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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    2:30 p.m., Thursday, October 12 
 
    Chateau Parish District Attorney’s Office 
 
      
 
    Allie Boudreaux picked nervously at the orange paint on her right thumbnail as she sat in the waiting room of the district attorney’s office. She had filled out the slip requesting that the DA drop charges against her husband, but the secretary said the prosecutor wanted to meet with her. 
 
    Allie couldn’t imagine why she had to meet with the prosecutor. Jake’s lawyer told her she was the victim, so she was “driving the train” and could end this case whenever she felt like it. The trial was scheduled for next Monday and she was ready for it to be over. After his arrest last October for beating her, Jake had spent three weeks in the hospital and six months in jail before his parents finally agreed to bond him out—but only under one condition. They had made him promise to go straight into rehab and swear to never touch drugs or alcohol again. 
 
    Jake had made the promise, and he’d kept it. After completing a three-month program, he came out cleaner than he’d ever been since the day they’d met. He had sent word through his mother two months ago saying he wanted a second chance at being a father to their son Sammy, and she had agreed to meet him face to face. After a long conversation over dinner—one that Jake had cooked himself—she’d agreed to give it another try. 
 
    Allie quickly straightened in her chair when the door burst open and two women walked in. One of the women was tall—at least five-nine—a blonde, had blue eyes, and she was beautiful. She wore a silk blouse, light blue business pants, and a matching coat. She was clearly in charge. She took her seat across from Allie and placed a file folder on the desk. 
 
    The other woman was about three inches shorter than the first woman, had dark hair, and wore a lot of makeup. Her dress slacks were loose-fitting and she had on a long-sleeve turtleneck sweater with a logo over the left breast that read, “DV Counselor.” 
 
    Allie felt frumpy in their presence. She tried to smooth out her wrinkled sun dress with hands that shook, wishing she’d at least thrown it in the dryer before putting it on earlier today. It was cold in the building and there were goosebumps on her legs. She wished she’d worn a sweater like the DV Counselor. Maybe if she was warmer, she might not be shaking as much. 
 
    “I’m Britt Lucas,” said the tall woman in a soft but firm voice. “We’ve spoken once on the phone, remember?” 
 
    Allie only nodded, remembering how the prosecutor had tried to talk her into coming to the office and giving a statement. Not having the courage to tell the prosecutor no, she’d agreed to come in the next day, but she hadn’t shown up. She’d been ignoring the calls from the DA’s office ever since. 
 
    “Ma’am, you do realize we’re here to help, right?” The voice was soothing and gentle. “That we’re on your side?” 
 
    “I…I guess so.” Allie shoved her hands between her thighs and sat on them in an attempt to hide the trembling. 
 
    Britt pulled a notepad from the folder and flipped to a blank page. “While we have you here, I’d like to go over your statement for the trial next week.” 
 
    “Um, about that…” Allie hesitated. “I…I don’t want to go forward with the case.” 
 
    “And why not?” Britt’s face had hardened. “Jake beat the crap out of you with a pipe wrench and then he tried to kill a cop. Why on earth wouldn’t you want to go forward with the case?” 
 
    “Well, he was high when he did that and he got help for his problem. He’s been clean for a year now and—” 
 
    “That’s because he’s been in jail,” said the other woman, whose name badge identified her as Natasha Lee. “Look, sweetie, Jake is a dangerous man. This is our one and only chance to stop him. If we don’t put him away now, he’s going to kill you or someone else.” 
 
    Allie fidgeted in her chair, indicated with her head toward the drop slip. “I…I signed that because I want to drop the charges against him. He’s different now. He’s changed. I know Jake. I know he means it this time.” 
 
    Natasha opened her mouth to speak again, but Britt held out a hand and stopped her. Allie’s heart began pounding in her chest. She tried to act brave, but was afraid the front of her dark-colored dress was bouncing. 
 
    “Look, Allie,” Britt said, “I want to protect you, but I need your help. I need you to show up in court—” 
 
    “I’m not.” Allie said it with a confidence that surprised even her. “I’m not testifying against my husband.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to testify against your husband,” Britt said calmly. “I want you to tell the truth.” 
 
    Allie shook her head. “I’m not going.” 
 
    Allie watched suspiciously as Britt leaned back in the chair and studied her. She didn’t know what the tall woman would do next, but it couldn’t be good for her or Jake. 
 
    “We sent investigators out to your house to try and serve you a subpoena,” Britt said. “The neighbors said you had moved.” 
 
    Allie nodded. 
 
    “Where’d you move to?” Britt asked. 
 
    Allie wrapped her arms around her shoulders. “I…um, I’d rather not say.” 
 
    “Do you still live in Mechant Loup?” 
 
    Allie shook her head, biting her lips to keep from talking. Jake didn’t want anyone to know where they were living, and he had warned her more than a few times to keep that information to herself. 
 
    “Don’t give them our address, no matter what. You understand?” he had said before she’d gotten out of the car. “I don’t want the government knowing where we live.” 
 
    She had told Jake she understood, and she was careful to list her mom’s address on the form she signed to drop the charges. 
 
    When Allie didn’t answer, Britt leaned closer. “How’d you get here today?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Allie fidgeted in her chair again. 
 
    “Exactly what I asked you—how’d you get here?” Britt shot a thumb toward the front of the building. “Who’s waiting in the parking lot for you?” 
 
    Allie felt her hands start to sweat again. “No one’s waiting. I…I came here alone.” 
 
    “Very well,” the prosecutor said, taking a deep breath and standing to her feet. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    When Britt was gone, Natasha scooted her chair closer to Allie, and Allie felt herself shrinking inwardly. 
 
    “Look, I understand you forgive Jake and I know you love him,” Natasha said softly, “but he’s a dangerous man. Please help us help you. He’ll eventually kill you if you don’t help us stop him.” 
 
    Tears welled up in Allie’s eyes and she could feel her chin trembling. “I…I don’t need any help. Jake’s a good father. Sammy and me…we need him.” 
 
    “If you don’t care about yourself, at least think about other people he might hurt someday,” Natasha pleaded. “Think about the officer he tried to kill. Please, it’s your civic duty to stop this animal.” 
 
    Allie lunged to her feet. “Jake’s not an animal!” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that—” 
 
    The door opened and Allie spun around, suddenly afraid again. Britt was standing there with a man in a suit. There was a gun on his hip and a badge clipped to his belt. The name on the badge read “Carney” and it indicated he was a DA investigator. Fixing her with a hard stare, Carney handed her a piece of paper. She took it, cocked her head in confusion. 
 
    “What’s this?” she asked, glancing down at the document. She saw Jake’s name on it and some dates—they were the same dates as the trial. 
 
    “This is a subpoena ordering you to appear in court on these dates.” Carney leaned closer to her and placed a thick finger on the date. “And if you don’t show up in court, I’ll show up at your house to arrest you.” 
 
    “Me? I’m a victim! Why would you arrest me?” 
 
    “Just show up in court.” 
 
    Carney left the room and Allie turned to Britt. “What is this?” 
 
    “You’ve been served with a subpoena to appear in court next week, Mrs. Boudreaux,” Britt said in resignation. “I know I can’t force you to testify against your husband, but I can make you show up in court and I can put you on the witness stand. What you do once you get up there is your business, but I hope you tell the truth.” 
 
    “But…but I already told Jake’s lawyer I wasn’t going to court.” 
 
    “You have to show up now,” Britt said. “If you don’t, I’ll ask that a warrant be issued for you. My investigator, Rory Carney, will then arrest you and bring you to court anyway. Do you understand?” 
 
    Allie gulped and nodded in silence. “Can I leave now?” 
 
    “Sure.” Britt frowned, said, “I’m not dropping the charges, Mrs. Boudreaux. I’m going to do my damnedest to protect you and this community from the likes of your violent and dangerous husband—with or without your help.” 
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    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Allie Boudreaux whisked through the lobby at the district attorney’s office and out into the parking lot. The sun was bright and it was unseasonably warm for October. The sleeves on her sun dress extended to her elbows and she could feel sweat pouring down the insides of her arms as she made the block and turned a corner. She didn’t know if she was sweating from the heat or the fear of lying, but she shoved her sleeves up and groaned in relief as the wind cooled her damp flesh. 
 
    She slowed and glanced over her shoulder as she made her way down the block and approached the parking spot where Jake waited in the car. She couldn’t afford to have the prosecutor catch her in a lie. She didn’t know if she could go to jail for lying to a prosecutor and she didn’t want to find out. 
 
    “Did you drop the charges?” Jake asked when she pulled the passenger door open and slipped hurriedly inside. 
 
    “They said it didn’t matter.” Allie turned to look out the back windshield, studying the sidewalk behind them. She sucked in a mouthful of air when she thought she saw Investigator Carney standing behind a tree on the corner. 
 
    “Well, did you?” Jake’s voice was starting to rise. 
 
    Allie looked at Jake and then glanced back toward the tree. If it had been that Rory Carney fellow, he was gone now. She sighed and settled into her seat. “They said it was their choice, not mine, that I couldn’t tell them what to do.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit!” Jake punched the steering wheel and Allie jerked in her skin. “My lawyer said you could stop this trial if you wanted to. He told me you could drop the charges and then simply refuse to go to court.” 
 
    “They said they were going to go ahead with the trial anyway.” Allie tried to calm her pounding heart. She had been afraid of the prosecutor, but that was nothing compared to how she felt now. What if Natasha Lee was right? What if Jake did kill her? What would happen to Sammy then—? 
 
    “Answer me, damn it!” Jake revved up the engine and exploded out of the parking spot. 
 
    “What?” Allie’s voice was shrill now and she winced. She didn’t want to sound fearful, because she knew that only angered Jake more. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t hear you.” 
 
    “How could you not hear me?” Jake swerved on the tight street to avoid hitting the side mirror on a large truck. “You’re two feet away from me!” 
 
    Jake zipped through the city streets until he reached the main highway, then turned right and headed south. Allie watched the needle on the speedometer approach eighty miles per hour. She clutched onto the door handle. 
 
    “Please slow down, Jake.” 
 
    “Did you sign the drop slip?” There was venom in Jake’s voice. “You never answered me, so that leads me to believe you didn’t do it.” 
 
    “I did…I did sign it, but they said it didn’t matter.” 
 
    “Did you tell them you lied?” 
 
    Allie hesitated, knowing he would be even angrier. 
 
    “Well, did you?” Saliva sprayed from Jake’s mouth. 
 
    “I…I just said I wanted to drop the charges. I said you were a good father and that you had gotten help and—” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just great! I told you to say you lied. That’s the only way they’ll drop the charges.” Jake turned his attention from the highway to glare at her. “I knew you couldn’t be trusted to do this one simple thing. You’re completely useless. I should’ve never given you a second chance.” 
 
    Allie pointed ahead. “Please, watch where you’re going.” 
 
    Jake kept his eyes trained on Allie. She glanced at the highway. The car was drifting across the white line, heading for the row of mailboxes that lined the shoulder. 
 
    “Look out! You’re going to crash!” 
 
    Jake slowly turned his head toward the front windshield and guided the vehicle back into his lane of traffic. The needle was now creeping toward the ninety-miles-per-hour mark, just as they were quickly coming upon a slow-moving truck. Although there was oncoming traffic, he swerved into the left lane and jerked back just in time to narrowly miss an eighteen-wheeler that was heading in the opposite direction. The truck driver sounded his horn and Allie shrieked in terror. 
 
    “Please slow down,” she hollered. “I’m scared!” 
 
    “If I go to prison, you’re going to be scared all right!” Jake’s veins were bulging in his temple. “You were supposed to do one simple thing. All you had to do was walk in there and drop the charges and my lawyer said this would all go away, but you couldn’t do it, could you? One simple thing!” 
 
    Allie was bawling now and begging Jake to calm down. She kept telling him how much she loved him and reminding him of his promise to never hurt her again. 
 
    “You promised we’d have a good life together, that we’d be happy,” she said between gasps. “Please don’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Did I say I would hurt you?” Jake swerved around another line of cars that were travelling at, or above, the speed limit, but still too slow for his current mood. “If I wanted to hurt you, you’d already be hurt.” 
 
    Allie took several quivering breaths and began to calm down. Maybe Jake had changed after all, because he would’ve certainly hit her by now in his past life. Nothing more was said between them as they traveled the last ten minutes to the Cool Ridge Community, which was located off of the main highway on the eastern side of Central Chateau. 
 
    A tiny community, Cool Ridge was located at the end of a long two-lane highway named Ridgeway Road, and it was set far beyond hundreds of acres of sugarcane fields. While the community was beyond the fields, their house was right in the middle of the sugarcane. The dirt road that led to their humble abode was a few miles before the community and to the left of Ridgeway. It was one of three old farm houses that were butted up to the endless rows of cane, and it was where Jake’s father’s helpers used to live years ago, back when whole families of employees resided on the property. 
 
    Nowadays, those working the Boudreaux farm consisted mostly of high school dropouts who lived in Cool Ridge or middle aged men with no ambitions. An old beat-up truck would drive through the community early in the morning to pick up the workers, and then would drop them off late in the evening. The three farm houses had long been abandoned, and it was within the nicer of these that Jake decided to call home. 
 
    Allie had mounted a weak protest when he first proposed the idea of living out here in the sticks, but he wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    “The law is constantly gunning for me,” he’d said, “and this is the only place where we’ll be safe from their harassment.” 
 
    Jake hated Melvin Saltzman and Clint Wolf vehemently, and he wanted to stay as far away from them as possible. Melvin was a patrolman with the Mechant Loup Police Department, and Clint was the chief of detectives, so Jake vowed never to step foot in that town again, unless it was to kill the officers. 
 
    Allie frowned wryly as she thought of Clint. He and his wife Susan, who was the chief of police, had been especially nice to her and Sammy. Not only did they buy them lunch and pay their electric bill, but they also put her and Sammy up in the shelter Susan ran in order to keep them safe from Jake. Susan then helped her get a job and an apartment, and it was the first time in her life when she’d felt truly independent. She scowled. That all changed when she gave Jake a second chance. 
 
    “I want you to get right in that house,” Jake said as he turned onto their dirt street. “We’ve got some things to discuss.” 
 
    Fear reached its icy hands around Allie’s throat and squeezed tight. She could hardly breathe. Is this it? she thought. Is he finally going to do it? 
 
    Even as Jake was shutting off the engine, she was still weighing her options. She could go in the house and face what she knew would be a certain beating, or she could make a run for it. Sure, Jake might catch her, but at least she could say she went down fighting, unlike the last time. 
 
    “Did you hear—” Jake clamped his mouth shut when Allie threw her door open and bolted from the car. She made a beeline for the lush rows of cane that surrounded the house, and plunged headfirst into them. The broad leaves sliced at her exposed arms, but she didn’t slow down. She ran as fast as her legs could carry her, moving blindly through the shadows. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Jake called from somewhere behind her. “Why are you running like an idiot?” 
 
    Only after she’d made her way deep into the field did Allie stop running and squat in the damp and cool dirt, listening. There was no movement from the edges of the cane. No sound but the rustling of the leaves overhead and the panting of her breath. She had expected Jake to run after her, but he hadn’t. 
 
    “Allie, what in God’s name are you doing?” Jake called from the distance. “Come on out so we can talk about this.” 
 
    Fearing it was a trick, she sat there quietly, her heart pounding audibly in her ears. She waited, but Jake didn’t call out to her again. She wondered if he was stealthily making his way through the cane field rows, and the thought terrified her. 
 
    Shit! she thought. I forgot my phone! Her cell phone was in her purse on the floor in Jake’s car. In her haste to escape, she hadn’t thought about grabbing it. 
 
    After what seemed like forever, she heard Jake’s car engine crank up, and after a brief pause, it drove away. Puzzled, she rose slowly to her feet and began slinking toward the house. Her flesh smarted from the tiny slices in her arms and neck. She carefully pushed the edged leaves out of the way and continued padding along the packed dirt between the linear mounds of dirt. When she could finally see light at the end of the rows, she dropped to her knees and crept forward. She had definitely heard the car leave, but it could be a trick. She wouldn’t put it past Jake to move the car up the street and park it there in the hopes she would be lured into coming out of hiding, at which point he could sneak back on foot and catch her out in the opening. 
 
    Allie studied the open area that surrounded the house she and Jake shared, searching for the slightest sign of life. Other than the soft breeze blowing the leaves around her and the dark clouds drifting overhead, there was no movement. She was wary about stepping out into the open, because she couldn’t see the dirt road from her vantage point, and Jake could’ve been hiding in that blind spot. 
 
    After waiting for about ten minutes, she decided she needed to circle the house and get to where she could see the street. She took a deep breath and then lunged from the ground, running on the tips of her toes. She crossed the open yard and threw her back against the side of the house and froze. The exterior of the structure was wrapped in corrugated steel, most of which were streaked in rust. The wall echoed loudly when she crashed into it. 
 
    Allie held her breath, listening. A mosquito buzzed near the side of her face and she swatted at it. Her ear began ringing from the slap. It was the only thing she heard. Pushing the smashed mosquito from her palm, she crept to the edge of the house and peered around the corner. 
 
    “Oh, thank God!” She expelled a lungful of air and nearly collapsed to the ground in relief when she realized Jake had really driven off. Was this a sign that he had really changed? Had he learned to go for a drive when he became angry—to take some time to cool off? He had never done that before. In the past when he got angry, he would immediately resort to violence. Sometimes it was a push, other times a slap, but things got really ugly that last time. 
 
    Allie stepped away from the house and walked to where she could see up the street. Jake’s car was nowhere in sight. When would he return? Sammy had gone to stay with Jake’s parents for a week or so while they dealt with the trial, but she was now left all alone. Her car was broken and parked alongside the house—Jake had promised to fix it but hadn’t gotten around to it yet—so she was stranded there without transportation. They didn’t own a landline phone, so she couldn’t call anyone. She wrapped her arms around her and shivered. It was scary being stranded in the middle of nowhere with no company. 
 
    A thought suddenly occurred to her. What if Jake fell off the wagon? What if he was not cooling off, but, rather, heading for a bar where he would get drunk? 
 
    Allie shuddered. If he was getting drunk, there would be hell to pay when he got home. She was afraid…very afraid. Natasha had given her a business card and told her to call if she needed anything at all, but the card was in her purse with her cell phone. 
 
    Not knowing what to do next, Allie sighed and headed for the front door. Thankfully, they lived back in the country on family land where no one ever came around. While it was lonely, at least they were able to leave their doors unlocked. Had it not been for that, she would’ve been locked out of the house where the bugs and mosquitoes would’ve surely eaten her to death. And the snakes—they were everywhere and scared her to death. 
 
    She felt better when she was safely inside the house and had slammed the door behind her. She thought about locking it, but Jake had a key—if he didn’t have one, he would simply break down the door—and it would only make him suspicious, which would piss him off more. 
 
    It was nearly four o’clock but Allie didn’t feel like eating, so she ran a bath and soaked for an hour. Jake still wasn’t home when she dried off and wrapped herself in a terrycloth robe. She padded to the living room, turned on the television, and stretched out on the sofa. Her eyes were tired and she allowed them to slide closed, the evening news droning on in the background… 
 
    Allie jerked awake to a living room cloaked in shadows, a scream stuck in her throat. A sharp pain in her chest had disturbed her sleep and pierced through to her very soul. She reached out with her hands, trying to clutch at the source of the pain, but the object was yanked away, slicing her hands as it went. Before she could collect her thoughts, the sharp object entered her abdomen with such force that it took her breath away. The pain was overwhelming. In the flashing glow from the television screen, she caught a glint of light on a long knife blade and suddenly realized what was happening—she was being stabbed to death. 
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    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Mechant Loup Police Department, Southeast Louisiana 
 
      
 
    It was almost ten in the evening and I had just reached my Tahoe when I heard the scream. I paused with my hand on the knob. I’d entered law enforcement work over twelve years ago and I knew the cry of a woman in distress when I heard it. 
 
    I tilted my head sideways and listened as a soft breeze blew down the deserted town street and caressed my brown hair. Washington Avenue was always bustling with activity during most days and at night on the weekends, but it became a virtual ghost town on weeknights. Tonight was no exception. 
 
    I moved away from my vehicle and took a step toward the west, in the direction of Bad Loup Burgers, straining to see down the dark sidewalk. I was almost positive the scream had come from that direction, but it was possible the wind had played a trick on me. I was about to turn toward the east when the scream sounded again—this one more desperate and shrill. 
 
    Without thought, I sprang into action, bursting as fast as I could toward the sound and jerking my police radio from my back pocket. I called dispatch and alerted Beth Gandy, who usually worked weekends but was filling in for our other dispatcher, Lindsey. Beth responded immediately and told me she was calling Officer Melvin Saltzman to respond. 
 
    When Melvin’s voice sounded over the radio, Beth gave him my location. 
 
    “Clint is on foot heading west on Washington Avenue,” she called, her voice laced with excitement. “A woman is in trouble and he’s trying to find her.” 
 
    Before Melvin could respond, I had raced past Bad Loup Burgers and was quickly approaching Mitch Taylor’s Corner Pub. I’d worked a murder case at the Pub eleven months ago, and I had left the courthouse about an hour ago after a jury had found the suspect guilty of murder. The trial had taken three days and the jury had deliberated for nine hours before reaching a verdict. I had called Susan—my fiancée and the Chief of Police for Mechant Loup—to let her know I would be home as soon as I stopped by the office to check in. 
 
    I guess I’ll be late, I thought. 
 
    As I ran past Taylor’s Pub, I was considering whether or not I should radio Beth and ask her to call Susan to let her know I’d be late, but my thoughts were cut short when I saw movement in an empty lot on the opposite side of the street from where I was running. 
 
    “Help me!” a woman screamed. “He’s killing me!” 
 
    In the dim glow from a nearby street light, I saw a large man leaning over a woman. She was struggling at his feet and the sound of scrunching gravel gave me an idea of how hard she was fighting to get away. The man was wielding a pipe and he had just lifted it high into the air. He was about to bring it down on the helpless lady. 
 
    “Stop right there,” I hollered, reaching for my pistol. I would never reach them in time, but if need be, I could send a bullet in his direction faster than he could bring the pipe to bear on her. I certainly couldn’t let him hit her with the pipe. If he struck her in the head, he would either kill her or cause great bodily harm. I slid to my knees and leveled my pistol, leveling the front sight on the center of his back. “Police! If you don’t drop the weapon, I’ll shoot you!” 
 
    The man froze, the pipe poised above his head. He twisted around, trying to get a bead on my location. When he saw me, I knew instantly that he recognized the danger he was in. He let out a screech and broke into a stumbling run. He was a tall man. His legs were so long that he seemed to move ten feet with each step. I rushed across the street and glanced down at the woman as I ran by. There appeared to be blood on her face and hands, but she seemed to be okay otherwise. 
 
