chick would attempt to confront that person on his own. The person who wrote the letters knew too much not to be involved in the animal mutilations and a person who was capable of that was only a thin line away from extending his violence to another. Chick wasn’t equipped to deal with that.




  Sticks needed to win Chick’s trust. There was only one person who could help him with that and Hetrick feared she wouldn’t be happy to hear from him.




  * * * *




  “’bout time you got here,” Roger grumbled as Hetrick entered the immaculate kitchen.




  “Sorry. Took longer than I expected. Get the fish and I’ll show you how to clean them.”




  Roger’s eyebrows lifted with his broad grin. He took off the apron he’d been wearing and tossed it over a chair. “Shoot,” he said, “I never went fishing before but I guess I been cooking for myself long enough to figure out how to clean a few fish. That’s all done. I been coolin’ my heels waiting for you to get here and tell me what’s going on. I got some pasta started. You hungry? Sit down and fill me in. You want something to drink?”
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