    When I looked back toward her assailant, I caught sight of him disappearing around the dark corner of a nearby building and into an alley. I headed for the area where I’d last seen him, but I cut a wide berth as I rounded the corner. If he was waiting for me on the other end, I didn’t want to give him the opportunity to take my head off—not because I cared so much about my own well-being, but rather, because Susan would be angry at me for letting him damage her property. 
 
    “Stop putting holes in my stuff,” she’d told me once when I’d accidentally punched a hole through my left thumb with a T25 star drive bit. In response, I had started giving her grief about letting other people beat on her during her cage fights, but she told me to stop rehashing old arguments. “I gave up fighting so you and I could start a family,” she’d reminded me. “What have you given up for us—besides a chunk of your thumb?” 
 
    We’d both laughed and I’d promised to be more careful with her property. Now, running wide around the corner and taking great care not to be ambushed, I was keeping that promise. 
 
    Although it was dark in the alley, I knew he was twenty feet away because I could hear his shoes scraping against the hard concrete in the distance. The muscles in my legs screamed as I forced them to pump harder. I felt myself gaining on the suspect. I could actually see his shadowy figure up ahead against the glow of a streetlight on the next corner. 
 
    Within a few seconds, I heard a chain link fence rattle and then the man cursed. The sharp sound of his pipe smashing the fence confirmed that he was cornered, and he didn’t like it. 
 
    I was quickly closing the distance between us, and it was apparent the man could feel me breathing down his back, because he whirled around. He lifted the pipe and stepped into the swing as though he wanted to send my head to the outfield. 
 
    As fast as things were moving, my mind raced even faster, weighing my options and calculating my chances of success. I could try to stop running, but I was traveling at breakneck speed and would probably slide on the slick surface and fall to the ground, which would put me at a grave disadvantage. I could fire a shot at him, but doing so while I was running would greatly decrease my chance of an accurate hit. Even if my bullet found its mark, it wouldn’t slow the man down in time to stifle the attack. So, I went with the third option. 
 
    Letting out a war cry to shock him, I leapt into the air and drove my right leg forward, striking the man full force in the chest. I heard the air leave his lungs with a grunt as the sole of my dress shoe made contact with his flesh. He collapsed in a heap. The pipe clanked as it slammed to the pavement. 
 
    When I regained my footing, I spun to face the man, ready for anything—well, anything except what I actually encountered. Even in the limited light glowing in the alley, I could clearly see that he had been knocked unconscious. 
 
    “Sir, are you okay?” I approached slowly, holstering my pistol. I squatted beside him and shoved his shoulder with my palm, hoping he hadn’t suffered a heart attack. “Hey, are you okay?” 
 
    For a brief moment there was no movement, but then he sucked in a lungful of air and thrashed about. “What the—?” 
 
    In one deft motion, I flipped him onto his stomach. I snatched up his left arm first, and then his right. Once he was handcuffed, I pulled out my radio and let Beth know I was Code 4, which meant no other assistance was needed. 
 
    Melvin hadn’t heard the transmission, because he appeared at the end of the alley a moment later, his pistol in his hand. I could only make out his stout figure and his smooth head, but I knew him well enough to know he was concerned. “Clint! Where are you?” 
 
    “I’m okay,” I called from the back of the alley, pushing the man ahead of me. He was cursing and still straining to catch his breath, but he offered no resistance. 
 
    I heard Melvin sigh and then his pistol clicked in place in his holster. He met me halfway down the alley and took the man’s left arm. “Thank God you’re safe. Chief Wilson would’ve fired me had I let you get hurt.” 
 
    “Did you check on the lady?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s shaken up a bit and she’s got some bumps and bruises, but she’ll be fine.” He indicated with his shaved head toward the street. “She’s sitting in the back of an ambulance.” 
 
    “I didn’t do nothing to her!” the man said. “If she says I touched her, she lied!” 
 
    “You have the right to remain silent,” I said, “so shut the hell up. I’m in no mood for your lies.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  OceanofPDF.com





 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    “Where are you taking him?” the woman asked when I approached the ambulance and leaned against the back door. She was short and stocky and seemed somewhat familiar. She was staring intently toward the fully marked F-250, where Melvin was strapping the man into the back seat. I followed her gaze. 
 
    “He’ll be transported down to the station so I can question him.” I turned back toward her and pointed toward her skinned elbow and other markings. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’ve been better, but I’ll survive.” 
 
    Before I had a chance to ask her any questions, Melvin drove up beside us. “I’ll transport him to the office,” he said. “There’s another prisoner in the holding cell and I don’t want to leave Beth alone with him for very long.” 
 
    The medics were still working on the victim, so I jumped in with Melvin and he drove me down the street to the police department, where my unmarked Tahoe was parked. I helped him escort the prisoner up the stairs and into the police department. I then returned downstairs, fired up my engine, and returned to the scene of the attack. 
 
    I thought about calling Susan after stepping out of my cruiser, but I figured she had already been notified and was probably listening to the police radio to keep up with the events as they unfolded. 
 
    After the medics finished cleaning off the victim’s scrapes, she stood and thanked them. She signed the necessary paperwork and I walked her toward my vehicle. As we strode along the street, she told me her name was Cassandra Billiot, and it was then that I realized from where I knew her. 
 
    “You’re the weekend manager at Mechant Groceries.” 
 
    “Yes sir, I am. You came into the store a while back to look at the surveillance videos.” She grunted. “I thought you were coming in that day to pick me up.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I opened the front passenger door and waited for her to step inside. 
 
    “Nikia’s always writing bad checks on my account, and the last time he did it they came to arrest me.” She bit her lower lip and stared off into the darkness. “I don’t know why I allow myself to put up with so much of his crap.” 
 
    I nodded in silence and closed the door, took my seat behind the steering wheel. I radioed Beth that I had a female passenger and, as was our procedure when male officers escorted female subjects, I provided my odometer reading. 
 
    Once we arrived at the Mechant Loup Police Department, I parked under the newly constructed building and radioed my ending mileage to Beth. 
 
    Cassandra stepped out of my vehicle and whistled in awe as she stared up at the police department. “This is nice. I’ve driven by here a few times, but I’ve never seen it up close.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a great place,” I said, staring up at the underside of the massive building, “and definitely hurricane proof.” 
 
    After the old police department had burned to the ground two years ago following a gun battle with some bad people, the town council had acquired this piece of property and built the new police department. It was located along Washington Avenue in the downtown district and was a one-story building, but that one story was twelve feet off the ground. We lived in hurricane country, so the town council saw fit to construct a building that would withstand even the most powerful of storms while also being flood-proof. I’d once said that if the massive concrete pillars and walls were any indication of strength, Samson himself wouldn’t be able to pull this building to the ground—and those words had been proven correct last month when Hurricane Samson had roared through our small town. 
 
    I led Cassandra up the large concrete steps, through the dispatcher’s station, and then down the hall to one of the interview rooms. Once we were seated at the desk, I asked Cassandra what happened down the street. 
 
    She glanced around the room. “Where’s Nikia?” 
 
    “He’s in a holding cell. He can’t hear a thing. You’re completely safe in here.” 
 
    She hesitated, stared up at the camera mounted to the ceiling. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I coaxed. “You can tell me what happened.” 
 
    “Is this being recorded?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Will he hear it?” 
 
    “Not tonight, but he will get to hear it someday. You see, I’ll be writing a report and turning it over to the district attorney’s office, and, at some point, his lawyer will have access to everything in the file. He’ll get to see it then.” I paused and studied her face, not sure if she wanted to tell her story. “I saw enough to put him in jail, but we will eventually need your statement.” 
 
    When she didn’t speak, I again asked what happened. 
 
    “I’d like to see him—I’d like to see Nikia.” 
 
    I studied her face, wondering what she was thinking. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. Why don’t you just tell me what happened tonight, and we can see about that visit afterward?” 
 
    “If you promise to let me see him, I’ll tell you what happened.” 
 
    “Okay,” I conceded, “but it won’t be a face-to-face meeting. After what he did to you, I can’t risk it.” 
 
    “I understand.” Cassandra placed her hands in her lap. “We had dinner at Bad Loup Burgers earlier tonight. It was a dual celebration—for Nikia’s birthday and our wedding anniversary.” 
 
    “Wait—y’all got married on his birthday?” 
 
    She nodded. “He said the only way he’d remember our wedding anniversary was if we got married on his birthday.” 
 
    I grunted, but had to admit it made sense. While Susan was easygoing, I would never want to disappoint her, so I’d forced myself to remember her birthday, our anniversary, the anniversary of our first kiss, Valentine’s Day—the list went on and on and the cards were definitely stacked against me. 
 
    “Anyway, we left when Bad Loup closed at nine,” Cassandra continued. “We were the last customers to leave. The streets were empty and everything was quiet, so we decided to walk down to the boat launch where we had our first kiss eight years ago. While we were sitting on the park bench looking out at the water, his cell phone rang. When he pulled it out, I tried to see who it was, but he shielded it so I couldn’t. I asked him who had called, but he said it was no one.” 
 
    She paused and picked at the bandage on her elbow. “I tried to grab his phone, but he jumped off the bench and shoved the phone in his back pocket. He started walking back toward Washington Avenue and I followed him, begging him to just tell me who it was.” 
 
    When she paused again, I gave her a minute and then asked if he told her who it was. She shook her head. 
 
    “He wouldn’t tell me, so I bided my time and waited until he thought it was over. I then shoved my hand in his back pocket and grabbed the phone. I ran away as fast as I could.” 
 
    “Did that make him mad?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, he got mad! He started cursing at me and tried to chase me, but he tripped in a pothole and I was able to get away. I made it to Washington Avenue and checked his phone.” She lowered her head and frowned. “It had been a text from his ex-wife Zoe to wish him happy birthday. I was upset, but that was nothing compared to how I felt when I scrolled back through his messages. I saw that he was talking to her almost every day, and some of the conversations were sexual in nature. She even sent him nude photographs of herself. I felt like such a fool. I had no idea they were still involved.” 
 
    “What happened next?” 
 
    “Before I knew it, he had come around the corner and tackled me to the ground. I screamed, but he shoved his hand across my mouth to shut me up. He pulled me to my feet and began dragging me across the street toward our car. I broke free and tried to run again, but there was a pipe sticking out of the ground where they’re doing construction on the street, and he picked it up and threw it at me. It hit my leg and I fell, allowing him to catch up to me. He started dragging me again and I screamed and told him I wanted a divorce. That’s when he dropped me and lifted the pipe.” She lifted her moist eyes to meet mine. “You arrived in the nick of time and intervened. You stopped him from hurting me.” 
 
    I grabbed a box of tissues from the desk and slid it toward her. “Well, I’ll make sure he doesn’t hurt you again. I’ll get the bond set as high as I can so we can keep him in jail as long as possible until the trial. In the meantime, we have a women’s shelter available where you can stay—” 
 
    “I don’t want to go to a shelter. I’d like to go home.” 
 
    I frowned. “I’ll have someone bring you to your car, or they can bring you straight home if you like. I do think you should consider finding someplace else to stay for tonight, at least until we know what the bond amount will be and whether or not he’ll be able to get out.” 
 
    “Will I get a call before he’s released from jail?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m ready to go home.” Cassandra started to stand, but then froze. “Wait—you promised you would let me see him.” 
 
    I had hoped she’d forgotten. I nodded sheepishly and asked her to wait in the interview room. I walked toward the holding cell area and ran into Melvin. He was escorting a prisoner from an earlier traffic stop out into the hallway. 
 
    “Is Nikia in a cell?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded and indicated with his head toward his prisoner. “This lucky fellow just won the lottery—the judge recalled his bench warrant and ordered that he appear in court first thing tomorrow morning. Once I bring him home, I can take Mr. Billiot to the Chateau Parish Jail.” 
 
    I thanked him and walked to the holding area, where I peered into the cell. Nikia looked up when he felt my presence. “I want to file charges against you,” he said, sneering. “You assaulted me for no reason. You committed police brutality—” 
 
    “Save it,” I interrupted. “Your wife wants to see you before I send you up the road. If you can behave yourself, I’ll allow her to speak with you briefly.” 
 
    His face softened, and he nodded. “I’ll be good.” 
 
    I summoned Cassandra from the interview room and asked her to stand by the door. “You can speak to him from here.” 
 
    Nikia pressed his body against the bars and began to fake cry. “Baby, I love you so much,” he said. “I’m so sorry for everything that happened. It was the alcohol talking, it wasn’t me. I wasn’t gonna hurt you with that pipe. It was all an accident.” 
 
    “Why were you texting that bitch?” 
 
    “I…it was a mistake. I know that now. I’ll never text her again, I swear. I’ll delete her number—” 
 
    “Oh, it’ll be more than deleted.” Cassandra held up his phone triumphantly. “I’m going to drop this phone in the bayou on my way home and—” 
 
    “Wait, why do you have my phone?” Nikia’s voice was shrill. “Officer, I demand that you recover my personal property immediately!” 
 
    “It’s community property,” I said simply. “She can do whatever she wants with it.” 
 
    “Better yet,” Cassandra said, almost taunting him. “I’m going to show her husband these text messages and he’ll take care of you himself!” 
 
    Nikia slammed his fists against the bars and bellowed, “You little bitch! Just wait until I get out of here! You think you’re bad now because I’m locked up, but you won’t be so bad when I get back home.” 
 
    Cassandra jerked in her skin. I reached out and touched her shoulder. “Come on, ma’am, let’s leave him alone. He won’t be coming home anytime soon.” 
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    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Clint and Susan’s House 
 
      
 
    It was a little after midnight and the moon was shining bright when I drove up to my house. I stepped out of the Tahoe and gathered up my keys, tie, coat, and backup pistol. On a normal day, I wore slacks and a Polo shirt, but over the last few days I’d been forced to dress up for court. I was looking forward to going back to normal days. My hatred for dressing up could be traced back to my days as a young boy when my mom would force me to wear polyester pants, dress shirts, and shoes on Sundays for church. 
 
    I grew up on the outskirts of the city of La Mort, where I got to experience the rat race of city life while also enjoying a taste of the lazy swamps. Whether I was running around the smelly alleys or tromping through the marshlands, I always wore the same outfits: cut-off shorts. I never wore a shirt or shoes, and I was as happy as I could be—until those miserable Sundays. Now, I dreaded going to court for the very same reason. 
 
    “You look so handsome,” Susan had said earlier in the week when she stood in front of me fixing my tie. “I wish you’d dress like this every day.” 
 
    “Why do you want me to be miserable?” I’d asked. “Just be thankful I wear shoes to work.” 
 
    Truth be told, my feet were no longer as tough as they were when I was a kid. Back then, I used to pad across the hot pavement and shell driveways or I’d stride through briar patches without so much as a flinch. Now, I couldn’t walk barefooted to the mailbox without looking like I was stepping on hot coals. 
 
    Achilles was waiting by the door when I pushed through it and I squatted to give him some attention. He whined softly, and I knew Susan must be asleep. Somehow, he knew not to make noise when she was sleeping, unless it was an emergency. Although he had been my dog long before Susan and I had gotten together, he didn’t seem to mind disturbing me. 
 
    I tiptoed upstairs, with my giant German shepherd following silently behind me, and draped my clothes across the chair in our room. I could hear Susan’s steady breathing. I paused to listen to the woman I loved, and smiled. It was a sweet and peaceful sound and— 
 
    I winced when she suddenly snorted and began snoring. It was soft at first, but then it grew louder. She had found out two weeks ago that she was eight weeks pregnant and she blamed the snoring on the baby, but I’d heard her snore before she was pregnant. 
 
    Trying not to make a sound, I worked my way around the room by feeling with my hands and feet, and made it to the bathroom. I was reaching for my toothbrush when a cell phone blared loudly from the bedroom. Our ringtones were the same, so I couldn’t be sure if it was mine or hers, but I rushed out of the bathroom to find the source of the noise and shut it off. I was too late. 
 
    Moaning, Susan sat up, the covers draping from her shoulders. In the dim moonlight shining through the crack in the curtains, I could see her staring about in the bed. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked, confused. “Clint, is that you?” 
 
    “It’s the phone,” I said. “Go back to sleep. I’ll get it.” 
 
    I was hurrying to my pants when I realized the ring was coming from her side of the bed. She swayed over and reached for the end table. With a grunt, she slid her thumb across the screen and answered in a sleepy voice. 
 
    I paused near the foot of the bed, waiting to see what was wrong. No one ever called in the middle of the night to offer good news, so I knew it had to be ugly. 
 
    “Wait, what?” Susan suddenly sounded fully alert. “Who is this?” 
 
    She leaned over and flipped on the nightlight on her side of the bed, then grabbed an ink pen from the end table. 
 
    “What’s the address?” She scribbled something on the outside of her left hand. “And when was the last time you heard from her?” More scribbling. “Got it! We’ll send someone out there right away.” 
 
    When she ended the call, she threw her feet to the ground. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked as she reached for a pair of jeans that were folded on the dresser nearby. 
 
    “Remember Allie Boudreaux?” she asked, shaking into her jeans. When I nodded, she said, “That was her mother. Allie called her earlier yesterday afternoon to say she was heading to the district attorney’s office to drop charges against Jake—” 
 
    “What?” My voice was louder than I meant it to be, and Achilles, who was stretched out on his bed in the corner, lifted his head from his paws. “She dropped the charges against that little prick?” 
 
    “Her mom doesn’t know if Allie went through with it,” Susan explained, “because she hasn’t heard from Allie since earlier in the day and she hasn’t been able to get in touch with her. She’s been ringing her phone nonstop since six o’clock, but Allie won’t answer.” 
 
    “Has she gone back with Jake?” Instead of pulling on my dress slacks, I hurried to the closet and grabbed my own pair of jeans. “Are they together again?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Susan said. “She moved in with him a few weeks ago. They’re living on Jake’s parents’ property in Central Chateau.” 
 
    I shrugged into my shirt and stepped in front of Susan. “Love, you can’t go out there. It could be dangerous and you’re carrying our child.” 
 
    Susan froze in place, her hand slowly moving toward her stomach. She sank onto the bed and frowned. “Oh, yeah, I forgot.” 
 
    “What’s the address?” I shoved my Blackhawk holster into the waistband of my jeans. “I’ll head that way and call the sheriff’s office for backup.” 
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    Thirty minutes later… 
 
      
 
    I was just turning onto Ridgeway Road and heading toward the Cool Ridge Community when I heard back from Mallory Tuttle. 
 
    “I see your headlights,” she said. “Turn down the first dirt road on the left and you’ll see me.” 
 
    After going dark, I followed her instructions and saw her unmarked Charger stopped along the shoulder of a dirt road. There was a thick patch of grass growing down the middle of the road and the ruts on either side were dry and dusty. I stopped my Tahoe alongside the driver’s door and leaned over in my seat so I could see Mallory. Her interior lights were off, but in the bright glow from the moon, I could see that her brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail and she wore a faded T-shirt. 
 
    “According to Susan’s source,” I said, “they live at the end of a dirt road.” 
 
    “Yeah, this is the one.” Mallory indicated forward with a nod of her head. “I did some checking around. There’s an old farm house at the end of this road and it’s where Jake and Allie are staying.” 
 
    Both of my windows were down. Other than the lazy rustling of the surrounding sugarcane leaves, I didn’t hear a sound. And I couldn’t see past the first turn in the road. 
 
    “Are you ready to do this?” I asked. 
 
    Mallory nodded and led the way down the dirt road. The digital compass on my dash told me we were traveling north. I followed in the darkness, my vehicle rocking from side to side along the uneven surface. When she stopped twenty yards from a dark structure, I shut off my engine and allowed the Tahoe to coast to a stop, not wanting to potentially give away our positions with tail lights. 
 
    I met Mallory on the passenger side of her vehicle and we studied our surroundings for a few minutes, waiting and listening for any signs of life. There were none. She leaned in and whispered, “Front or back?” 
 
    I knew from previous dealings with Jake that he was a runner. If he thought something was amiss, he would jet out the back door. 
 
    “I’ll take the back,” I said. “Give me two minutes to get in position.” 
 
    I slinked off through the night, hugging the stalks of cane that lined the road, but being careful to only step on the packed dirt. The smell of freshly cut grass greeted my nostrils. While I loved the smell and I liked the feel of fall weather, it reminded me of my allergies. I said a silent prayer that I wouldn’t start sneezing and give away my approach to the house. 
 
    The homestead appeared spooky in the glow from above. The house was old and wrapped in corrugated tin. Dark spots showed up on the outer walls in the limited light, and I knew it was mostly covered in rust. 
 
    There were two old cars parked around the house. One was positioned alongside the northern side with the hood up, and the other was parked out front, which was the eastern side. I saw Mallory make her way to the one out front and touch the hood. She glanced in my direction and shook her head to let me know it hadn’t been driven recently. 
 
    Allowing my hand to gently rub the outer wall of the house, I continued my way toward the rear. The clearing back there was small and the edges of sugarcane fields encroached on the property. The stalks were tall this time of the year and they cast a dark shadow. 
 
    I craned my head and my lips parted as I tried to better hear inside the home. Other than the ringing in my ears from too many years of shooting—just another occupational hazard—everything was deathly quiet. It had been about two minutes since Mallory and I had parted ways and I braced myself near the back door, ready for anything. 
 
    I must’ve waited another thirty seconds before the stillness of the night was disrupted by a loud banging noise from the southern side of the house. Mallory had made her move, but I was surprised the sound wasn’t coming from the front of the house. Knowing there had to be a good reason, I slid my hand down to my pistol while Mallory knocked. My legs were slightly bent. I rocked forward on the balls of my feet. I was standing to the left of the door and I planned to drive my shoulder into Jake if he made a getaway. 
 
    The walls of the house were so thin I should’ve heard something—a bed spring, a footstep, a creaking floor—but there was nothing. If Jake was inside, he hadn’t moved. No one had. Mallory rapped on the door again, but still, there was no response from inside. A third attempt met with the same result. 
 
    I frowned. Both cars they owned were here, so at least one of them should’ve been home. I eased my hand to the doorknob and tested it. It was unlocked. I was about to move around to the southern side of the house to get Mallory when she suddenly appeared out of the darkness. 
 
    “There’s no front door,” she explained, “only a side entrance.” 
 
    I nodded, asked what she thought. 
 
    “Something’s not right. I couldn’t hear a peep from inside and both of their cars are here. We should’ve heard something. Even if Jake and Allie were inside and being quiet, it would be hard to keep the kid from making noise.” 
 
    I nodded, remembering little Sammy. He was a cool kid and I’d felt sorry for him when we’d first met last year on the streets of Mechant Loup. He was a bright kid, so he understood what had been happening to his mother. I just couldn’t believe Allie had gone back to Jake. I knew she had her reasons and I had to respect them, but I couldn’t understand it. 
 
    Susan had put Allie up in the shelter she ran for battered women, and then eventually helped Allie find a job. She also helped Allie find a nice apartment for her and Sammy. I knew Susan had checked in on Allie from time to time, but she seemed equally surprised to hear that she had reunited with Jake. Neither of us ever saw that coming. 
 
    So far, from what Mallory and I could see out here, that might have turned out to be a horrible mistake—unless they were out with family or friends and had gotten a ride out of here. At least I could hope. 
 
    “The back door is unlocked.” I indicated with my head toward the knob. “Want to make entry?” 
 
    “The front door is also unlocked.” Mallory’s tanned face appeared pale in the moonlight and I could see her brow furrowing. “We don’t really have the authority to go in.” 
 
    She was right. Although Allie’s mom had called in with a concern, we couldn’t go barging into the house without some supporting information. I pulled out my flashlight and, shielding the glow with my left hand, scanned the ground near the back door. Other than some shoe prints in the dust, which was not at all uncommon, there was nothing to raise any alarms. 
 
    I shifted the light toward the steps and began working my way upward along the door. I sucked in my breath when the light splashed against the wall to the right of the door. Mallory gasped beside me. 
 
    “That’s reason enough to go in,” I said quietly, my shoulders drooping. There, smeared into the rusty tin, were streaks of bloody fingerprints. From the angle of the smears, we could tell the pattern had been made while the subject was on the way out of the house. 
 
    Without saying another word, Mallory and I palmed our pistols and pushed through the door. 
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    The back door of Allie’s house opened into a tiny kitchen. It was so small there was barely enough room to walk around the card table that was positioned at the center of the room. It served as a dining table. I could make out the shadows of several plates, a cereal box, two coffee cups, a set of keys, and miscellaneous items on the tabletop. We stepped gingerly across the aged wooden floor, circling the table while trying not to make excessive noise. Mallory moved slightly toward the right and I moved to the left as we approached a dark space on the opposite wall in front of us. It appeared to be an opening into another room. 
 
    A sliver of moonlight shone through the kitchen window and we were using that as our guide to get around the table and chairs without making noise. We didn’t know whose blood it was on the exterior wall or if there was a threat inside, but we didn’t want to give away our positions by using flashlights. 
 
    A board creaked to my right and I heard Mallory suck in a breath. She had stepped on a loose board. We both froze in place for a few long seconds. As we waited, I studied the dark space on the wall and realized it was some sort of blanket being used as a barrier to separate the two rooms. I thought I could hear the low droning of a television from somewhere on the other side of the barrier, but I couldn’t be positive. 
 
    Once we were sure no one had heard the floor creaking under Mallory’s boot, we continued forward and reached the barrier. I reached out and moved the thick blanket aside, while Mallory did the same thing on her end. I was on the left and could see into the room on the right, where a tiny television was resting on a plastic stand. It gave off a little light, but not enough to make out all the shapes and shadows in what appeared to be the living room. 
 
    Mallory and I stepped through the opening one at a time, each of us getting out of the doorway quickly—her to the right, and me to the left—and then we stopped to study our surroundings, trying to detect even the slightest hint of danger. 
 
    The living room was shaped like an L, with a rectangular section jutting out of the northeastern corner, which was to my far left. That section was too large to be a closet, but too small to be a bedroom, so I figured it had to be the bathroom. As tiny as the house was, I didn’t expect there to be two bathrooms. The widest part of the living room was the same width as the kitchen, and I realized this was a shotgun house. 
 
    As we waited and listened, a strange but familiar smell drifted to my nostrils. I groaned inwardly—it was the sweet smell of spilled blood, and not just a little. It would take a lot of blood to generate that much of an odor, and I knew whatever we found, it wouldn’t be good. 
 
    “What’s that?” Mallory asked, touching my arm and pointing toward the left. 
 
    I shuffled closer to the left and strained to make out the shape of the object. It appeared to be a sofa shoved up against the northern wall. Something was stretched out on the sofa. A person, perhaps? 
 
    “Cover the bathroom,” I whispered. “I’m going to use my light.” 
 
    Mallory nodded and moved forward. When she reached the door to the bathroom, which was opposite the main door that was located on the southern wall, she gave me a wave. The scene on the television had grown dark, so it was hard to see her, but I could make out the motion of her hand enough to know she was ready. 
 
    Holding my pistol firmly in my right hand and taking a breath, I extended the flashlight away from my body and flipped it on with my left thumb. I didn’t like what it revealed. I’d seen a lot of crime scenes in my time, but rarely had I witnessed one as bloody as the scene before us. Mallory gasped audibly. 
 
    Someone had murdered the figure on the sofa, and that murderer might still be in the house. And what about Sammy? 
 
    God, I hope the kid’s okay, I thought. 
 
    I quickly shined the light toward the southeastern side of the living room, where the door to the bedroom stood closed. I moved beside Mallory and whispered that I would take the bedroom if she took the bathroom. She jerked her flashlight from a clip on her belt and nodded solemnly. 
 
    Once she’d rushed into the bathroom, I hit the bedroom. A quick shine of my flashlight brought some relief, because I didn’t see another body. The room had a full-size bed shoved in one corner and there was a twin mattress on the floor next to the bed. I knew instantly that it was where Sammy slept, because I recognized the model cop car I’d given him last year. It was banged up, but it still looked like a miniature version of Susan’s marked Tahoe. 
 
    I paused and smiled for a second, flattered that the gift had meant so much to the little boy. But as quickly as the smile came, it faded. Where was Sammy? Was he okay? 
 
    I called out that the bedroom was clear and rushed back into the living room. 
 
    “The bathroom’s clear, too,” Mallory said, joining me as I approached the sofa. 
 
    Allie Boudreaux was lying on her back. She wore a terrycloth robe with a quilt wrapped around her legs. It appeared every drop of blood inside her had had spilled from the holes in her body. There was blood cast-off on the wall behind the sofa and on the ceiling. Her face, neck, and chest were painted red. There were over a dozen stab wounds in her upper torso and neck area, with one to her cheek and another through the quilt and into her left leg. Her hands were curled up against her breasts. Her eyes were wide and her teeth were clenched. 
 
    I looked away, feeling the weight of having seen so much death and destruction in my short thirty-three years of living. Would it ever stop? Would there ever come a time when good people would be able to enjoy their lives in peace, without worry of being shot or stabbed or bludgeoned to death? Would we ever win the war on drugs, domestic violence, and child abuse? 
 
    Still fresh in my mind was my latest shooting, and I wasn’t handling it as well as I would’ve liked. There were times when I found myself craving a drink and it scared the hell out of me. I didn’t want to slip back into that destructive routine. Each time I’d felt the urge to pick up a bottle of vodka, I had turned to my rock—my wife, Susan. I would call her and tell her what I was thinking. Never one to judge, she would simply point out what was important in my life—my job, my marriage, our unborn child—and remind me that I was stronger than the urges. Her words of encouragement always pulled me through, but what would happen if the power of those words faded? What if I didn’t call her the next time I felt like having a drink? 
 
    “That bastard,” Mallory said softly, breaking through my thoughts. “He finally killed her.” 
 
    I glanced at the detective standing beside me and wondered if she ever felt the urge to drink away her problems. I dared not pose the question. Instead, I turned my attention back to the young mother who lay lifeless on the couch. What a waste it was. 
 
    “Have you dealt with Jake before?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” She sighed. “I arrested him a couple of years ago for beating Allie, but she dropped the charges and he walked away clean. I tried to talk her out of dropping the charges back then, but she wouldn’t listen. I told her this would happen someday.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure you heard about the beating last year.” 
 
    “I did.” Mallory nodded for emphasis. “I also heard the district attorney’s office was having a hard time locating her for the trial. Well, we’ve located her, but she’s definitely not going to court.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder toward the back door. “We need to find Jake, and we need to find out if Sammy’s okay.” 
 
    “I’ll call it in,” Mallory said, “and get SWAT out here to start the search and apply for an electronic search warrant so we can process the scene.” 
 
    “What about K-9?” I asked. “If Jake hit the cane fields, we’ll never find him without a track.” 
 
    “Good idea.” While Mallory got on the horn to call for assistance, I made my way outside and began scouring the back yard, searching for more blood or any signs that would indicate his direction of travel. I located two drops of blood on the southwestern corner of the house, which indicated he had run around to the front of the house. I checked the door handles on the cars to see if he’d touched them with his bloody hands after stabbing Allie, but they were clean. I wondered if the set of keys on the kitchen table were for his car or Allie’s. 
 
    I dug out my phone and called Susan. She gasped out loud when I told her what had happened and what we knew so far. 
 
    “That no-good piece of shit!” she said. “I wish I could be the one to put the cuffs on him. God, I feel so helpless, sitting at home doing nothing while you’re out there fighting to get justice for poor Allie.” 
 
    “Well, you can help.” I slapped at a mosquito on my forehead. “I need to know if Sammy is with Allie’s parents. Can you call them and find out?” 
 
    “Sure.” There was a long pause. “Clint, you don’t think Jake would hurt him?” 
 
    “I hope not. Please let me know as soon as you hear from them.” 
 
    I ended the call and was making my way toward the back of the house again when I heard sirens in the distance. The air was clear and the land in southeastern Louisiana flat, so I knew sound traveled far. Those units could be miles away. If Jake was bedded down in the fields watching the house, he might hear the responding units and go deep into the bush. If he pushed through the cane to the dark and dense swamps beyond it, he could disappear forever. 
 
    Mallory was standing outside at the corner of the house and I asked if she could tell the units to shut off their sirens. She nodded and handed me her cell phone. “It’s Sheriff Turner…he wants to talk to you.” 
 
    Buck Turner was the Sheriff of Chateau Parish. A former cattleman, he was as good a man as they came and was a loyal friend. He was always supportive when we needed him in Mechant Loup, so I made it a point to always make myself available when he needed me. 
 
    “Hey, Sheriff, what’s going on?” 
 
    “This Jake Boudreaux—isn’t he the same prick who tried to kill Melvin back about a year ago?” 
 
    “Yep, he’s the one.” Although Turner couldn’t see me, I nodded. “He’s a dangerous man.” 
 
    There was a pause and Sheriff Turner sighed heavily. “Do you mind taking lead on the hunt for this guy? I never rescinded yours and Susan’s commissions, so y’all are still deputized to do business in Chateau. That is, if the mayor is willing to loan you to me.” 
 
    “She’ll be fine with it.” I hesitated. “What about your deputies? How will they feel about me working this case?” 
 
    “Mallory requested you. She said she’d feel good having someone who knows how this bastard thinks, so she doesn’t mind. As far as the rest of my detectives go—if they have a problem with you, then they have a problem with me.” He chuckled. “And they don’t want a problem with me.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” I said simply. 
 
    “Great, can you put me on speaker with you and Mallory? I’ll brief y’all on what I’ve got.” 
 
    I pressed the speaker button and handed Mallory back her phone. She held it between us. 
 
    “Okay gang,” Turner began, “I just woke up Britt Lucas—she’s the domestic violence prosecutor handling Jake Boudreaux’s case—and she said Allie Boudreaux went into her office yesterday to drop charges. Britt let Allie sign the slip, but she told Allie she wasn’t dropping the charges. One of her investigators followed Allie when she left and he saw her get into a car with Jake.” 
 
    There was a long pause. When Turner spoke again, his voice was heavy. “Britt was pretty upset when I told her Allie was dead. She feels responsible for allowing Allie to drive away with Jake. She said she knew something awful was going to happen, and she wished she would’ve acted.” 
 
    “There’s nothing she could’ve done,” I said. “She couldn’t stop Allie from leaving with Jake no more than we could have.” 
 
    “She knows that,” Turner acknowledged, “but she still feels bad.” 
 
    “What will she do about the trial?” Mallory asked. 
 
    “She’s going to meet with the judge first thing this morning and get a continuance. In light of what’s happened, Jake has bigger problems.” 
 
    After we ended the call with Sheriff Turner, Mallory entered her Charger and got on her laptop to type up a search warrant. While she did that, I waited out front for the posse. 
 
    I didn’t have to wait long. Gretchen Verdin arrived first and parked her marked K-9 unit behind my cruiser. I was damn glad to see her. I started to approach her when my cell phone rang. It was Susan. 
 
    “Hey, baby, what’s up?” 
 
    “They don’t have him, Clint. Allie’s parents haven’t seen Sammy in two weeks.” 
 
    “What?” I stopped in my tracks and my shoulders drooped. “But where can he be?” 
 
    “They don’t know.” Susan sighed deeply. “The last they knew, Sammy was with Allie and Jake.” 
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    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    “Hey Chief, how’s it going?” Gretchen asked, dropping from her unit. Gretchen was a K-9 sergeant with the sheriff’s office and she was a fine officer. I’d had the pleasure of working with her before, and there was no one I’d rather have helping us look for Jake. Three-quarters Chitimacha Indian, it was said she could track a cockroach across the surface of the bayou—and that was without using her large canine companion. Given the giant sea of sugarcane surrounding us, we would need someone with her tracking abilities. 
 
    “You know I only answer to Clint—and it could be better,” I said idly, wondering if Jake had taken Sammy on the run with him. I shot a thumb toward the house and frowned deeply. “A good woman died inside there last night, and her son is missing. We don’t know if the father took him on the run or…or worse.” 
 
    Gretchen frowned herself as she shouldered a tactical backpack. She was slender and tall. Her hair was one length and pulled back into a short ponytail, and it matched her dark eyes. Without saying a word, she moved to the back of her vehicle and released her partner, Geronimo, who was a large German shepherd. He wasn’t as tall or as heavy as Achilles, but his coat was thicker and he was a saddleback with a dark mask. He was definitely an intimidating figure. 
 
    “I’ll keep him on a short leash, just in case the boy is with him,” Gretchen explained. “How old is he?” 
 
    I thought back to when I first met the kid last September. He had held up four fingers and said he was going to be six, but Allie had corrected him and said he was turning five. 
 
    “He’s either five or six by now,” I said. 
 
    Gretchen nodded and studied our dark surroundings. “A rural setting is better for tracking, but the chances of being ambushed are greater.” She smiled and her tanned face lit up. “That’s where you’ll come in. If we jump him and he poses a threat, you’re going to cover us.” 
 
    I glanced toward where Mallory was sitting in her cruiser. Her face glowed from the light of her laptop screen. Once the warrant was approved, she would need some help processing the crime scene. I loved working scenes, but there was nothing quite as exciting—or dangerous—as a manhunt, and Turner wanted me going after Jake. Besides, Mallory was a seasoned detective and all she needed was someone to hold the dumb end of the measuring tape for her. 
 
    “Give me a minute,” I said to Gretchen. I approached Mallory’s cruiser and knocked on the window. When I told her Gretchen was ready to start tracking, she nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be fine here,” she said. “I’ve got a new detective coming to assist. He’s never responded to a murder, so this’ll be a good lesson for him.” 
 
    I surveyed the area, straining to penetrate the dark shadows that surrounded us. “What if he’s close by?” 
 
    “I’m done here.” Mallory flipped her laptop shut and stepped out of her unit, grabbing a shotgun from her front passenger seat. “I sent the affidavit to the judge. I’ll stay alert until more units arrive.” 
 
    I nodded and hurried to my Tahoe, snatched the AR-15 from the secure case in the cargo area. I shoved a spare thirty-round magazine into my back pocket and clipped my handgun magazine pouch to my belt. 
 
    Forty-six handgun rounds and sixty rifle rounds should be enough, I thought. If not, we’re in trouble. 
 
    I gave Mallory a nod as I walked past her and she told me she would be standing near the back door to guard the scene. By the time I had rejoined Gretchen, she was already working her dog around the back yard. She wore tan BDU pants and a black polo shirt with a sheriff’s star embroidered over her left breast, and her pants glowed enough in the moonlight that I was able to keep track of her movements. 
 
    “Where’d you and Mallory walk?” she asked after a few minutes, stopping to hitch up her gun belt. 
 
    When I pointed out the routes we’d taken, she nodded and continued working Geronimo. He was all business, with his nose to the ground and his ears perked up. He sniffed the ground aggressively and moved back and forth along the back yard. When he reached the corner of the house where the blood was smeared on the exterior wall, a scent in the dirt seemed to catch his attention. All of a sudden, he was moving with a purpose. 
 
    “He’s picked up Jake’s scent,” Gretchen said. “Here we go.” 
 
    I stayed a few feet behind and to the right of Gretchen as she followed Geronimo around the front of the house, across the dirt road, and straight toward the sugarcane fields toward the east. They stopped at the edge of the field and Gretchen turned toward me. 
 
    “It’ll be single file through here.” 
 
    “If we encounter Jake, I want you and Geronimo to hit the deck,” I said. “I’ll engage him if he presents a threat.” 
 
    Gretchen nodded and issued a soft command to Geronimo, who began moving forward again, but his mannerisms changed. He sank into a low crouch and slinked forward like a K-9 ninja. Following his nose, he slipped between two rows of cane, where it was as dark as the inside of an alligator’s belly, and he and Gretchen disappeared in front of me. 
 
    I heard other cars arriving at the scene and paused to look over my shoulder. There was a SWAT vehicle, two patrol cars, and an unmarked detective car. Mallory would have sufficient backup in the event Jake doubled back and tried to attack the house. 
 
    Turning away from them, I fell into step behind Gretchen and allowed the darkness between the rows of cane to swallow me up. I couldn’t see two inches in front of my face, but I was guided forward by the sound of Geronimo’s nose. As for Gretchen, she moved like a whisper as her body brushed lightly against the long, bladed leaves that surrounded us. The edges of the blades sliced at my arms, but I ignored the sting and pushed my way forward. I tried to make as little noise as possible, focusing my attention on the tracking team ahead of me. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the mosquitoes to find us, and they were soon buzzing around my ears. Although I could still sense Gretchen in front of me, I hadn’t seen her since we hit the cane. Geronimo’s movements were stealthy for a dog, but his nose was loud enough that Jake might hear us coming from a dozen or so yards away. If he was lying in wait to ambush us, we were in trouble. 
 
    My grip tightened on my AR-15. Gretchen was also moving at a low crouch, which made her a smaller target. I had to remain as alert as I’d ever been. If Jake did jump us, our only hope was for his bullets to miss and for mine to find their mark. I swallowed hard as I considered that scenario. If he had Sammy with him, I’d have to be damned sure my shots were accurate. I didn’t want to kill or injure an innocent child, because that was something I didn’t think I could live with. 
 
    Of course, we didn’t even know if Jake had a gun. After all, he had stabbed Allie to death, not shot her. I had to believe if he did possess a firearm, he would’ve surely used it to kill his wife. It’s not like he had to worry about neighbors hearing the shot. Their house was about as remote as any I’d seen in Chateau Parish. 
 
    Come to think of it, I thought, I’ve never known Jake to ever use or carry a firearm. 
 
    He had beaten Allie with a Stillson wrench, attacked Melvin with a knife, and had now used a knife to murder Allie. Given this new revelation, I was tempted to relax a little, but I knew it was better to merely hope for the best while preparing for the worst. It was easier to stay alive that way. Besides, a knife-wielding assailant could easily kill an unsuspecting cop, even if the officer was armed, and especially in this darkness. And there was also the real possibility that he could put the knife to Sammy’s throat and use the boy as a shield. 
 
    After what seemed like an hour of stealthy tracking, I saw a faint glow of light up ahead. As Gretchen moved side-to-side in front of me, the light would appear and disappear. Finally, Gretchen stepped through the end of the long row and I joined her. Geronimo wanted to continue moving forward, but she stopped him and slid her backpack from her shoulders. She pulled out a canteen and gave him some water, then turned to offer me a swig. 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered, waving her off, “but I’m a camel. I can go days without water.” 
 
    She smiled and took a sip of water before tucking it back into her bag. She keyed up her police radio and quietly gave our progress, then slung her backpack over her shoulders again. 
 
    I looked up at the stars, trying to figure out where we were. I knew nothing about astrology, but had heard you could determine your direction of travel by looking at the constellations. I grunted. There were millions of stars—probably more—up there in the vast universe, and I couldn’t even figure out which one was the North Star. Gretchen probably knew how to navigate by looking at the night sky, but I didn’t bother asking. We had come a long way and we might be closing in on Jake. 
 
    Geronimo moved easily across the tractor lane that separated the two large sections of sugarcane, and we soon found ourselves immersed in the darkness between the rows again. We seemed to be moving faster now, and I wondered if that meant the trail was getting warmer. 
 
    The stalks were thick and tall. I winced inwardly when the muzzle of my AR-15 clanked up against one of them. While I was above average at noise discipline, I was no ghost like Gretchen. She was so quiet, in fact, that I didn’t hear her stop ten minutes later and I ran right into her. 
 
    She didn’t budge when I bumped her and it was then that I realized how solid she was. I stopped in my tracks and didn’t say a word, waiting to see what she would do next. I could hear a low growl growing deep in Geronimo’s throat, but I couldn’t see him. 
 
    I could also sense Gretchen’s movements and heard her flashlight being slipped from its holder. Next, her pistol cleared leather. She leaned close to me and whispered that there was something up ahead. 
 
    “Get ready,” she whispered, her voice as light as the wind, “I’m about to turn my light on.” 
 
    I leaned to the right and shouldered my rifle, both eyes wide and my finger brushing the trigger guard in anticipation of what we would see when Gretchen turned on her light. 
 
    I nudged Gretchen’s shoulder with my own, letting her know I was ready. In the next instance, light flooded the narrow alley between the stalks of cane and we both gasped at what lay before us. 
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    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    The Boudreaux Homestead 
 
      
 
    Clint Wolf and Gretchen Verdin had just disappeared into the sugarcane fields when Mallory Tuttle heard other units arriving at the scene. She was standing in front of the rear entrance waiting to hear back from the judge when Lou Baker appeared from around the southwestern corner. Lou wore a button-down shirt tucked neatly into dress slacks. A tie hung from his neck and matching suspenders held his slacks in place. A Glock 22 was shoved into a brown leather shoulder holster. His dress shoes were so polished that the moonlight was glowing off of them. 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you that you could wear jeans on callouts?” Mallory asked. 
 
    Lou’s lips curled upward when he smiled. “I had my clothes laid out already, so I figured I’d just put them on.” 
 
    Mallory stared at Lou as though his mustache was growing on his forehead. She had always used any excuse she could find to wear jeans instead of dress clothes, and she was suspicious of anyone who wouldn’t. 
 
    “I understand this job is new to you and you’re motivated,” she said slowly, “but if the sheriff sees you and makes the rest of us wear dress clothes on callouts, I promise you this: you’ll get run out of the bureau faster than you can spell your first name.” 
 
    Lou froze in place and gulped, rubbing a hand over his dark face. “Should I go home and change?” 
 
    “I’m joking.” Mallory laughed and asked if he’d ever seen the sheriff wearing dress clothes. He cocked his head to the side. 
 
    “Come to think of it,” he said, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him wearing anything but jeans, cowboy boots, and that hat.” 
 
    “Exactly—and he doesn’t mind if we dress down on scenes, so get used to it.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Lou said, fidgeting with his suspenders. 
 
    Mallory had first met Lou when she was teaching homicide investigations in the police academy, and she had been impressed with the younger man. He was inquisitive and seemed to have a keen understanding of how investigations worked. He later told her he had bought a book on homicide investigations written by Vernon Geberth and that he’d read it from cover to cover, several times. 
 
    Mallory had followed Lou’s progress from working as a corrections officer to his transfer to the patrol division. After reading dozens of reports he’d written, she began lobbying her captain to recruit him to the criminal investigations division. Finally, a little over a month ago, the sheriff had promoted him to detective, finally filling one of two vacant spots in the bureau. 
 
    Mallory’s phone dinged and she glanced down. It was an email from the judge. “We’ve got the green light to search the house.” She shot a thumb over her shoulder. “Stand by the door while I grab my gear.” 
 
    She had almost reached her unmarked cruiser when she saw a SWAT truck drive up. Four officers piled out and rushed toward her. They all had AR-15s slung across their chests and shoulder patches that indicated they were part of Entry Team Bravo. 
 
    “Where’s Gretchen?” asked the team leader, a square-shaped fellow named Jude. 
 
    Mallory shot a thumb toward the sugarcane fields to the east. “She and Geronimo hit upon a track and headed that way.” 
 
    “Without backup?” 
 
    “Clint Wolf is covering her.” 
 
    “Clint Wolf?” There was displeasure in Jude’s tone. “Why in the hell is he here?” 
 
    “The sheriff asked him to help with the manhunt,” Mallory said simply. “He knows Jake Boudreaux better than anyone.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit! We were called out to be Gretchen’s cover team.” 
 
    “If you have a problem with Clint, then you have a problem with the sheriff.” Mallory took a step closer to Jude. “Do you want a problem with the sheriff?” 
 
    Jude hesitated, then seemed to think better about what he was going to say. Finally, he sighed and turned to his companions. “Set up a perimeter in case this ass-wipe doubles back.” 
 
    While the men spread out and took up positions around the property, Mallory retrieved her crime scene box and two plastic packages from the trunk of her cruiser. She returned to the crime scene, where Lou was waiting patiently by the back door, and tossed one of the packages to the young detective. 
 
    Lou turned the package over and held it up to get a better look at it in the moonlight. “Is this a Tyvek suit?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Mallory placed her crime scene box near the rear steps and ripped open her package. “It’s a coverall with booties. Put it on over your clothes and fancy shoes, and we’ll get started processing the scene.” 
 
    Once they were decked out in the white protective suits, they donned latex gloves and began by processing the exterior wall where the blood stain was located. 
 
    “Do you see the ridge pattern in the hand print?” 
 
    Lou nodded. 
 
    “We need to determine if the print belongs to Jake and if the blood belongs to Allie,” Mallory said. “If both of those things are true, it’ll support a case against Jake for murder.” 
 
    The blood stain was dry, so Mallory set about photographing it and then collected it. Once that was done, she moved forward with the crime scene investigation. She took her time moving through the scene, taking special care to explain to Lou everything she did and the reasons for it. When they had finally made their way to the living room, she conducted a visual examination of Allie’s body and documented what she saw with notes, photographs, and diagrams. 
 
    “How many times do you think she was stabbed?” Lou asked, his voice somber and unsure, which was not in his nature. 
 
    Mallory allowed her flashlight to rove over Allie’s body, moving from one stab wound to the next, counting as she went. Due to the thick blood that had saturated the blanket and her clothes, it was hard to make an accurate count without going hands-on, but she noted a minimum of twenty-six punctures, which included eleven stab wounds to her hands and arms. 
 
    Lou whistled when she announced the number. “Doesn’t that indicate some level of anger or hatred?” 
 
    Mallory nodded. “It’s possible.” 
 
    Once they were done documenting and measuring the scene, Mallory moved in to better examine the body. She explained what rigor mortis was—Lou mentioned he remembered her talking about it in the police academy—and tested the stiffness of Allie’s fingers. Not only were Allie’s fingers rigid, but Mallory could feel the coldness of death through her gloves. 
 
    “She’s been dead for over six hours,” Mallory said. She went on to explain the importance of accurately documenting the environmental conditions, such as temperature, and how those could affect rigor mortis and other aspects of the investigation. 
 
    Next, Mallory studied and documented the blood spatter and cast-off patterns. A picture was starting to unfold in her mind. 
 
    “It looks like the killer assaulted her while she slept on the sofa.” Mallory turned toward the back door first, then the front. “Both doors are intact and neither sustained any type of damage, so that would indicate an inside job. Since they live here alone with their son, Allie either committed suicide or was murdered. If it’s the latter, the suspects would be her husband and her son.” 
 
    Lou nodded thoughtfully. “Based on her age, I’m guessing her son’s too young to inflict this kind of damage?” 
 
    “That’s correct. So, it leaves only her husband.” Mallory shot a thumb toward the kitchen. “Did you notice anything peculiar in the kitchen?” 
 
    Lou’s dark brow furrowed. “There was a knife missing from the block on the cabinet counter, and it was a big knife. I didn’t see it in the sink or the dishwasher when you opened it.” 
 
    “Bingo, you win!” Mallory glanced back down at Allie’s body. “I don’t see the knife on the sofa or floor, so that could mean he took it with him. If, indeed, it is the missing knife from the kitchen, that’s another indicator that the murder was committed by someone who lived here.” 
 
    “Speaking of the son,” Lou began, “where is he?” 
 
    Mallory frowned. “We haven’t been able to ascertain that yet. We do know he’s not with Allie’s parents, so our hope is that Jake’s parents are watching him.” 
 
    Under Mallory’s leadership, they spent the next two hours finishing up the scene. They collected fingerprints from various places in the house, documented a boot print in the blood near the sofa, bagged Allie’s hands, and recovered dozens of blood swabs from the area of the scene. 
 
    When they were done with the surrounding scene, Mallory conducted a hands-on examination of Allie’s body. She noticed Lou standing off to the side, not saying anything. She stole a glance at him. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I guess. It’s…it’s just so surreal, seeing her lying there dead. I’ve never seen something like this up close. I…I don’t know if I should admit this, but I find it disturbing. I mean, I’ve responded to a couple of serious car crashes when I worked patrol and some of the people were hurt bad, but their eyes were usually closed.” He pointed to Allie’s eyes, then quickly looked away. “Her eyes—they’re open and it’s kind of freaking me out. Why didn’t they close?” 
 
    “Open eyes are usually indicative of sudden and violent deaths. Some would say it’s the victim’s refusal to accept her fate, while others think it’s a fear response.” Mallory shrugged. “Personally, I don’t think anyone knows for sure why it happens—it just does.” 
 
    “Well, it’s scary, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “It’s nothing compared to what this poor woman experienced in her last minutes on this cruel and miserable earth.” Mallory frowned deeply. “The pain she endured must’ve been horrific. No one should have to go through this, and I hope Clint and Gretchen make that bastard pay for what he did.” 
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    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Sugarcane Fields East of the Boudreaux Homestead 
 
      
 
    When the light shot forward from Gretchen’s flashlight, it illuminated a human figure lying in a fetal position between the rows. It was definitely a man and, although I hadn’t seen him in a year, I could tell it was Jake Boudreaux. 
 
    Geronimo growled louder when Jake stirred. 
 
    “Show me your hands!” I ordered, pushing my way through the stalks to my right and leveling my rifle in Jake’s direction. “You’d better do it now or I’ll shoot!” 
 
    Jake turned his face in our direction. He looked rougher than I’d remembered. He wore a light blue mechanic’s shirt and dark blue work pants. The front of his shirt was covered in blood, as was his right arm, and his hair was disheveled. I couldn’t see his right hand and he was lying on his left arm, so I couldn’t see it either. 
 
    “Jake, it’s the police,” I said. “Show me your hands and do it slowly, or I’m going to shoot!” 
 
    My right eye was focused on the front post of my AR-15, and the post was centered on Jake’s forehead. At this distance with a .223 caliber round, everything within Jake’s cranial vault would be destroyed if I shot him, and he would die instantly. I realized he didn’t want to die today, because he slowly rolled to his back and lifted both hands high into the air. In his right hand, he held a large kitchen knife. The handle was black and the blade silver. 
 
    “Drop it, or I drop you,” I cautioned. 
 
    The knife, which had blood smeared on the blade and handle, fell harmlessly to the dirt beside his body. 
 
    “Now roll to your stomach,” I commanded, “and put your hands behind your back.” 
 
    Without saying a word, Jake complied. I turned to look at Gretchen, and she nodded to let me know she’d cover me. I leaned my rifle against a nearby stalk of cane and dug a pair of latex gloves from my back pocket. Once they were on, I approached Jake and snatched up his left thumb. I then ratcheted my cuffs on his wrists and frisked him. There were no other weapons on his person and I straightened, leaving him on his belly. 
 
    “Where’s Sammy?” I glanced around, searching the narrow area for any sign of the kid. “What’d you do to him?” 
 
    “He’s not here,” he mumbled, his mouth pressed against the dirt. “He’s with my mom and dad.” 
 
    I sighed heavily, and it was only then that I realized exactly how worried I was for the boy. Before helping Jake up, I carefully retrieved the knife from the ground and slid it carefully down the finger holes of another latex glove. 
 
    “I can carry it,” Gretchen offered, “so you can escort him.” 
 
    I handed the knife to her and then pulled Jake to his feet. I advised him of his Miranda rights and asked him if he understood them. 
 
    “I ain’t saying shit to you,” Jake said. “You turned my wife and kid against me and then you had your officer try to murder me so you could have her.” 
 
    I grunted in amusement. He had quite an imagination. I then tugged on his arm. “Let’s go…lead the way back to your house.” 
 
    The going was slow. I kept a wary eye on Jake, who stumbled forward, apparently intoxicated. I wondered wryly if he was so intoxicated that he didn’t realize what he had done. It would be a hell of a way to sober up. Since this was Mallory’s case, I wasn’t about to question him, so I just walked behind him in silence. I could hear Geronimo huffing behind me, but Gretchen was merely a shadow floating on the wind. I couldn’t even hear her breathing. 
 
    “Can we stop for a minute?” Jake asked when we’d walked a few hundred yards. “I’m tired.” 
 
    Before waiting for me to answer, he plopped to his knees on the ground. Gretchen turned on her flashlight and shined it in his face. 
 
    “We don’t have all night, so you’d better catch your wind and get your ass up,” she said. “If you don’t, I can have Geronimo here give you some incentive to move.” 
 
    Jake stared up through slits, muttering something under his breath. After a few minutes, he begrudgingly pulled himself to his feet and continued moving forward. When Gretchen’s light had been on him, I had noticed some scratches on his face and arms. They looked similar to the ones on my arms, so I figured they were made by the leaves from the sugarcane. 
 
    After walking another hundred yards, or so, he slowed again and asked for another break. 
 
    “No,” I said, “we’ve got to get to your house.” 
 
    He grumbled something I couldn’t understand and stumbled along, swaying from one side to the other, his boots digging into the soft mounds of dirt on either side of the path. The leaves rustled loudly against his shoulders and arms and it sounded like a herd of cattle was rushing through the cane. I knew the noise had to be annoying Gretchen, but Geronimo didn’t seem to care. He had found his man, so his work was done. He just wanted to get back to the car so he could be rewarded further. 
 
    When we reached the tractor lane that separated the two large fields of sugarcane, I realized Jake’s shadowy figure had come into better view. I glanced toward the Heavens. The moon was gone, but somewhere far to the east the sun was beginning to rise and it had painted the sky a shade or two lighter than the coal darkness of earlier. 
 
    Jake tried to stop in the middle of the tractor lane, but I gave him a gentle push and told him to keep going. He cursed me under his breath, but didn’t resist. We must’ve pushed on for another thirty minutes when we finally reached the street that led to his house. It hadn’t taken us as long on the return trip because we didn’t have to move stealthily. Moving faster helped keep some of the mosquitoes off of us, but we still got eaten up quite a bit. 
 
    “If I get the West Nile Virus I’m suing y’all,” Jake said when we approached the group of officers that had formed in the front yard of the residence. 
 
    A couple of the responding units were still running and the headlights blinded us. I saw movement in the brilliant light and heard some kind of ruckus approaching. I shielded my eyes to better see what was going on, but was too late. 
 
    “You murdered her, you bastard!” a woman shouted, rushing up through the light and punching Jake right in the face. “I hope you get raped in prison until you’re dead, dead, dead!” 
 
    Jake’s head snapped back and he fell into me. I grabbed onto his arm to support him, but I wasn’t doing him any favors. By holding him up, I made it possible for the woman to hit him again—and she took advantage of that opportunity. She must’ve hit him three or four more times before a tall blonde woman ran up and jerked her off of her feet. I’d never seen the tall blonde before, but I was instantly impressed. 
 
    “Keep your shit together, Natasha!” the blonde said, dragging the woman named Natasha toward one of the cars. 
 
    “But he killed her, Britt!” Natasha wailed, collapsing to the ground at Britt’s feet. “You saw her in there, how he stabbed her over and over and over. He murdered her in cold blood!” 
 
    “You can’t attack a prisoner in custody, regardless of what he did,” said the woman named Britt. “You could cause problems for the case if you run around pulling those kinds of stunts. You’ve got to keep your emotions in check if you’re going to come out to scenes with me.” 
 
    Natasha nodded as she sat on the ground weeping. “I’m sorry. It’s…I’ve never seen anything like that before.” 
 
    Jake was wobbly on his feet. I grunted, impressed with the power in the woman’s punches. Wondering if Susan had trained her, I steadied Jake and watched as Britt squatted beside Natasha and tried to console her. 
 
    “I…I didn’t do anything,” Jake said, his speech slurred and the words barely intelligible. “I’m being framed.” 
 
    “Oh, are you ready to talk now?” I asked, guiding Jake toward one of the patrol cruisers parked across the dirt road from the house. 
 
    “I already told you…I ain’t saying shit.” Jake spat a stream of saliva at the sheriff’s emblem on the side of the cruiser. “I want my lawyer and I want him now. Other than that, you can go straight to hell, Clint Wolf.” 
 
    “You first.” I opened the back door to the cruiser and guided him inside. I slammed the door once he was seated and belted, and turned to look at Natasha and Britt. 
 
    Britt was helping Natasha to her feet. I’d never met either of them, so I walked over and introduced myself. 
 
    “I’m Britt Lucas, special domestic violence prosecutor.” She extended her hand and then shot a thumb in Natasha’s direction. “And this is Natasha Lee. She’s a volunteer with a victim’s advocate group and she works closely with our office. I apologize for her behavior earlier. It’s just that we tried so hard to keep Allie safe, but…” 
 
    Britt’s voice trailed off and I stared at Natasha, who was still crying. “You hit him pretty good.” 
 
    She frowned. “Not as good as I wanted to.” 
 
    Britt touched a hand to Natasha’s arm and it seemed she didn’t approve of the comment. When Natasha looked up at her, Britt pursed her lips and gave a slight shake of her head. 
 
    “Sorry,” Natasha muttered. 
 
    “You said you tried to keep Allie safe,” I said to Britt. “What happened?” 
 
    “She came in yesterday to drop the charges on Jake. I told her it wasn’t up to her and that I would go forward with the case with or without her.” Britt shook her head. “I never guessed this would happen. It’s the first time I’ve ever had a defendant kill a victim prior to a trial.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Natasha said from the ground, “it’s not like he threatened Allie or anything. She just said she wanted to drop the charges and then, BAM!”—she slammed her hands together—“she’s dead. No warning, no threat, no nothing—he just up and kills her.” 
 
    Britt helped her up and encouraged her to walk toward their car, which was parked at the end of the line of vehicles that had responded. When they were gone, I walked over to where Gretchen was putting Geronimo away. We made small talk while she gave him a treat and some water. 
 
    We were still standing there when Mallory walked over carrying a large crime scene box. There was a detective with her and his sleeves were rolled up, exposing dark arms that glistened in the headlights. I’d never met him, so I stuck out my hand and introduced myself. He said his name was Lou Baker. 
 
    “He’s the new detective I was telling you about earlier,” Mallory explained. “He got broken in good tonight, that’s for sure. This has got to be one of the bloodiest scenes I’ve worked in a long time.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a pretty sight, that’s for sure,” Lou said. “I never thought it would look like that.” 
 
    Gretchen turned from her cruiser and held out the latex glove in which I’d secured the kitchen knife. “We found this in Jake’s possession.” 
 
    “That’s the missing knife,” Lou said before Mallory could open her mouth. “They found the murder weapon.” 
 
    Mallory set down her box. She retrieved an evidence cylinder and carefully placed the knife inside. While she filled out an evidence form, she explained to Lou the importance of maintaining a chain of custody. 
 
    “Each person who touches the evidence has to sign the form,” Mallory explained, handing the form to Gretchen. “And once we get it to the lab, they’ll test the blood to see if it’s Allie’s. If it is her blood, then we’ll be able to link her to the knife through DNA, him to the knife through possession, and that would be his ass.” 
 
    “What do you mean, if it’s her blood?” Lou wanted to know. “It has to be her blood…right? I mean, who else’s would it be?” 
 
    “You can never be too sure,” I said, before turning to walk away. “We’ve all seen stranger things.” 
 
    Jake was in custody, so I’d completed my part of the mission. It was time for me to get some sleep. I had to be back to work in a few hours. It was Friday, and I was looking forward to finishing the week so I could enjoy my weekend with Susan and Achilles. 
 
    “Thanks for the help,” Mallory called after me. 
 
    “Yeah,” Gretchen said. “It was great working with you again.” 
 
    I waved over my shoulder, not turning around. I wanted to get home to my pregnant wife and I wanted to get some sleep. Hopefully, I’d wake up to a happier day. At least I could take solace in knowing that Sammy was okay, but I wondered how the poor kid would react when he learned his father had killed his mother. I couldn’t help but wonder what would become of him and his future. 
 
    


 
   
 
  OceanofPDF.com





 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Susan and Clint’s House 
 
      
 
    Sunlight was bleeding through the drapes when I awoke from my sleep. I rubbed my eyes and turned over in the bed, frowned. Susan was gone. I quickly sat up and grabbed my cell phone from the night table and checked the time. It was eleven o’clock. 
 
    “Damn, I need to get up!” I rushed through a shower, dressed, and grabbed a banana on my way out the door. Achilles was chasing squirrels and dreaming of girl dogs in the back yard, and I stopped to visit him before leaving. He begged to go with me, but I told him he’d have to stay behind and protect the house. 
 
    I frowned as I headed toward the police department, scanning my surroundings as I drove. While we had been lucky during last month’s storm, a lot of homes and businesses had sustained a great deal of damage—some from the wind and some from water. A few areas of Mechant Loup routinely flooded during significant rain events, and Hurricane Samson pushed more water than most of those areas could handle. 
 
    I passed a home where a middle-aged woman was dragging moldy carpet from her front door to the roadside, and I felt an urge to help. I jerked my Tahoe to the shoulder of the highway and jumped out. 
 
    “Can I give you a hand?” I asked. 
 
    The woman stopped and wiped a stream of sweat from her face. “Aren’t you Clint Wolf?” 
 
    I smiled. “I am.” 
 
    “You can go to hell!” The woman spat in my direction, but didn’t hit me with her saliva. She seemed genuinely upset that the stream of hatred hadn’t reached me. “You arrested my brother on some trumped up charges last night. We’re going to get a lawyer and sue your ass.” 
 
    I wanted to tell her I’d never heard that one before, but thought better of it. “Is your brother Jake?” 
 
    “Jake?” She scrunched up her face, and it was not an appealing sight. “Who the hell is Jake? My brother’s Nikia.” 
 
    “Ah, Nikia Billiot.” I nodded. “Yeah, I did arrest him—for beating his wife.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, Cassandra lied, just like she always does.” I thought the woman was going to spit again, but she didn’t. “That bitch won’t stop until she sees to it that my brother is locked away for good.” 
 
    “Well, I can tell you this, I witnessed your brother swinging a pipe at Cassandra, so it’s not her trying to get him locked up—it’s him making bad choices and suffering the consequences.” 
 
    The woman hesitated, then scowled. “That’s bullshit. She’s just trying to get his hunting rights taken away. He should’ve never divorced Zoe. She was the best thing that ever happened to him, and he knows it now that he’s been married to that evil witch Cassandra.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak, but she stopped me. 
 
    “Am I under arrest?” she asked. 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    “Then I’d like to get back to dragging this filthy carpet to the road, so I can go get my brother out of jail. And no, I don’t want your damn help.” 
 
    I nodded and walked off, glancing once over my shoulder just to make sure she wasn’t going to spit on me again. I made my way through the heavy traffic, travelling about twenty miles per hour, and arrived at the police department a little after eleven-thirty. 
 
    I hurried up the stairs and into the building, waving at Lindsey as I blew through the dispatcher’s station. She looked up from a hamburger she was chomping on and quickly stopped to wipe the side of her mouth with a napkin, clearly surprised by my sudden appearance. She mumbled a greeting, but I didn’t slow down. I strode down the hallway to Susan’s office and stopped when I reached her open doorway. She was sitting behind her desk, head resting in her hands. 
 
    “We’ve got to convince Cassandra to go into the shelter,” I said. 
 
    Susan yelped and jerked her head up, grabbing her chest and laughing when she saw me. “You scared the shit out of me!” 
 
    “Are you okay?” I could feel my face fall in concern as I wondered if the sudden movement had injured the baby. 
 
    “I’m fine.” She leaned back and dropped her hands to her belly, rubbing it as though she thought it was already starting to swell. “You know, I’m only ten weeks pregnant and I’m already having trouble lacing up my boots.” 
 
    “You don’t even have a bump yet,” I said, laughing. 
 
    “That’s not true. I can feel it every time I bend over.” 
 
    I jerked up my right pant leg and pointed to the zipper on the inside of my boot. “You see this zipper you’ve been making fun of for years? It saves me five minutes every morning of my life. I laced my boots up that first time I wore them—what, two years ago?—and I’ve never had to do it again.” 
 
    “It saves you five minutes, eh?” Susan smirked suspiciously. 
 
    “Yep, and that’s five more minutes I get to kiss on you.” 
 
    She made a purring sound and smiled warmly. She stood to her feet and moved around the desk, looking up into my eyes when she drew close. She was a couple of inches shorter than my five-ten and had to lift up on her toes to kiss me. She grunted when she pulled her moist lips away from mine. “Yeah, well, I’d still have to bend over to zip the damn things.” 
 
    “I’d be honored to zip your—” I stopped talking when I remembered why I’d charged into her office. “Oh, wait, we’ve got to get Cassandra into the shelter. I just ran into Nikia’s sister and she said she’s going to bond him out of jail.” 
 
    “The judge set the bond?” Susan didn’t look happy. 
 
    “I guess—if what she’s saying is true.” 
 
    Susan spun around and snatched the handset from her desk phone and dialed the number to the Chateau Parish Detention Center. After waiting for a few seconds, she asked to speak with a supervisor. 
 
    “Hey, this is Susan Wilson from Mechant Loup,” she said when a supervisor answered the phone. “Did the judge set a bond for Nikia Billiot?” 
 
    She paused and tapped her foot while she waited. 
 
    “What’s the amount?” 
 
    I couldn’t hear the supervisor, but I knew it wasn’t good because Susan’s face twisted in anger. 
 
    “Ten thousand dollars? Are you kidding me? A wino can come up with twelve percent of that figure.” She asked if anyone had called to say they were coming to bond him out, and then she slammed the handset down. “Can you believe this shit? He’s already out of jail. We’ve got to go.” 
 
    I nodded, following as she rushed out into the hallway and toward the dispatcher’s office. Her uniform pants were snug and I was momentarily distracted as I watched the way her gun belt swayed from side to side with each step she took. She’s so sexy when she’s all business, I thought. Hell, she’s always sexy—business or not. 
 
    “Lindsey, call Takecia and ask her to meet us out at Cassandra Billiot’s residence,” Susan said, pausing in the dispatcher’s room. “It’s the second to last house on the left down Camp Street.” 
 
    Takecia Gayle was one of Susan’s dayshift officers and had been Susan’s training partner back when she was a professional cage fighter. Takecia’s parents, both of them Jamaican nationals, had migrated legally to the United States over fifty years ago. Takecia was twenty-five and this was the only country she’d ever called home. As a teenager, she had become an expert in judo and won gold at the Pan American Games. She was expected to be the first American in her weight class to take the gold in judo at the Summer Olympics, but a training injury crushed those dreams. She later went on to college, where she studied criminal justice, and eventually became a police officer. I never did ask how she’d made her way to the southernmost part of Louisiana and in the middle of nowhere, but she was definitely an asset to the department. 
 
    “Do you think his sister intentionally misled me?” I asked Susan as we pushed through the main entrance and hurried down the large concrete steps at the front of the building. “She made it sound as though he was still in jail, and I actually believed her.” 
 
    “I don’t know why she would’ve lied about that,” she said, climbing into her Tahoe. “It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    I jumped into the passenger side and called Lindsey on the police radio to let her know we were en route to Cassandra Billiot’s house. Takecia radioed that she was two blocks away, parked in the driveway of an abandoned trailer. 
 
    “Clint, I see movement at the house,” Takecia said in her thick Jamaican accent. “There’s a car in the driveway and someone just walked through the front door.” 
 
    Susan and I looked at each other. “Do you think it’s him?” we asked in unison. 
 
    Before either of us could answer, Takecia came back on the radio. “I’m going in.” 
 
    Knowing it would be futile to tell Takecia to stop, Susan simply pressed the accelerator and drove faster. Within seconds, she had turned off of Washington Street and was approaching the small bridge that connected the west side of town with the east side. Once she darted across the bridge, she jerked the wheel to the left and raced to Camp Street, where she took the turn on what felt like two wheels. 
 
    “There!” I said, pointing to where Takecia was creeping across the front yard, keeping a large tree between her position and the house. “She’s almost to the door.” 
 
    Susan parked beside a small black SUV and I was out of the Tahoe before she could put the gearshift in park. I hurried around the back of the cruiser and joined Takecia as she approached the front door of the trailer. 
 
    “Any other movement?” I asked quietly, but she shook her head. 
 
    A small wooden platform was resting on cinder blocks and it served as the porch. I gave Takecia a nod to let her know I was going ahead, and I ascended the three concrete steps and eased my weight onto the porch. Takecia circled the porch to the left and stood against the wall. I caught movement from behind me and turned my head to see Susan taking up a position behind the tree. 
 
    I gave each woman a nod and, after taking a breath and placing my right hand on my pistol, I rapped loudly with my left fist. There was immediate movement from inside. 
 
    I scooted backward until my boot heels reached the edge of the porch and stopped, waiting for the door to burst open. I didn’t know what I’d see on the other side. 
 
    The glass storm door sucked inward when the main door opened, but I relaxed a little when I saw Cassandra standing there. She slowly opened the glass door, shooting a suspicious look at me and then at Takecia. 
 
    “Can I help you, detective?” she asked. 
 
    I indicated with my head toward the interior of the trailer. “Is anyone in there with you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Nikia’s just been released from jail.” 
 
    Cassandra cocked her head to the side. “How’s that? I thought you said you would have the bond set as high as you could?” 
 
    I shifted my feet. “Well, it seems the judge set the bond at ten grand, and someone came up with twelve percent and bonded him out.” 
 
    She scowled. “Probably his sister or his parents. They’re always getting him out of everything.” 
 
    “Well, we’d like for you to come into the shelter,” I said cautiously, knowing she didn’t like the idea of going into hiding. “We want to make sure and keep you safe.” 
 
    “I’m safe right here,” she said. “Like I’ve already told you, I’m not going into a shelter. I want to stay here, at my own home.” 
 
    “Ma’am, it might be a matter of life or death,” Susan said, stepping out from the cover of the tree. “Please, let us protect you.” 
 
    Cassandra pursed her lips and shook her head. “I’m not leaving my home. If I do, it’ll be abandonment and he’ll claim ownership of the house.” 
 
    “That’s not how it works,” Susan said. “You won’t give up any rights by leaving your home.” 
 
    Cassandra hesitated, then shook her head. “I’m not leaving.” 
 
    “Okay, then.” I sighed heavily. “Please call us if you need anything.” 
 
    I turned and walked toward the street. Susan and Takecia fell in behind me and we stopped near Susan’s Tahoe. Cassandra watched us for a moment and then closed the door. Although she’d tried to hide it, she looked scared. 
 
    “Can we not force her to go into the shelter?” Takecia asked. “We need to protect the woman, even though she does not want it.” 
 
    “We can’t.” Susan pulled open her door, then paused and turned to Takecia. “Can you stay parked in the driveway across the way so you can keep an eye on the place? In case Nikia pulls up?” 
 
    Takecia nodded and walked toward her marked cruiser. 
 
    I slipped in with Susan and she drove us back to the police department. Once we were back in her office, I dropped to a chair and kicked my legs up on her desk while she made a phone call. 
 
    “This is Susan again,” she began, “and I need to speak with a supervisor.” 
 
    She waited for almost a minute before someone picked up on the other end and she spoke again. “I need to know who bonded Nikia Billiot out of jail, and I need to know if they said where they were taking him.” 
 
    After a slight pause, Susan stood a little straighter. “Say that again…” 
 
    Fire burned in her eyes when she hung up the phone. I dropped my feet to the floor. “What is it?” 
 
    “It was Cassandra,” she said through gritted teeth. “Cassandra bonded him out of jail.” 
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    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Tuesday, October 31st 
 
    Mechant Loup Police Department 
 
      
 
    It was eight in the morning and Susan was in her office finalizing her security plan for Halloween, while I had just gotten in from doing another drive-by of Cassandra Billiot’s house. Ever since she had bonded her husband out of jail nearly three weeks ago, I’d been making regular passes by her house hoping to catch a glimpse of her so I could know that she was okay. Sometimes I saw her, sometimes I didn’t—and when I didn’t, I always feared the worst. 
 
    The source of my trepidation was twofold. First, it was Domestic Violence Awareness Month and I’d recently attended a nighttime vigil where an advocate of the movement had read aloud the statistics of victims killed by their intimate partners. My thoughts had immediately gone to Allie Boudreaux and Cassandra Billiot. Allie was already among the numbers, and I wondered if Cassandra would be next—and that brought me to my next reason for concern. 
 
    During my years working as a detective, I’d observed that tragedies came in pairs. It didn’t seem to matter what type of tragedy it was; there were always two of them. Back in the city of La Mort where I’d worked as a homicide detective before coming to Mechant Loup, we might go a couple of years without having a hanging death, and then we’d suddenly have two of them back to back. There had never been a case in which a teenager committed suicide by jumping off of a high rise bridge, but then we had two of them in the same week. The incidences went on and on, and, while not a superstitious fellow, I did begin to wonder if there was something to it. 
 
    In regard to the present case, I’d been holding my breath since Allie’s murder, and I was hoping we were out of the proverbial woods with Cassandra. 
 
    When I’d driven by Cassandra’s house this morning, I’d seen her setting up a table in her driveway, and I figured it was to hand out candy to trick-or-treaters. Relieved, I’d waved when I drove by and she waved back, but then she quickly hurried into her house. I always wondered if Nikia was inside. I hadn’t seen him since the night of his arrest, and I wondered if he would show up in court in two weeks. If he didn’t, there would be a warrant for his arrest and I’d have another crack at him. 
 
    “How’s Cassandra?” Susan asked when I stepped into her office. 
 
    I had told Susan where I was heading when she left for work this morning, and she told me I should just give it up. 
 
    “We can’t help those who don’t want to be helped,” she said. “All we can do is be there for her when she decides she’s had enough of the abuse.” 
 
    “She looked okay,” I said, plopping on the edge of her desk. “I still haven’t seen Nikia. If he’s there, he’s keeping his head down.” 
 
    Susan was about to speak when her desk phone beeped loudly. She picked up the handset and then handed it to me. “It’s for you.” 
 
    I put it to my ear. “This is Clint.” 
 
    “Clint, hold for a call,” Lindsey said. A second later, a man whose voice I recognized came on. 
 
    “Detective Wolf, this is Perry Goldsmith.” 
 
    I smiled. “Mr. Goldsmith, how the hell are you?” 
 
    Perry Goldsmith was Mayor Pauline Cane’s private attorney, and he had handled Susan’s case when she had been wrongfully accused of murder. Although Susan and I hadn’t been married—or even dating—at the time, I was so very grateful for his help. 
 
    “I’m doing well, but I have a client who is being railroaded and I need your help.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I frowned. “And who is that?” 
 
    “Jake Boudreaux.” 
 
    I suddenly felt the hair on my neck stand up. I couldn’t believe he was representing that prick, but I didn’t voice my displeasure. I owed the man big time, so I figured that keeping my thoughts to myself was the least I could do to repay him. 
 
    “How is he being railroaded?” 
 
    “Jake told me you took him into custody.” Perry paused, as though he was hoping for some sort of confirmation from me. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And did you work the crime scene?” 
 
    “I didn’t, but I saw enough of it to know there was no forced entry and it appeared to be a crime of passion.” I didn’t want to tell him much, but the truth was I didn’t know a whole lot about the case. After my initial involvement, I hadn’t spoken with Mallory Tuttle on the particulars. I figured if there had been any surprises with the evidence or autopsy findings, she would’ve let me know about it. 
 
    “I also know the detective who was lead on the case,” I continued. “She’s a topnotch detective and I can assure you she didn’t leave a stone unturned.” 
 
    “Well, you might like to know that Mr. Boudreaux is adamant that he didn’t murder his wife, and I believe him. I’ve never met a more sincere man. Is he flawed? Absolutely. But did he kill his wife? Most certainly not.” 
 
    I sighed inwardly. Perry had really helped Susan out of a tough spot, so I wanted to be delicate while also being candid. My first instinct was to tell him that every defendant is adamant about not “doing it,” but I didn’t. 
 
    “Did you get your discovery packet yet?” I asked. 
 
    “No. The arraignment has been pushed back until December because they’re waiting on lab work, but I don’t want to wait until December to get the ball rolling. I’d like you to start working on this immediately. He’s innocent and he shouldn’t spend even another minute in jail.” 
 
    I hesitated, not sure what he was asking. “I can’t conduct private investigations into criminal cases I’ve worked. That would be improper.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to conduct a private investigation.” 
 
    “What are you asking me to do?” I was befuddled, and I’m sure he could hear it in my voice. 
 
    “I’m asking you to do your job. My client is prepared to give a statement and I’m willing to let him sit down with you.” 
 
    “Look, it would be better if you contacted a private investigator.  Anything Jake says to me can be used against him in court and—” 
 
    “You don’t think I know that?” Perry’s voice was stern. “Look, Clint, I know you’re a good man. Pauline Cane speaks very highly of you, and she’s an excellent judge of character. In the dealings I’ve had with you, you’ve always struck me as someone who wants to get it right. Well, this time you didn’t. This time you put an innocent man in jail, and now I want you to fix it.” 
 
    I was quiet for a long moment. Susan was staring up at me and her faced was twisted in curiosity. She mouthed the words, “What’s going on?” 
 
    I shook my head to let her know I couldn’t explain it right then. 
 
    “This is not my case,” I said. “Detective Mallory Tuttle is lead on the investigation, so it would be better if you contacted her.” 
 
    “I tried, but she wouldn’t take my calls.” 
 
    “You do know Jake beat his wife and then tried to get her to drop the charges against him, don’t you?” My own voice was beginning to take on a hard tone. “You do know she was set to testify against him the following Monday, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Jake Boudreaux is a wife beater,” Perry acknowledged quietly, “but he’s no killer.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I just do.” 
 
    That wasn’t good enough for me, and I said so. 
 
    “I welcome you to try and prove me wrong,” Perry said. 
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    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Perry’s challenge was still echoing in my ears an hour later as I pulled into the parking lot of the Chateau Parish Sheriff’s Office’s Criminal Operations Center. After speaking for another thirty minutes with Perry Goldsmith, I had called Mallory and told her I needed to meet with her right away. She told me she’d drop what she was doing as soon as I got there, and she hadn’t lied. 
 
    When I walked through the main entrance and into the lobby, she appeared almost immediately and ushered me to her cubicle that was located in the bureau section of the complex. 
 
    “What was so important it couldn’t wait?” she asked. 
 
    I licked my lips, trying to think of a delicate way to frame what I was about to say. 
 
    “You know,” she said, “you’re better at being blunt, so just spit it out.” 
 
    “Do you know Perry Goldsmith?” 
 
    “The high-powered criminal defense attorney?” She grunted. “Everyone knows him.” 
 
    “Well, he’s taking on Jake Boudreaux’s case, and he’s doing it for free.” 
 
    “Damn, Jake must have some dirt on him.” 
 
    “He’s doing it because he thinks Jake is innocent.” 
 
    Mallory pushed her long brown hair behind her ears and leaned far back in her chair. She was thoughtful before she spoke, as though trying to study the case from every angle. Finally, she shook her head. “I just don’t see it. There’s no way he didn’t do this.” 
 
    “Did the lab work come back?” 
 
    “The reports aren’t completed yet, but I got a call from the lab yesterday.” She reached for the corner of her desk and pulled out a notepad. “Jake’s fingerprints were on the knife—no surprise there, since we took it from him—and Allie’s blood was on it. Jake’s prints were in the blood on the outer wall, and it was Allie’s blood. It doesn’t get better than that, Clint. I don’t know what Mr. Goldsmith thinks he knows, but this case is airtight.” 
 
    “Is there a chance he didn’t do it?” I asked, trying not to sound like I believed Perry. “Even a slim one?” 
 
    “Even more convincing than what we did find,” Mallory explained, “was what we didn’t find.” 
 
    “And what was that?” 
 
    “We didn’t find any trace of another person being at that home except for their kid, Sammy.” Mallory shook her head for emphasis. “Not a strand of hair, a fingerprint, or a DNA profile belonging to anyone other than the three people who lived there.” 
 
    I took a breath. That was damning news. “Perry said he’ll let us interview Jake.” 
 
    Mallory cocked her head to the side and cracked a smile. “Really?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Huh.” She sat silently for a moment. When she spoke again, her voice was void of the confidence it held a moment earlier. “He must really think Jake’s innocent.” 
 
    “What if he is?” I hadn’t wanted to consider it, but I figured we needed to have an open mind. “Stranger things have—” 
 
    “You think he just picked up the knife and ran away?” Mallory cocked her head to the side. “Why would he have done that? If he didn’t kill his wife and he really loved her, why wouldn’t he just call for help? I mean, that’s what innocent people do.” 
 
    “I don’t believe for a second that he’s innocent,” I said in my own defense. “Every bit of evidence we have is pointing toward his guilt, but I do think it’s worth a second look and I don’t think it’ll change anything. If nothing else, we’ll just be able to sleep that much better knowing we made the right call.” 
 
    “I’m already sleeping like a baby behind this case,” Mallory said. “I’ve never been surer of anything.” 
 
    “I understand and I respect that, and I agree with you, but can you just do it as a favor to me?” 
 
    Mallory studied me for a long moment. “Isn’t Perry Goldsmith the same lawyer who handled Susan’s case?” 
 
    “Yes.” I didn’t even hesitate. “And he did a great job.” 
 
    “Do you feel like you owe him? Is that why you’re asking me to do this?” 
 
    I considered her question and took a long hard look inside myself. Would I do this for Perry if he hadn’t helped Susan? The facts seemed overwhelmingly stacked against Jake, and I couldn’t imagine what he could possibly say to tip the scale in his favor. 
 
    “I think we owe it to Jake—and to Allie—to take a second look,” I finally said. “If convicted, he’ll definitely spend the rest of his life in prison, so the least we can do is take one day to look at it again.” 
 
    Mallory crossed her arms in front of her chest and exhaled forcefully. Her foot was drumming the floor furiously and I knew she didn’t like it. I thought she was going to tell me to go screw myself, but she surprised me when she stood abruptly and said she’d do it. 
 
    “Jake Boudreaux is guilty and his lawyer’s going to regret letting us talk to him,” she said, her jaw set. “I’m going to squeeze every bit of information out of that little piece of shit and I’ll have him confessing to what he did before his lawyer even knows what’s going on.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” I said, “because that’ll help put the final nail in his coffin.” 
 
    “If you ask me, we’ve got enough nails in his coffin. Evidence doesn’t lie, and all of the evidence proves he killed his wife.” 
 
    Mallory was right about evidence not lying, but she and I both knew crime scenes could be staged and evidence planted. Of course, no one had planted the murder weapon in Jake’s hand—he had carried the knife from the scene himself, and Perry would have a hard time getting around that inconvenient truth. 
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    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    As I followed Mallory to the Chateau Parish Detention Center to meet with Jake Boudreaux and his attorney, my mind wandered to the young girl I had shot, the daughter I had lost, and the baby who was on the way. There was nothing quite as joyous or miraculous as the birth of a child, and I was hoping it would help put my demons to rest. 
 
    While I was excited about being a father again, I was also worried about Susan. Someone once told me that giving birth was extremely dangerous. I’d heard that most women came close to death during the delivery, and some actually did die. The thought of losing Susan was terrifying, so I pushed it out of my mind. 
 
    It was nine after eleven before Mallory and I were finally seated across from Jake Boudreaux and his attorney. Perry Goldsmith wore jeans and a button-down shirt, and Jake was dressed in an orange jump suit with the letters “CPDC” painted down the left leg of the suit. 
 
    “Just so we’re all clear,” Mallory said to Perry as she began filling out the header on a Miranda rights form, “I don’t need a statement from your client. My case is complete and all of the evidence has been processed. We have more than enough evidence to convict him and I have a lot of cases that currently need my attention, so if I think for one second that he’s bullshitting us, I’m pulling the plug on this little interview.” 
 
    “I understand, and I appreciate you giving us this opportunity for Mr. Boudreaux to help clear his name.” Perry nodded sincerely. “I promise you I wouldn’t be wasting your time if I didn’t believe in my client.” 
 
    Mallory paused with her pen hovered over the form. “How many of your clients have professed their innocence to you, Mr. Goldsmith?” 
 
    “Nearly all of them,” Perry said flatly. 
 
    “And did you believe in all of them?” 
 
    “Of course not. Most of them were lying through their teeth, but, in all of my years, I did have two or three clients in whom I did believe—and it turned out they were telling the truth.” 
 
    Mallory slid her tongue against the inside of her lower lip as she studied Perry. Finally, she nodded and began reading Jake his rights. When the forms had been signed, she pushed them aside and pointed to a dark dome in the corner of the room. 
 
    “Are you aware that this conversation is being recorded?” she asked Jake. 
 
    Jake glanced up at the eye in the sky and nodded slowly. “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    “Okay, begin by telling me what you did on the day you killed Allie, starting with when you first woke up that day to when you murdered her.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill my wife.” Jake’s voice was strained, and I knew he was trying hard to remain calm. He glanced in my direction. “I already told y’all out there in the cane fields that I was being framed.” 
 
    “Well, then start with what you did when you woke up,” Mallory repeated, “and don’t leave out a single detail.” 
 
    Jake licked his lips and shifted in his chair. “Let’s see, I woke up around eight or nine, and Allie made breakfast like she usually did. We had sent Sammy to stay with my parents for a few days. You know, just until the trial was over. We couldn’t bring him to court, so we got them to babysit him. 
 
    “We hung around the house for a couple of hours and then she told me she didn’t want to go forward with the trial. She said she wanted to drop the charges, so I took her to the district attorney’s office to fill out the paperwork.” 
 
    “Hold up,” Mallory said. “Is it your statement that Allie just volunteered that information? That she was going to drop the charges? You really expect us to believe that?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Jake shifted in his seat. “I mean, she was sitting there watching TV and I asked her what she would do while I was in jail—if she would wait for me, you know?” 
 
    “No, I don’t know.” Mallory wasn’t going to make it easy for him. “What did you mean?” 
 
    “Well, I wanted to know if she would save herself for me.” He shifted his eyes toward the floor. “I asked her if she would cheat on me while I was locked up.” 
 
    “And what did she say?” 
 
    “That’s when she started talking about dropping the charges.” Jake looked up into Mallory’s eyes. “She said she loved me and would never cheat on me. To prove it, she said she would drop the charges against me.” 
 
    “Why’d Allie decide to get back together with you in the first place?” Mallory wanted to know. “According to the victims’ advocate at the DA’s office, Allie was determined to see this thing through to the end, but then all of a sudden she changed her mind. Why is that?” 
 
    “She loved me and she missed me, and so did Sammy.” Jake lowered his head again and tears fell from his eyes. “I love both of them so much. I don’t know how we’re going to live without her.” 
 
    I could almost hear Mallory groaning inwardly, but she was a professional interrogator and wouldn’t do anything to cause Jake to shut down. 
 
    “Tell me about the night she was murdered, and start with the time you two got home from the DA’s office.” 
 
    Jake scrubbed at the tears with his fists. “We…we got home sometime around four in the afternoon. I started working on the car and Allie went inside to take a nap. I needed some parts for the car, so I took a run to Auto Zone and picked up what I needed. When I got back, I went right to work again and it was about nine when I decided to go inside and…and that’s when I found her.” 
 
    Jake hung his head and wept. I turned my attention to Mallory and, although it was subtle, I could see that she was annoyed. 
 
    “Please continue,” she said, not allowing him time to grieve. “Tell me what happened when you found her.” 
 
    “I…I saw her in the glow from the TV and I could see there was a knife sticking out of her. I didn’t know what to do. I put my fingers on her neck, but I didn’t really know what I was doing. I couldn’t feel anything. Her body made some kind of gargling noise, so I…I pulled the knife out of her chest.” He hesitated for a few seconds, then continued, his voice low. “I put my hand on the hole in her chest and that was when I realized there were a bunch of holes. There were so many of them that…that I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t cover all of them.” 
 
    There was a distant look in Jake’s eyes—as though he was reliving the moment—and his voice sounded robotic. “I just sat there for what seemed like forever, holding the knife and wondering what I was supposed to do. I wanted to call 911, but I knew no one would believe me. I knew they would think I did this, so I just sat there. After a while—I really don’t know how long it was—I heard some cars coming down the road, so…so I started running.” He frowned deeply. “I don’t know why I did it, but I just started running. I panicked. I ran until I collapsed. I must’ve passed out, because the next thing I know, I was being handcuffed.” 
 
    Mallory questioned him further, fishing more details out of him before turning to me. “Anything?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded and leaned forward. “What’d y’all argue about that afternoon?” 
 
    Jake’s eyes widened a little, and it seemed the question caught him off guard. Mallory glanced sideways at me, and I knew she was curious about the direction of my questioning. There had been no mention of an argument, but I had a hunch—based on earlier observations—that something had gone wrong between the two of them, and his reaction gave me all the verification I needed. 
 
    “Well?” I asked when he didn’t respond. “What was the argument about?” 
 
    Jake coughed to clear his throat and his eyes shifted toward his lawyer, then back to the table. “I…I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Don’t play those games with me.” My voice was low and serious. “If you didn’t kill her, you’d better tell the truth about every little detail of that night. If you leave anything out, it’ll only bolster our murder case against you.” 
 
    “But I didn’t kill her!” Jake’s voice was shrill. “I loved her and would never kill her.” 
 
    “Right, but you would beat her ass with a Stillson wrench.” I leaned back and folded my arms across my chest. “This is your last chance to come clean. If you want our help, you’d better start by telling us what the argument was about. If you leave even one small detail out, we’ll throw your ass back in the prison cell and leave you there to rot. We have all the evidence we need to convict you, so we don’t need shit from you. If you’re innocent, you’ve got nothing to hide.” 
 
    Perry Goldsmith leaned toward Jake and placed a hand on his arm. “It’s okay, Mr. Boudreaux, you can answer their questions. I know you didn’t kill your wife, but they don’t, so you’re going to have to help them help you. If you and Allie argued that night, it’s okay to go ahead and mention that fact. If they ask a question I think is inappropriate, I’ll tell you not to answer it.” 
 
    Jake nodded slowly. “Okay, we did argue. She said she signed the drop paper, but she said the prosecutor said it didn’t matter. I…I…she was supposed to say she lied, because I knew that was the only way they would consider dropping the charges, but she said she didn’t say that.” 
 
    Jake paused. After a few long seconds, I asked if he became angry when he’d learned that Allie hadn’t told the prosecutor she’d lied. 
 
    “I…I mean, I guess so. But that’s not what started the argument. I was telling her she should’ve told them she lied and I was looking at her while I was talking.” He stopped to lick his lips. “I guess I was looking away from the road for too long, because she started yelling at me to slow down and to watch where I was going. She started crying and we began arguing more. It got kind of loud in the car.” 
 
    “Go on,” I said when he stopped talking again. 
 
    “When we got home I told her we had some things to discuss, and I told her to go in the house,” Jake said. “Instead of heading for the house, she ran off into the cane fields as though she thought I was going to hurt her or something. I called out to her and told her to come back, but she didn’t listen.” 
 
    “What did you do next?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “I just left.” 
 
    “Do you expect us to believe you didn’t chase after her?” 
 
    “I don’t care what you believe—that’s what happened.” 
 
    “Where’d you go?” I asked. 
 
    “I went to the Watering Hole across the bayou.” 
 
    “How long did you stay there?” 
 
    Jake described drinking several beers over the course of three hours and then leaving the bar around seven o’clock, at which time he stopped at the local Auto Zone and bought a radiator for Allie’s car on his way home. 
 
    “I wanted to make her happy.” Jake rubbed his face. “I knew it would cheer her up if I fixed the car, so I set about doing that when I got home.” 
 
    “Do you have a receipt from the Auto Zone?” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “I threw it away when I walked out the store.” 
 
    “What about a credit card or debit card receipt?” 
 
    “I don’t have credit cards. I paid cash.” 
 
    I made a note of that and then checked the timeline I was keeping in my notes. “What time did you get home?” 
 
    “Oh, it must’ve been quarter after seven, seven-thirty.” 
 
    “Where was Allie when you got home?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I went straight to working on the car. It wasn’t until I went inside that…that I saw her on the sofa.” Jake swallowed hard. “It was so horrible—the scariest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “And what time was that?” 
 
    Jake shrugged. “I guess it took about two hours to change the radiator, and then I washed my hands by the hosepipe and went inside. Nine-thirty, ten, maybe?” 
 
    “Why’d you run, Jake?” I asked. “Why’d you hit the sugarcane?” 
 
    “I knew y’all would blame me for her death, especially after I touched the knife.” Jake paused, and then looked over at me. “How’d you know about our argument?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You asked what we argued about, and I’m wondering how you knew about the argument. I didn’t tell anyone, and she’s gone, so how’d you know?” Jake’s tone was almost accusatory. 
 
    “It’s not important.” The truth of the matter was that I’d taken a gamble and it paid off, but it hadn’t resulted in a confession. Instead, we’d gotten more denials. “If I’m hearing you correctly, you went inside the house for the first time at around nine-thirty or ten o’clock and that’s when you found Allie deceased on the sofa. Is that correct?” 
 
    Jake nodded his head slowly. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Can you tell me again why you pulled the knife from her chest?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know.” He swallowed again. “I heard the gargling sound and I guess I thought it would help—that it was the right thing to do. It…it just didn’t look right sticking out of her. I mean, I knew it was too late and that she was already gone, but I had to take it out of her. It just didn’t seem right to leave it there.” 
 
    I knew it was highly possible he was fabricating this story just to explain away his prints being on the knife. I grilled him a bit longer—for at least an hour—and then asked him a question I often asked my suspects. His response was unusual. 
 
    “What do you think should happen to the person who did this to Allie?” I asked. 
 
    “If you ask me,” Jake said, thoughtful, “I think they should get the death penalty—and it should be slow and cruel, just like she died.” 
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    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    “How’d you know Jake and Allie argued that night?” Mallory asked when we were standing alone in the shell parking lot outside the Chateau Parish Detention Center. 
 
    “Allie was sleeping on the sofa,” I said simply. “I figured the only reason she’d sleep on the sofa was if she was pissed off at Jake.” 
 
    “Is that what Susan does when she’s mad at you?” 
 
    “No, she’d make me sleep on the sofa.” 
 
    Mallory nodded vigorously. She and Susan had been friends for many years, so she knew the strength of my wife’s character. 
 
    “You know,” I said slowly, “I’m starting to get the feeling Jake didn’t kill his wife.” 
 
    Mallory’s head whipped around. “And on what evidence are you basing that?” 
 
    “No evidence, just a hunch.” I shot a thumb toward the jail. “Did you hear what he said when I asked what the penalty should be for the person responsible for killing his wife?” 
 
    “Yeah…so?” 
 
    “Had he done it, he wouldn’t have said the penalty should be death. Usually, when suspects are guilty, they’ll suggest a lenient sentence, while innocent suspects will suggest harsh penalties. Hell, I’ve interrogated a few murder suspects who said the guilty person should get probation or community service, and that’s usually a good sign they did it.” 
 
    “It’s hardly scientific,” Mallory countered. 
 
    “True, but my guess is that we’ll find supporting evidence to back up his claim.” 
 
    That didn’t seem to please Mallory and she turned to walk away. 
 
    “Want to check out the Auto Zone?” I asked, following Mallory to our vehicles. It was a little after two o’clock and I was extremely hungry, but it had been nineteen days since the murder and we’d be lucky if the business still had surveillance footage from that night. 
 
    “Sure, but I’m swinging through a drive-thru first.” She tugged on her belt to show it was loose. “If I don’t eat something, my pistol will pull my pants down to my ankles.” 
 
    Glad to see that Mallory wasn’t mad, I slipped into my Tahoe and followed her to a fast food joint. I ordered a burger and fries and ate on the road. I was finished by the time we reached the Auto Zone that was located in Central Chateau. We parked against the building and strode through the doors. An employee smiled warmly and asked if he could be of assistance. 
 
    “We need to speak with a manager,” Mallory said. “It’s about a customer who came in here on the twelfth of October.” 
 
    The employee nodded and hurried through a door on the back wall and disappeared in the shadows between rows of supplies. When he returned, a short blonde lady was following him. The name badge on her shirt told us she was the manager and that her name was Libby. 
 
    I stood back while Mallory took the lead. She explained what we were after and Libby listened intently. After Mallory had laid it all out, Libby frowned. 
 
    “We might have footage from that night, but it’ll be a long shot,” Libby said, leading the way through a maze of shelving units toward a back office. “What time did you say he came into the store?” 
 
    Mallory studied her notes. “He left the Watering Hole at around seven o’clock and came straight here—supposedly.” 
 
    Libby nodded as her fingers danced across the keyboard attached to the surveillance system. “Okay, here’s the twelfth,” she mumbled, pausing to wait for the footage to display across the quad-screen. When the front entrance to the store came into view, she maneuvered the dial until the time was near seven o’clock. “And here’s seven o’clock.” 
 
    I waited and watched as a few customers went in and out of the establishment. At seven-o-eight, a man appeared in the camera and it was obvious he was Jake Boudreaux. I expelled a lungful of air and it was only then that I realized I’d been holding my breath. 
 
    “So, he was there at around seven,” I said. 
 
    “Is that him?” Libby asked, pointing to Jake. 
 
    “Yeah,” Mallory said, “that’s him.” 
 
    She sounded disappointed, and I couldn’t blame her. If Jake wasn’t our killer, then that meant we had arrested the wrong person and we’d have more work to do. 
 
    We all watched as Jake spoke with the employee behind the counter. The employee punched at the keyboard and then disappeared in the back of the store. When he reappeared, he was carrying a box that looked big enough to contain a radiator. True to Jake’s word, the video showed him pulling out a wallet and handing over some cash. He then took the radiator, walked out the door, and stopped momentarily to toss the receipt in the plastic garbage can near the door. 
 
    “Why would he throw away the receipt?” Mallory asked. “What if he has to return the radiator?” 
 
    “That won’t be a problem,” Libby said idly, her fingers continuing to glide across the keyboard. A black screen with green text appeared on the monitor and she pointed to an entry. “We keep a record of every transaction and it’s filed under the customer’s name, telephone number, and address, so it doesn’t matter if they pay with a card or cash.” 
 
    Libby printed out the receipt and it served to confirm what we’d already seen on the monitor. Upon Mallory’s request, Libby burned the footage to a disc and handed it over. Mallory filled out a chain of custody, she and Libby signed it, and then Mallory and I walked outside. 
 
    Mallory sighed heavily as we stepped out onto the sidewalk, and I knew what she was thinking. Jake’s clothes were pristine in the video, so there was no way he’d killed Allie before going to the Watering Hole and the Auto Zone. Allie had been dead for over six hours when we found her, which meant she was already dead when Jake purchased the radiator, so he couldn’t have killed her afterward either. That could only mean one thing—someone else killed Allie. 
 
    “Perry Goldsmith was right.” She stopped at the very edge of the curb and balanced there. “There’s no way Jake killed Allie…unless he killed her, changed his clothes, came out here to buy the radiator, returned home, put his murder clothes back on, and then ran into the sugarcane field.” 
 
    “If Jake’s telling the truth, he also went to the bar for a couple of hours and then changed the radiator.”  
 
    Mallory pushed a tuft of brown hair out of her face. “Well, when I searched the car, I did find some greasy fingerprints on the hood and an old radiator in the trunk.” 
 
    “Well, there’s only one thing left to do, and if that checks out, they’ll have to release Jake from jail.” 
 
    Mallory dropped from the curb and frowned. “That’s a hard pill to swallow, Clint. I don’t mind admitting I made a mistake, but I hate that I put an innocent man in jail. This has never happened to me before.” 
 
    “You weren’t alone.” I pounded my chest with a fist. “I was right there with you. All of the evidence pointed directly to him and he refused to give a statement, so we didn’t have much of a choice. Can you imagine the backlash if we would not have arrested him?” 
 
    “You’re right, and I know it, but I just feel bad.” 
 
    We both stood there in silence for a few moments, watching traffic zip by on the highway. Finally, I asked if she was ready to go to the Watering Hole. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, “I can use a drink right about now.” 
 
    My mouth watered. I’d never had a problem with alcohol until my daughter and first wife had lost their lives. I had begun drinking in order to sleep and to dull the pain I felt, and I soon became dependent upon it. However, with Susan’s help, I had defeated the addiction and hadn’t touched a drink in a long time. Hell, I hadn’t even been tempted to have a drink, even when others were drinking all around me. But that all changed recently when I’d shot that young girl. Now, I was suddenly afraid to walk into the Watering Hole. I was worried it would tempt me too much and that I would stop at a store afterward and buy a bottle of vodka. 
 
    “Hey, Sue, it’s me,” I said when I was alone in my Tahoe and was able to call her. “I need to hear your voice. I need you to remind me what’s important.” 
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    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    4:45 p.m. 
 
    Chateau Parish District Attorney’s Office 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure he’s innocent?” Britt Lucas asked of Mallory, who had just informed representatives from the DA’s office what we had learned. Britt lifted a lab report from the case file on the desk in front of her and waved it in the air. “Jake Boudreaux’s DNA and fingerprints are on the murder weapon, and there’s not a shred of evidence that anyone else was in that room—or anywhere in the house.” 
 
    “I understand,” Mallory said patiently, “but video surveillance doesn’t lie. We pulled footage from the Watering Hole and the Auto Zone that proves he was elsewhere at the time his wife was murdered.” 
 
    “He could’ve hired someone to kill Allie,” Natasha Lee offered. “Other than Jake, who has the motive to want her dead? Other than Jake, who else would know how to find her out there in the sticks? Hell, we didn’t even know where they were living. They’ve been off the grid since they got back together.” 
 
    Britt nodded in agreement and raised her hands, asking Mallory, “What about it? Did you check into whether or not he hired someone to kill Allie?” 
 
    I liked that Britt and Natasha cared deeply about Allie, and I had a strong appreciation for their level of concern. Even after Mallory and I had lain out the entire case for them, Britt was adamant about Jake not being released from jail. I couldn’t say I blamed her, because it would be her name on the line if something went wrong and Jake hurt someone else. 
 
    “While it is possible Jake hired someone to kill his wife,”
 Mallory said, “there isn’t a shred of evidence that this is the case. In the days following his arrest, I conducted a forensic dump of his cell phone and pored over every file that was extracted. If he communicated with someone about killing his wife, he certainly didn’t use that phone.” Mallory paused, as though contemplating how far to go. When she spoke again, her voice was strong. “What I do know for sure is that Jake was not present when his wife was killed. I made a mistake when I arrested him, and, for that, I’m sorry. I know I can’t tell you how to do your job, just like you can’t tell me how to do mine, but I’m convinced an innocent man is currently behind bars.” 
 
    “And what happens if he kills again, Mallory?” There was passion in Britt’s voice and her tone was accusatory. “Do you want that on your conscience?” 
 
    Mallory’s eyes turned to slits as she stared across the desk at Britt. I thought an argument would ensue, but she took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. When she spoke, her voice was calm. “We’re all on the same side here. If Jake didn’t do it—and I believe the video tapes are irrefutable—then Clint and I need to get back to work and find out who did.” 
 
    “Do you have any other leads?” Britt twirled a piece of blonde hair around her right index finger as she spoke. “Anything at all?” 
 
    Mallory shook her head. “We’ve got nothing, which is why we’ve got to get back to work. Look, I know it’s scary to let him go, but the evidence is clear.” 
 
    “Why would he grab the knife and run?” Britt wanted to know. “If he was innocent, why not wait for the police to arrive and tell them what he found? Running might’ve made him look guilty, but taking the murder weapon away from the scene seals his fate in my book. That’s the actions of a guilty man, if you ask me.” 
 
    “If he was guilty, he would’ve tossed the weapon,” Mallory countered, “but that’s a moot point because he wasn’t there when she was killed—it’s impossible for him to have been at the house when Allie was killed. Since he wasn’t there, he couldn’t have killed her.” 
 
    Britt was silent for a long moment as she stared down at the pictures from the scene. Finally, she sighed. “Okay, I’ll meet with the judge this afternoon and ask for a court appearance so we can—” 
 
    “Please tell me you’re not considering this!” Natasha’s voice was almost shrill. “The man’s a murderer! He killed his wife!” 
 
    “They’re right,” Britt said in resignation, “it can’t be him. The surveillance tape doesn’t lie. 
 
    Natasha sank back in her chair and crossed her arms in front of her chest. A deep frown played along the corners of her mouth and I knew she wasn’t happy. I wasn’t happy either, and there was a tinge of doubt deep inside my gut. What if Jake had hired someone to kill Allie? If so, it meant we were advocating for a murderer to go free, and that would be hard to stomach. 
 
    “Look, I don’t like it any more than you do,” Mallory said, addressing Natasha directly, “which is why I’m going to assign a team of detectives to tail Jake Boudreaux twenty-four/seven from the very moment he’s released from jail.” 
 
    Britt looked up. “That’s a great idea. You could do that?” 
 
    “I think we have to do it—at least until we catch the actual killer.” Mallory sighed. “Look, I know this isn’t easy for you, Britt. It’s not easy for any of us. We all have to make sure we make the right decisions all of the time, or life and liberty could be at risk. You asked me how I would feel if he killed again. I’d feel horrible, probably responsible, but I’d feel equally horrible if an innocent man spends his life in prison for a murder he didn’t commit.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a fine line,” Britt said in agreement. “One misstep and it could cost someone dearly.” 
 
    Mallory turned to me. “Are you ready? I’ve got to pull Halloween duty tonight in my neighborhood.” 
 
    I nodded. I’d forgotten all about Halloween. I shook hands with Natasha and Britt and followed Mallory outside, where traffic was starting to thicken as families readied themselves for the Halloween festivities that were set to take place in a few hours. I knew I would be needed in town, so I told Mallory I’d check in with her tomorrow. 
 
    While driving south toward Mechant Loup, I called Susan. There had been concern in her voice when we hung up earlier as I was arriving at the Watering Hole. She knew how difficult it had been for me to abstain from drinking alcohol and she knew how easy it was to slip up. 
 
    As it turned out, there had been no need for worry. Several people were drinking in the bar when Mallory and I entered, but the temptation wasn’t as strong as I’d thought it would be. Memories of those hazy nights and the splitting headaches the next morning were still very vivid in my mind. Although I felt bad about the shooting even now, I had been reminding myself it had been justified and, thanks to my decisive actions, I would be around to take care of our unborn baby. More than anything else, being there for my child was all the incentive I needed to make sure I always survived every encounter. It was now my duty as a father to stay alive—and to remain in good health. 
 
    “Hey, how are you?” Susan asked when she answered the phone. “How’d it go at the bar?” 
 
    I explained how the owner of the Watering Hole and two of his employees had put Jake in the bar from around four o’clock on the day of the murder to almost seven. “And his clothes were clean, so he couldn’t have killed Allie before visiting the place.” 
 
    After a long pause, Susan asked, “What about you?” 
 
    “I’m actually fine.” I slowed to a stop as a car was making a left turn ahead of me. Mallory had passed the car a few miles back and was no longer in view. “It helps having you there to remind me of what’s important. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, let’s hope you never have to find out.” 
 
    I found myself worrying again about Susan giving birth, and I realized life had been so much easier when I was single—not nearly as fulfilling, but definitely less stressful. When I was alone, I didn’t have a care in the world and I worried about nothing. Now that I was married and we had a child on the way, I couldn’t seem to go a moment without worrying. I worried about everything from car crashes to gun fights to measles. 
 
    Although I didn’t want to admit it out loud, it felt good to care again. I hadn’t felt this way since Michele and Abigail were alive. It was exciting and scary all at the same time. 
 
    After hanging up with Susan—she had to brief her officers on the town’s Halloween events—I became lost in my thoughts, and I was reminded of the song “Love Hurts” by Nazaruth. 
 
    “Not only does it hurt,” I said wryly, glancing at my hair in the rearview mirror, “but it also makes you look older and grayer.” 
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    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    12:56 p.m., Wednesday, November 1 
 
    Cassandra Billiot’s Home 
 
      
 
    “Is that cop still out there?” Nikia Billiot asked from where he was squatting near one of the back windows in the living room. He had crawled across the floor like a ninja and had tried to peek through a crack in the aluminum foil that coated the windows. “I can’t see anything from here.” 
 
    Cassandra grabbed a frying pan from the stove and walked toward the front door. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Nikia asked before she twisted the knob. “Give me a warning before you open the damn thing.” 
 
    “No one can see you.” She opened the door and made a show of throwing the grease out into the front yard. As she did so, she allowed her eyes to scan the area up the street. A marked police car was still backed into the driveway of the old abandoned house, but it wasn’t the same cop. “The cop car is still there, but it’s a different cop inside. This one looks like a guy.” 
 
    “Damn it!” Nikia plopped to his butt on the floor and straightened his legs in front of him. “I want a drink, but I can’t leave with them hanging around out there. This has to be unconstitutional!” 
 
    Detective Clint and Chief Susan had come by two hours ago asking to search the house, but Cassandra had refused to give them permission. They said it was in the interest of safety and they said they were worried about her, but she told them she had rights and they needed to leave. Clint had accused her of lying about knowing where Nikia was, but she had told him to prove it. She felt guilty about lying, especially since Clint had always been nice when dealing with her, but she didn’t want Nikia going back to jail. 
 
    Once Susan and Clint had left, Nikia crawled out from under the bed and told her she’d done a good job. For the first time in a long time she felt like he needed her—like she mattered. It also felt like she had the upper hand, and it felt good. Nikia wasn’t calling out to his bitch of an ex-wife for help. No, he was relying on her. He needed her. 
 
    “Hey, baby, want to go to the store and get me some beer?” Nikia asked. “It’s obvious those cops won’t leave us alone, so maybe you can slip out and get me something to drink? Pretty please?” 
 
    Cassandra pursed her lips, savoring the moment. “Say that again.” 
 
    “What…that the cops won’t leave us alone?” he asked. 
 
    “No, the other part—the part where you begged me.” 
 
    He smiled. “Pretty please with two cherries on top.” 
 
    “I love the way you say that.” She was beaming as she remembered how great things had been when they first met. What had happened to make him turn mean? Why did some people change over time while others remained the same? Her mother and father had been on fire and in love from nearly the moment they met, and that flame had burned bright for over thirty years—until her mom died one cold January night. Why couldn’t she and Nikia be like that? She frowned. “Nikia, do you think we can ever get back to the way things used to be?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Nikia scowled. “Stop trying to be all deep and shit. Just go get me a six-pack before I die of thirst.” 
 
    Although she’d thought she had the upper hand, she realized Nikia didn’t share her sentiment. What would it take for him to view her as an equal, and not his property to push around as he pleased? 
 
    “How do you ask?” Her voice held more confidence than she felt, and she suddenly wondered if he would come across the room and slap the disobedience right out of her. 
 
    “What did you say?” His eyes turned to mere slits. 
 
    “I’m being playful.” She swallowed hard. “I thought it would be okay to role-play a little.” 
 
    He grunted. “Then why don’t you role-play your ass to the store and get me some beer?” 
 
    That stung. She wondered if he would feel so cocky if she stepped outside and summoned the cop over to the house. She was tempted to pose the question to him, but she was afraid he would get to her before the cop could make it to the house and save her. Besides, there was no guarantee the cop would even notice her waving from that distance. 
 
    “Also, go to the Popeye’s up in Central Chateau and pick up some fried chicken and mashed potatoes,” Nikia continued. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “But that’ll take nearly an hour.” Cassandra eyed him suspiciously, wondering if he would try and find a way to see his ex-wife while she was gone. There was a rugged path behind the house that cut through the woods to the highway, and she’d recently learned that he had used it on more than one occasion to sneak off and see the bitch. It would be a good way to avoid the cop out front— 
 
    “Why are you staring at me like that?” he wanted to know. “You look like you want to come across the room and slap me, and it’s starting to piss me off. I’d caution you to think real hard about your next move.” 
 
    “What’ll you do while I’m gone?” Cassandra’s voice was shaky. “Will you still be here when I get back?” 
 
    “What do you think I’ll do, woman?” He pointed toward the front of the street in exasperation. “I’m basically under house arrest over here, thanks to those damn cops who keep showing up. Hell, I thought you said you called to drop the charges and cancelled the restraining order.” 
 
    “I did, but they said I’d have to come in and fill out the paperwork.” 
 
    “Well, go ahead and do that while you’re getting the chicken.” Nikia scooted off the floor, made his way to the recliner in the corner, and snatched the remote from the coffee table. “I’ll be sitting right here when you get back, watching television.” 
 
    “Okay, then,” she said, walking to the kitchen counter and retrieving the keys to her car. “I’ll lock the door behind me.” 
 
    “And don’t forget to drop the charges and cancel that damn restraining order,” he called out before she’d made it to the door. “I don’t want to have to worry that I’ll get jacked from my own bed in the middle of the night or while checking the mail. This is no way to live, and you should’ve thought about what it would do to me before you went off lying to the cops.” 
 
    “I told you I would do it.” Cassandra tried to keep her trembling chin under control. “I’ll drop the damn charges, just be patient.” 
 
    “Do it first, before you do anything else. If you don’t take care of it today, don’t bother coming home.” 
 
    That stung some more. She wondered why she had to love him so much. Why couldn’t she just eject him from her heart? Delete him from her memory? God, she thought, if only it was that easy. 
 
    “Don’t forget my beer!” he hollered just as the door was slamming. 
 
    Half hoping the cop had heard, Cassandra glanced in that direction as she walked to her car. She frowned. He was gone. Her throat tightened and she suddenly realized the presence of the officers had made her feel safe—like a net under a tightrope walker. But her net was gone now, and Nikia could do whatever he wanted to her. 
 
    Tears formed in Cassandra’s eyes as she cranked up the engine on her car and drove away, wondering what she should do. She had spoken with the prosecutor when she’d called the district attorney’s office on Monday. The prosecutor was a nice lady, but Cassandra could tell she didn’t take any crap. 
 
    “You’d better think long and hard about dropping the charges against Nikia,” Prosecutor Britt Lucas had said. “Just two weeks ago a woman dropped the charges against her husband and he murdered her that very night—and I mean brutally murdered her. When you drop charges on an animal like that, they suddenly feel unfettered, as though they can do whatever they want without consequence. Please, I implore you to think long and hard before doing this.” 
 
    Cassandra had remembered hearing about the woman who had been murdered. It was in all of the local papers. She’d felt sorry for the woman when she first heard the story, and she was even a little fearful herself, but then she’d heard that the husband had had a history of brutality. Nikia was nothing like that. Sure, he got riled up sometimes and blacked out because of his anger issues, but he would never go so far as to seriously injure her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ms. Lucas, but I want to drop the charges and I want the protective order dismissed,” she’d said with more strength than she realized. “I understand what I’m doing and I know this is the right thing for my relationship.” 
 
    Britt had tried hard to change her mind, but Cassandra had remained steadfast in her desire to drop the charges. Now, driving toward the district attorney’s office to fill out the necessary paperwork, she wasn’t so sure of herself anymore. Nikia had already changed back to his old cocky self. For all she knew, he could be screwing his ex-wife at this very moment. 
 
    “What the hell am I supposed to do?” she wailed out loud, as tears streamed down her face. “How do I know what’s right?” 
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    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Two hours later… 
 
      
 
    Cassandra Billiot’s heart raced when she pulled into her driveway. The cop car hadn’t returned, and everything seemed deathly quiet. The Halloween decorations were still up in the neighborhood, but that wasn’t unusual. Her neighbors typically waited until after Thanksgiving to take down the Halloween stuff, which was when they would put up the Christmas lights and decorations. Those would usually stay up until February, or so. 
 
    Cassandra never saw the need to decorate. She didn’t have kids, so there was really no point. Nikia didn’t care about holidays, unless he was getting something he wanted. He certainly never took the time to shop for her. Hell, he never even asked what she wanted—not once. 
 
    “Hello?” Cassandra called as she pushed through the door. Everything seemed quiet inside the trailer. “Nikia, are you here?” 
 
    Nothing. Not a peep. 
 
    “This isn’t funny,” Cassandra said nervously. “You know I don’t like to be scared.” 
 
    When there was still no sound from within, she stepped into the kitchen. After putting the one grocery bag on the table and the pack of beer in the refrigerator, she paused and cocked her head to the side, listening. The trailer had never been this quiet before. When Nikia was around, she could always hear his heavy breathing and grunting. If he was in the bathroom, there would be a sound of running water. Any movement would cause the trailer to vibrate and she would at least hear a creaking sound from the thin floors. But there was nothing. 
 
    “I’ve got your beer,” she called out, a look of befuddlement spreading across her face. “Come and get it.” 
 
    Cassandra slowly made her way down the hall and checked the two bedrooms and the bathroom, but they were empty. Nikia had been barefooted when she left, so she made her way to his closet. 
 
    “That little bastard!” Anger surged through her veins when she saw that his sneakers were gone. She hurried back to the kitchen. “I bet he’s messing around with that ex-bitch of his.” 
 
    Pulling her phone from her purse, she dialed Nikia’s number. It went straight to voicemail. She called it again, and it again went straight to voicemail. 
 
    “You think you’re slick, don’t you?” Without hesitating, she scrolled through her contacts until she found Zoe’s number. She had saved it that night when she’d gone through Nikia’s calls, and she’d been right to think it would come in handy some day. She just hadn’t imagined that day would come so soon. 
 
    “Where the hell is my husband?” Cassandra asked when Zoe answered the call. She had dialed *67 before making the call so Nikia couldn’t warn Zoe that it was her. “I want to talk to Nikia right this second!” 
 
    There was an audible sigh on the other end of the phone. “When will you stop torturing yourself?” Zoe’s voice sounded lazy. “I divorced Nikia so I wouldn’t have to put up with his foolishness anymore. Do you really think I’d be desperate enough to go down that worn and lonely path again?” 
 
    “Actually, I do think you’re that desperate and despicable. In case he didn’t tell you, I read the birthday message you sent him, so I know y’all have been sending messages back and forth.” 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you? You’re acting more like his mother than his wife. It’s no wonder he ran away from home.” 
 
    “Damn it, Zoe, put him on the phone.” 
 
    “Aren’t you tired of doing this? Tired of trying to tie him down? Don’t you get it? He doesn’t want you. You’re not enough for him, and you know it. While you’re content to stay home and knit—or whatever the hell it is you do to pass your miserable life—he’d rather be out in the clubs like the rest of us, living life to the fullest.” 
 
    “So, you admit he’s with you.” Cassandra’s shoulders drooped. “Can I at least talk to him? Please.” 
 
    “God, woman, get a life.” Zoe huffed on the other end of the phone. “No, he’s not with me. I haven’t seen him and I don’t want to.” 
 
    “But you just said all that stuff about the club, so how would you know all that if you haven’t—” 
 
    “I was married to him, too, or did you already forget?” Zoe was silent for a few long seconds and then sighed. “Look, Cassandra, I’m really sorry about texting him the birthday wishes. I was just bored and in between boyfriends. I didn’t mean anything by it, I swear.” 
 
    She sounded sincere, but Cassandra knew better. “If you were only bored and didn’t mean anything by it, why’d you send him nude pictures of yourself?” 
 
    “I did no such thing!” 
 
    Cassandra laughed when she heard the reaction from Zoe, and she knew she had the upper hand now. “Really? Then you won’t care if I post them all over social media. Let’s see, there’s the one with you pushing your boobs together—” 
 
    “That’s not even me. You’re a crazy person and you need to be committed!” 
 
    “You’re right, it’s not you…it’s some other woman with a tattoo of a Z across her middle finger.” Cassandra stood a little straighter. “I’ll give you twenty minutes to bring Nikia back home. If he’s not here by then, I’m sending those photographs to your mom, dad, brothers, and sister. Hell, I’ll even send it to your priest.” 
 
    “You little—” 
 
    “Twenty minutes, Zoe,” Cassandra said, interrupting her. “Not a minute longer, do you hear?” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, Cassandra ended the call and threw her phone to the table. As she stood there in the empty trailer, the anger that had built up in her chest slowly started to fade and a deep sense of pain began to flood over her. Her eyes burned and tears began to form. She felt weak. 
 
    Reaching for a nearby chair, she began to lower herself onto it when a noise from the back of the trailer brought her fully alert. It sounded like the back knob was jingling. 
 
    Nikia! she thought. He’s trying to sneak back into the house! 
 
    Cassandra jumped to her feet and rushed forward. While she was still angry at him, she was relieved he was finally home. Now that he was here, she could give him whatever he wanted, and maybe then she would win him over. If she showed him that she could be fun too, that she was willing to visit night clubs and dance the night away, then maybe he wouldn’t feel the need to stray. 
 
    When she reached the door, she quickly unlocked it and pushed it open. “Nikia, I’m so glad you’re—” 
 
    She stopped in her tracks when she saw someone standing at the bottom of the metal steps wearing a clown mask. Nikia knew she hated clowns and he tortured her with the disgusting masks every Halloween. He had put on that same mask last night and hid in the shower, scaring the crap out of her when she went in the bathroom to pee. She had ripped the mask from his face and thrown it out the back door, but it looked like he’d found it. 
 
    “Damn it, Nikia, you know how much that terrifies me! I threw that mask away for a reason and I don’t want it back in the house.” 
 
    When Nikia didn’t respond, she cocked her head to the side and tried to see his eyes. Thanks to a strip of netting across the openings, she wasn’t able to see anything. She scowled as she glanced down at the coveralls he was wearing. She’d never seen those before. His right hand was hidden behind his back, but she could see he was wearing a latex glove over his left hand. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked nervously. “Say something, Nikia—you’re scaring me.” 
 
    Nikia cocked his head to the side to mirror hers and moved up onto the bottom step. He was breathing heavy and Cassandra wondered what was wrong with him. Was he angry that she had called Zoe? Was he going to hit her again? And what was with the glove? 
 
    She shuddered and studied the build of the clown, trying to gauge his height from where she stood. It was hard to tell for sure, because he was two steps below her, but he seemed to be the right height. 
 
    “I swear, Nikia, I’m going to scream and that cop’s going to come down here and arrest you.” She shoved her fists against her hips. “And I know you were with that bitch, so you’re lucky I haven’t already called the detectives to have you arrested for violating the restraining order.” 
 
    Without saying a word, the clown quickly ascended the steps and pulled a hand from behind his back. In a fleeting moment, Cassandra caught sight of sunlight glinting on steel, but her reactions were too slow. The dull tip of a long screwdriver popped the outer surface of her stomach and pushed through to the organs that lay beneath. She gasped in shock and pain, but before she could open her mouth to protest, the clown jerked the screwdriver out of her stomach and stabbed her again, this time high on her chest. 
 
    Cassandra was confused, terrified, as her body was shoved inside and pushed backward down the hall. She stumbled, but the clown’s strong hands held her up and didn’t let her go until they reached the living room, where he dropped her to the floor. She lay there fighting for air and writhing in pain. The clown walked calmly away and pulled the back door shut. When he returned, he mounted her and continued his violent attack. 
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    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    4:30 p.m. 
 
    Mechant Loup Police Department 
 
      
 
    I had spent the last ten minutes on the phone with a news reporter avoiding questions about the release of Jake Boudreaux. 
 
    “Detective Wolf, are you at all bothered that a man who murdered his wife has been released from jail and is now free to kill again?” asked the reporter, who sounded like a young man. “What would you say to the victim’s family? Don’t you think they’ve been victimized enough? And do you think the district attorney’s office made a mistake?” 
 
    “I don’t comment on active investigations,” I’d said, trying to brush them off, “but I will say that I support the prosecutor’s decision. And now, if you’ll excuse me—” 
 
    “Are you saying this investigation is still ongoing?” There was excitement in his voice. “Do you expect more arrests soon? Does this mean you’ve arrested the wrong person initially?” 
 
    “I’ll have to refer you to the Chateau Parish Sheriff’s Office, as they’re the primary agency handling the case. It would not be prudent for me to comment on their investigation.” 
 
    “We’ve left numerous messages for Detective Mallory Tuttle and Sheriff Buck Turner, but they’ve yet to return our calls.” 
 
    “Then that’s your answer.” I’d hung up the phone and told Susan I was taking another ride out to Cassandra Billiot’s home. 
 
    “Not without me.” She’d hurried toward the bathroom and called over her shoulder, “I bet I’m out in less than a boxing round.” 
 
    A professional boxing round is three minutes, and it was now going on two minutes and thirty-five seconds and she still wasn’t out of the bathroom. I was about to tell Lindsey that Susan had lost the bet when I heard the door being pushed roughly open. 
 
    Susan rounded the corner and stomped into the dispatcher’s station, her face twisted into a deep scowl. She made a show of trying to shove a thumb into the front of her waistline, but couldn’t. 
 
    “My uniform pants are already getting too tight,” she complained. “I’m going to be a balloon!” 
 
    Lindsey and I laughed. 
 
    “How far along are you?” Lindsey asked. “Eleven weeks?” 
 
    “A little more than twelve.” Susan shifted her gun belt around her waist, trying to find a sweet spot. 
 
    “You’re beautiful.” I walked over and squeezed her shoulder, resisting the urge to hug her. Although we were married, we avoided outward displays of affection while we were in the office. 
 
    Susan’s face burned a little and she waved off the compliment, glancing toward Lindsey. “I pay him to follow me around and say things like that.” 
 
    Lindsey laughed again, but I kept a straight face. 
 
    “She does.” I turned and walked outside, with Susan on my heels. 
 
    “Do you think Cassandra will let us search her house this time?” Susan asked when we were in my Tahoe and heading out of the driveway. 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    Susan was quiet as we crossed the bridge and entered the east side of town, but then twisted in her seat, thoughtful. “Why do you think women keep going back to the men who hurt them? A low self-esteem? Is it financial? Because of the kids? Could it possibly be for love?” 
 
    “Who knows anymore?” I sighed. “I certainly never thought Allie would go back to Jake, especially when she had her own job and Sammy was doing so well. Cassandra doesn’t have any children and she’s got a good job, so I guess it must be love for her.” 
 
    Susan grunted. “I don’t care how much I love you…if you ever abused me, it would be over.” 
 
    I glanced sideways at her. “Over? Do you mean the relationship, or my life?” 
 
    “Both.” Her face softened and she smiled warmly. “But that’ll never happen. If I thought for a second you were that kind of man, I would’ve never married you.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, any man who knows you would know better than to lift a hand in your direction—they wouldn’t get it back.” Cassandra’s car was parked in front of the trailer, so I pulled onto the shoulder of the street and shifted the car in park. “Keep your eyes peeled. For all we know, Nikia’s inside and he’s dangerous.” 
 
    Susan nodded and stepped out of the Tahoe, pointed toward the rear of the trailer. “I’ll cover the back.” 
 
    I hesitated, wondering if it was safe for her to be out here. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she said, as though reading my thoughts. “If I confront Nikia, I’ll keep him off of me with a push kick and then drop him with my right if I have to.” 
 
    I knew she would, so I didn’t bother telling her to be careful. Instead, I headed for the front door and banged loudly on it. I waited for a long thirty seconds, but there was no movement or sound from within. I knocked again—this time harder—and again waited. Nothing. 
 
    Knowing I couldn’t make my way inside without being invited, I tested the doorknob. It was locked. Back in the day, when I was a rookie patrol cop, I’d heard old timers talk about how they would handle a situation such as this. 
 
    “I would go to the front door of the house,” my old lieutenant would say, “and I’d send my partner to the back door. I’d then knock really loud on the door and wait. If no one answered, my partner would holler, “Come in!” from the back yard, and I would push my way inside.” 
 
    “But wasn’t that illegal?” I had asked. 
 
    “It’s called being creative,” had come his response. “You have to be willing to make those tough decisions when the time comes.” 
 
    I hadn’t offered my thoughts at the time, but I’d made a mental note to take most of what he told me with a grain of salt and to remind myself not to blindly do what he told me to do. 
 
    Since Susan and I didn’t conduct our business in the manner of my old lieutenant, I just sighed and walked around the back of the trailer to join her. 
 
    There was a narrow strip of land between the trailer and the dense forest behind it, and that strip of land was cluttered. Two old ice chests were on the ground pushed up under the edge of the trailer. They were both filled with rusted tools and other junk. A wooden picnic table stood on three shaky legs. The tabletop was littered with pizza boxes, empty beer cans, and a yellow plastic toolbox that had overflowed onto the table. Among the tools that had spilled out were a wooden-handled hammer and two red screwdrivers. 
 
    “Did you knock?” Susan asked, disrupting me from my visual inspection of the back yard. 
 
    “I banged on the door several times, but there was no movement from inside. Did you hear anything from back here?” 
 
    She shook her head. After we stared at the back of the house for a few moments, she pointed in the direction of Cassandra’s car. “If her vehicle’s here, then she’s definitely around here somewhere.” 
 
    “Do you think she’s ignoring my knock?” 
 
    “She never refused to answer the door before.” Susan pursed her lips. “What if she can’t respond because she’s injured inside the house? Or what if she’s dead? What if Nikia killed her and he’s hiding inside?” 
 
    I pondered the possibilities. We’d still need a search warrant, but how would we even know if she was injured or dead? We couldn’t get in the house without a warrant and we couldn’t apply for a warrant unless we knew what had gone on inside the house. The windows to the trailer were set high off the ground and were covered with aluminum foil. Even if they were open, we wouldn’t be able to see inside unless we stood on a ladder. And if Nikia was inside, he wasn’t making a sound. 
 
    “I guess you can’t help those who don’t want your help,” I said, my shoulders drooping in resignation. “Our efforts would probably be best served on those who—” 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Susan whirled toward the thick wooded area behind the trailer, her right hand dropping to her pistol. 
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    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    In a hushed voice, Susan told me she’d heard a noise. I hadn’t heard it, but my ears weren’t the best, thanks to years of firearms training—some of it with no hearing protection. 
 
    I moved to the left side of a faint trail that cut through the forest, and Susan stepped to the right. We both crouched low and waited, our mouths slightly open as we listened intently. I glanced nervously at Susan. Just by looking at her, it was impossible to tell she was carrying a child, but I knew, and I didn’t want her in the line of fire. I quickly crossed from my side of the trail to hers and crouched in front of her, shielding her from any danger that might be lurking in the deep shadows. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she whispered, her breath hot on my ear, causing me to shiver. 
 
    “Protecting you and our baby.” Even as the words left my mouth, I realized how foolish they sounded. Susan could take care of herself as well as I could, and it was part of the reason I’d been drawn to her. “I’m acting as your human shield.” 
 
    Susan smiled warmly and placed a hand on my back. The smile faded quickly when a twig snapped somewhere deep in the woods. 
 
    “There it is again,” she hissed. 
 
    I nodded and drew my pistol, and I heard Susan palm hers as well. We sat there motionless, waiting. After a long moment, there was another noise—it sounded like leaves rustling—and Susan squeezed my left arm. I nodded to let her know I’d heard it. It was closer than the snapping twig, and I knew whatever it was that was making the noise was drawing closer to our position. 
 
    Is it Cassandra? I thought. What if she had gone for a walk in the trees? 
 
    I immediately dismissed the idea. The trail was too faint to be used with any frequency, and I doubted she would just randomly decide to strike out on the path in the middle of the day. If it wasn’t Cassandra, who could it be? Could it be some criminal looking to do her harm? If she was injured or dead inside the trailer, it would make more sense for the suspect to be moving away from the trailer, not toward it. And if I was a betting man, my money would be on Nikia as the suspect. 
 
    And if it wasn’t Nikia, who could it be? Or what? It could be a wild animal. Perhaps a deer? 
 
    Another twig snapped and this time it was a couple dozen feet in front of me. The muscles in my legs tensed and I prepared to spring forward like a panther striking its prey. The underbrush was thick and the shadows dark, but I caught sight of movement through the leaves and I could tell the image was shaped like a human. 
 
    I pointed to let Susan know the person was almost upon us, and then I gave a signal to let her know I was about to step out in the open. Not knowing what I was confronting, I kept my pistol in my hand, but decided to keep it down by my side. 
 
    When the individual was close enough for me to hear it breathing, I straightened and stepped into the path. I immediately recognized that it was Nikia striding toward me, as though he didn’t have a care in the world. He was actually smiling to himself, but his expression turned to shock when he saw me. He lurched backward and screamed a little. 
 
    “Damn it! You scared the shit out of me!” He planted his feet and didn’t move. “What the hell are you doing here? I thought Cassandra told you to get off of her property.” 
 
    His hands were empty, so I slipped my pistol back into my holster. The move didn’t go unnoticed by Nikia and he gulped. 
 
    In my peripheral vision, I saw Susan move to my left, where she took up a fighting stance and watched Nikia carefully. If he decided to fight, I didn’t want her getting involved, but I knew I couldn’t stop her. My best shot would be to diffuse the situation and keep Nikia calm. 
 
    “We’re here on a welfare concern,” I said. “We tried to make contact with Cassandra, but she won’t come to the door.” 
 
    Nikia grunted, not buying it. “That’s because she went to the store.” 
 
    I shot a thumb over my shoulder. “Did she walk? Because her car is parked out front.” 
 
    “Then she’s home.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” I asked. “We banged on the door and she didn’t answer. We didn’t even hear movement from inside.” 
 
    Nikia scowled, took a cautious step toward us. “She should be inside. She might be sleeping or taking a shower. When she’s in the shower she can’t hear me even if I’m standing outside the bathroom door.” 
 
    I relaxed a little and stepped back to let him know it was okay for him to pass. “Do you want to go inside and check to see if that’s the case?” 
 
    “Um, is this a trick?” He hesitated and licked his lips. “Are you trying to talk me into entering the house so you can arrest me? Because you’ve got no call to do that. I haven’t stepped foot in the house since she had that restraining order, but she told me she dropped it today, so that’s the only reason I’m here.” 
 
    I glanced quickly at Susan and then back toward Nikia. “She dropped the restraining order?” My voice betrayed my disapproval. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s why she was gone most of the afternoon.” 
 
    I hadn’t known she was gone most of the afternoon. Baylor Rice, who was Susan’s newest police officer, had set up on the trailer earlier in the morning but had been called away to handle a drunk driving incident. He left about two hours after Susan and I had last checked on Cassandra, and he reported seeing Cassandra once, and only briefly. 
 
    “She opened the door and threw something from a frying pan,” he had told Susan while booking his drunk driver earlier. “She looked fine. I used my binoculars to try and see inside the residence, but I couldn’t see the husband anywhere.” 
 
    Baylor had said the sighting had taken place a little after one o’clock, and it was now approaching five. I hadn’t checked the hood on Cassandra’s car, so I didn’t know if it was hot or not. If Nikia was telling the truth, then Cassandra had to have left for the store after Baylor saw her and returned before we arrived. But how did Nikia know about the trip to the store if he wasn’t here? 
 
    “If you haven’t been here since the restraining order was first signed, then how’d you know she went to the store today?” I pressed. “How would you know anything that happened here?” 
 
    “She called me and told me.” 
 
    I started to ask to see his phone, but I realized he was growing suspicious again. If we wanted to see inside that trailer, we needed his cooperation. 
 
    “So,” I began slowly, “is it your statement that Cassandra called and told you she dropped the restraining order against you?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    I turned to Susan and shrugged. “I guess that means he has rights to the house again.” 
 
    Susan nodded. “Yep, he’s got the authority to go inside and check on Cassandra.” 
 
    I stepped back a little farther to let him know I wouldn’t try to stop him from entering the trailer. “You’re free to go inside and check on your wife.” 
 
    He hesitated again, not trusting us. “Are you sure this isn’t a trick?” 
 
    “No, we’re genuinely concerned for her safety.” I waved toward the house impatiently. “Now, go check on your wife before I break the damn door down and check on her myself.” 
 
    “Will y’all stay out here? I know Cassandra doesn’t want y’all in our house, especially if she’s in the shower.” 
 
    “We’ll wait near the back door.” I pointed to a spot near the picnic table. “Right over there.” 
 
    He hesitated a moment longer, but then finally nodded. “Okay, I’ll go check on her, but she won’t be happy that y’all are back. She’s growing tired of the harassment.” 
 
    Without responding, Susan and I followed him at a distance that would make him feel comfortable, and then waited while he stood on the top step and fished a key from the front pocket of his jeans. 
 
    “Just to be clear, I’m not consenting to y’all coming in the house,” he said when he had unlocked the knob. “Cassandra wouldn’t want it.” 
 
    I raised a hand, nodded. “I understand. We’ll just wait out here while you check to make sure she’s okay.” 
 
    Nikia nodded and turned back toward the door. Once it was open, he stuck his head inside and hollered for Cassandra. 
 
    “Those detectives are back,” he called, disappearing down the hallway to the right, “and they want to make sure you’re okay. They claim they had a welfare call or something.” 
 
    No, I thought, I very specifically said we were here on a welfare concern and I didn’t mention how or why we came to be here. 
 
    I moved up on the steps so I could see down the hallway. Doors slammed from the right side of the trailer and I could hear Nikia calling out to Cassandra. Susan and I traded glances. 
 
    “She isn’t responding,” Susan said. “That can’t be good.” 
 
    I put a foot on the top step and watched as Nikia rushed by, heading toward the left end of the hall. 
 
    “Cassandra!” His voice sounded shrill. “Where the hell are you?” 
 
    “Clint, I think we need to go inside—” 
 
    “Holy shit!” Nikia’s voice was laced with fear and panic. I heard his feet stomp loudly against the hollow floor as he raced back toward the rear door. “Help her! Oh, God, detectives, please help her!” 
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    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    Before I could make it through the door, Nikia had lunged outside and smashed right into me. My footing was good, and he bounced off of my shoulder and tumbled off of the steps. He landed hard on the ground and Susan stopped to check on him. 
 
    “It’s bad…it’s so bad!” Nikia wailed. 
 
    I instinctively glanced down as I stepped over the threshold and froze in place, one foot in the air. There were a few small drops of blood just inside the doorway, and they extended down the hall to the left toward what looked like a living room. I sighed heavily. 
 
    “This can’t be good,” I mumbled, realizing the drops of blood grew more plentiful as they went along. A million thoughts raced through my mind as I carefully picked my way deeper into the trailer, making sure to hug the wall as I walked. 
 
    I was suspicious of Nikia. We had caught him coming back to the house, but where had he gone? What if he had done something bad here and then made off through the woods to destroy the evidence and to clean off? Judging by the amount of blood I was finding on the floor, he would surely have gotten blood on his clothes. 
 
    When I finally reached the end of the hall, I could see into the living room and that’s when I saw her. 
 
    Cassandra Billiot, the nice manager from Mechant Groceries who had helped me on more than one occasion, was lying on her back near a recliner and she was obviously deceased. There was blood on the floor around her body. It was also smeared on her face and arms. Her eyes and mouth were open wide, as though she had died in mid-scream. 
 
    As I took it all in, a chilling thought occurred to me: This looks a lot like Allie Boudreaux’s murder scene! 
 
    I heard footsteps behind me and glanced over my shoulder to see Susan making her way carefully to where I stood. She gasped when she reached me and looked into the living room. 
 
    “Dear Lord.” Susan paused to take in the scene before us. It was a gruesome one. There was a large red screwdriver protruding from Cassandra’s chest, and her torso was littered with stab wounds that were made visible by the holes in her shirt. From our vantage point, and thanks to the glow from a lamp on an end table near Cassandra’s body, we could see stab wounds to her neck and face. 
 
    I took a step back and scowled. Susan looked up at me and there was a deep frown on her face. 
 
    “She suffered, Sue,” I said softly. “She suffered horribly.” 
 
    Susan nodded, swallowing hard and averting her eyes. “Do you think Nikia did this? Or do you think…” 
 
    Her voice trailed off and I knew she was mentally connecting this case to Allie’s. 
 
    “I don’t know, but we’ve got some work to do.” 
 
    “Maybe we should involve Mallory,” she suggested. “If this is related to the other homicide, it would be better to make her a part of this from the beginning.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, and she offered to take Nikia to the office. 
 
    “I’ll let Mallory step in and help you with the scene,” she said, turning toward the back door. “To be honest, I don’t feel like myself. I feel queasy.” 
 
    I stepped closer to her, suddenly concerned. “What do you mean? Are you okay? Do you need to go to the doctor?” 
 
    “No…I’m pregnant, not sick.” She exhaled forcefully. “I can hardly look at raw ground beef without gagging, so I know I’ll lose my lunch if I have to process this scene with you.” 
 
    I was relieved that she was okay. Once we were outside in the front yard, I asked if she could take a detailed statement from Nikia, who was sitting in the back of my Tahoe crying hysterically—she had placed him there before joining me in the crime scene. 
 
    “Sure.” Susan got on her radio and instructed Baylor to proceed to the scene to give her and Nikia a ride to the police department. Takecia was on regular duty working her day shift, but Baylor had picked up an extra hitch to help out with calls. Since finding out she was pregnant, she had gradually started limiting her response to calls for service, and, for that, I was thankful. 
 
    “I’d like to get Nikia pinned down to a story before he starts thinking about asking for a lawyer.” I was studying Nikia’s reaction from where we were standing. “He’s freaking out right now, so we might get him to utter something incriminating in his excitement.” 
 
    Susan nodded. 
 
    I pulled out my phone to call Mallory. It went to voicemail so I left a message. We were still standing there when Baylor drove up in his marked police car. He stepped out and moved toward us, his uniform nearly standing up on its own from the starch. A former Marine, he took great pride in keeping his uniform clean and his leather spit-shined. Myself, I was more into functionality than appearance, but I liked Baylor. 
 
    “Is that the guy?” Baylor asked when he reached us. “Did he kill the woman?” 
 
    “It’s hard to say for sure.” I frowned. Nikia was flailing in the back seat like a caged animal, appearing desperate for the pain to stop. I knew that feeling all too well, but I didn’t know if I should feel sorry for him or want to kick his ass. There were really only two choices here—he either did it or he didn’t—and I wasn’t sure if he was a good actor or if he was in real pain. 
 
    “I saw her earlier and she was fine.” Baylor’s voice was somber. “I can’t believe she’s dead. I… Do you think I should’ve stayed and guarded the house? Maybe I could’ve stopped what happened here.” 
 
    “Don’t even go there,” I said. “There’s nothing you could’ve done to stop this. The killer apparently approached through the back door, so you wouldn’t have seen—” 
 
    “Wait a minute! So, it’s possible I was here when it happened? That I sat out here and did nothing?” 
 
    My phone rang before I could answer. I glanced at the screen and saw it was Mallory returning my call. 
 
    “I’ve got this,” Susan said, ushering Baylor toward the back of his car and explaining in her motherly voice that we couldn’t be there to save everyone all of the time. I knew she would counsel him and he would be okay. He took his job very seriously and he wanted to save everyone. I admired that quality, but it could also make it difficult for him to cope with failure. With time, though, I knew he would strike the right balance and be just fine. 
 
    “You’re not going to believe this,” I said when I answered Mallory’s call. “Cassandra Billiot is dead, stabbed repeatedly inside her home. There’s no sign of forced entry and it happened while Nikia was away.” 
 
    There was a long pause and then she cursed. “Did Nikia come home and find her dead?” 
 
    “He did, but we were here before he arrived.” 
 
    “How’d that happen?” 
 
    As I explained what took place, there was commotion in the background and I knew she was gathering up her gear and heading out of her office. Within seconds, I heard her car engine fire up and she immediately flipped on her siren. 
 
    “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” It took thirty on a normal day, but I knew she would be hauling ass. 
 
    “Just get here in one piece,” I said. “I’m going to need some help on this one. It’s getting complicated.” 
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    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    5:39 p.m. 
 
    Mechant Loup Police Department 
 
      
 
    Susan paused outside of Interview Room #1 and hitched up her gun belt. She’d been forced to loosen her belt by one loop this morning to make her breathing a bit easier, and she was starting to think she might have to loosen another one before the day was over. 
 
    She frowned when she pushed through the door to the interview room and saw Nikia sitting on the floor. His face was buried in his knees and he was still crying. 
 
    “Do you need more time, Mr. Billiot?” Susan asked. “I can come back in a few minutes.” 
 
    Nikia took a quivering breath and shook his head. He scrubbed at his face with his palms and pulled himself into the nearest chair. “I’m ready to talk.” 
 
    Susan took the seat opposite him and placed her notebook on the desk. Clint had fed her some questions he needed answered and she wanted to get to those as soon as possible, but she also wanted to take it easy on Nikia. She knew he had been deeply traumatized by what he had seen and, if he was truly innocent, she didn’t want to make it worse. 
 
    “If you’re ready, can you begin by telling me what happened from the time Clint and I left the trailer earlier today, and continue up until we saw you coming out of the woods?” 
 
    Nikia sniffled and nodded. When he looked up, his face was red and his eyes bloodshot. 
 
    “I was there when y’all came by earlier today,” he admitted. “I know I wasn’t supposed to be, but she invited me over. I loved her and I missed her, so I wanted to be with her. Look, I made some mistakes, and I know that now. I have an anger problem and I can get mean when I’m drinking, but I do love her.” 
 
    Nikia stopped and pulled the front of his shirt up to wipe his nose. He took a breath and blew it out forcefully. “I had asked Cassandra to get me some beer. She was going to Northern Chateau anyway to drop the charges on me and cancel the restraining order, so I asked for some beer and some chicken. After she was gone…” 
 
    His voice trailed off and Susan sat patiently, not wanting to interrupt his train of thought. After a full minute of silence, he started talking again, but his voice was so low she was having a hard time hearing him. 
 
    “I know I shouldn’t have, but I called Zoe and told her I wanted to see my boys.” 
 
    “Zoe—is that your ex-wife?” Susan interjected. 
 
    “Yes ma’am. We have two sons together and the only way she’ll let me see them is if I’m nice to her, so I’ve been keeping up with her for some time now.” He dabbed at his eyes with his shirt. “That’s what Cassandra and I were fighting about when I was arrested. I promised her I’d stop talking to Zoe, but that would mean I couldn’t see my boys again, and I can’t live without seeing my kids. 
 
    “Anyway, I told Zoe to meet me along the back highway. I checked to see if the cop was still parked down the street and he wasn’t, so I snuck out the back door and made my way through the cut in the woods. I had to wait about ten minutes, but Zoe finally showed up and we went to see my kids.” 
 
    “What time did you meet up with her?” 
 
    “I guess it was about one-thirty.” 
 
    “How old are your boys?” 
 
    “Ten and twelve.” 
 
    “Do they attend school?” Susan asked slowly, studying Nikia’s expression. 
 
    He nodded, and realization spread across his face. 
 
    “What time do they get out of class?” 
 
    “I see what you’re doing.” He sat straighter. “Okay, look, they weren’t out of school yet, but Zoe wanted to spend some time with me alone before we went to see them. I know it was wrong and I…I wish Cassandra was here so I could apologize to her.” 
 
    “Basically, you met with your ex-wife so y’all could hook-up, isn’t that correct?” Susan fought to keep her tone nonjudgmental. “It wasn’t about seeing your boys, was it?” 
 
    Nikia hung his head and shook it in despair. “I’m a weak man, Chief, a very weak man. I just can’t help myself. I have a disease. When Zoe called me to meet up with her, I just couldn’t resist her. It was as though she put me in a trance and snatched me up in her web. I didn’t want to go—” 
 
    “Let me stop you, right there,” Susan said. “Cassandra’s dead—murdered—and we don’t know who did it, so you need to stop hemming and hawing and start telling the truth. I want the cold, hard truth, do you understand?” 
 
    Frowning, Nikia nodded without saying a word. 
 
    “If you wanted to hook up with your ex-wife, just say so and get on with your statement. I don’t want to hear how it’s a disease or she’s a spider or some other nonsense. Just give it to me straight, for the sake of Cassandra.” 
 
    “Alright, I did want to see her. We’ve been messing around for some time now and we usually get together when Cassandra goes to work.” Nikia’s shoulders drooped low. “I’m not proud of what I’ve done. I just—” 
 
    “I know…you’re weak.” Susan waved him off. “We’re past that. I need you to tell me where y’all went and what y’all did.” 
 
    “We parked in the sugarcane fields off of Cypress Highway and had sex. We were there for about ten minutes and then she wanted to get some ice cream, so we went to Mechant Groceries and she bought a tub of chocolate ice cream and two spoons. We then went to the park and sat on a picnic bench and ate. She wanted to cuddle, so after eating the ice cream, she got a blanket from her trunk and we stretched out under a tree. We fell asleep and that’s why I was late getting home.” Nikia took a deep breath and waved a hand. “That’s when I walked through the cut and met up with you and Detective Clint.” 
 
    Susan glanced at the notes from Clint, particularly the one about the screwdriver. “When you saw Cassandra on the floor in the living room, did you notice something sticking out of her chest?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was one of my screwdrivers.” 
 
    “Was it part of the set of screwdrivers that was on the picnic table?” 
 
    Nikia nodded his head. “It was actually in the toolbox. I know that for sure, because I used it yesterday morning to unlock the bathroom door.” 
 
    “Why’d you unlock the bathroom door?” 
 
    “Cassandra had locked herself inside and…” Nikia stopped talking and looked up at Susan. Sighing heavily, he said they had been arguing and he was trying to talk to her. “She locked herself in the bathroom, so I pried the door open with the screwdriver. But nothing happened. We didn’t fight or anything.” 
 
    “Did you eventually put the screwdriver back in the toolbox?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “What about the clothes Cassandra was wearing?” Susan asked. “Was it the same clothes she was wearing when she left for the store?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    “Okay, now I need you to think about the next question very carefully before you answer it, and I need you to be completely honest.” Susan paused, watched as Nikia sat there nodding. “Did you stab Cassandra with that screwdriver?” 
 
    Nikia jerked his head upward and shook it violently. “No! I would never hurt Cassandra!” 
 
    Susan lifted an eyebrow. “Other than what you did to her in town on the twelfth?” 
 
    Nikia’s face was red with anger and it looked like he wanted to lunge across the desk. Susan shifted slightly in her chair and planted her right foot firmly on the floor, ready to push off and punch him in the jaw if it became necessary. While he was distraught and not thinking clearly, he was aware enough to notice her movements and he quickly relaxed. 
 
    “That…that wasn’t me,” he said in an apologetic tone. “That was the alcohol acting. I didn’t have anything to drink today, so I know I didn’t touch Cassandra.” 
 
    Susan detested men who beat their wives and then later blamed it on alcohol, but she knew chiding him wouldn’t be productive. 
 
    “I guess I don’t need to ask if the lab will find your prints on the screwdriver,” she said, “considering you used it to break into the bathroom.” 
 
    “Well, it’s my screwdriver, so of course my fingerprints are on it, but it doesn’t mean I killed my wife. I swear to God, she was fine when she left and I didn’t see her again until…” Nikia’s voice trailed off as he became choked up again. It took several minutes for him to calm down. “Seeing her like that…it was so horrible. It looked like she was scared. I…do you think she suffered?” 
 
    Susan looked into his begging eyes and frowned. She didn’t want to tell him the truth, but she also didn’t want to lie, so she said nothing. Her silence gave away the answer and he collapsed to the floor in a heap. 
 
    “If I would’ve been home with her instead of out screwing around,” he wailed, “she would be alive right now!” 
 
    You’re absolutely right, Susan thought, but, instead, said, “If you didn’t kill your wife, then this is not your fault. You can’t blame yourself for what some crazy person did.” 
 
    “I didn’t do it, but it is my fault! I wasn’t there for her. I’m the one who’s supposed to protect her, but I failed miserably! I failed as a man and I failed as a husband!” 
 
    “Well, you might be able to help make it right,” Susan said after Nikia had returned to his seat and buried his face in his hands. 
 
    “What’s that?” he mumbled, not even bothering to lift his head. 
 
    “In addition to contact information for your ex-wife so I can verify your story, I’ll also need the names of everyone who’s had recent contact with Cassandra—friends, family members, enemies, work associates, and anyone else who might know anything about her murder.” 
 
    “I…I don’t know about friends and enemies. She’s got some friends at work, I guess, but I don’t really know them, and I don’t know who would want her dead.” His body was trembling and large droplets of tears were splashing to the floor. He clutched at his chest. “Oh, God, my chest hurts so bad! I can hardly breathe. I think I need an ambulance.” 
 
    Susan frowned as she stared down at the grieving man in front of her. As hard as she tried, she didn’t feel an iota of sympathy for him. He might not have killed his wife, but he had beaten her before, and that wasn’t love. Her thoughts and prayers were with Cassandra and Cassandra’s family, and—although she knew it was a huge leap—her biggest wish was that the woman had died quickly. 
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    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    The Home of Nikia and Cassandra Billiot 
 
      
 
    I was just tying one end of the crime scene tape to a neighbor’s mailbox when I saw Baylor’s cruiser approaching. He bounced out of his cruiser and joined me. 
 
    “My shift is over, so I’m free if you need some help,” the young officer said. 
 
    I welcomed the offer and he helped me finish roping off the area. I expanded the scene outward to include the entire Billiot property, a large strip of Camp Street, and the wooded area behind the house. Once we were done securing the area, I asked him to drive around to Cypress Highway to locate where the faint trail came out through the woods. 
 
    “When you find it, can you stand guard over it until Mallory and I conduct a thorough search of the area?” I asked. “I don’t know if the killer used the path to gain access to the house, but Nikia did, and we want to make sure he didn’t have anything to do with Cassandra’s murder.” 
 
    Nodding, Baylor hurried to his cruiser and drove off, seemingly excited to be a part of the investigation. He had barely left when I saw Mallory turning down the street. I was already in my Tahoe typing up the search warrant by the time she walked up and leaned into the window on my passenger side. 
 
    “Does this case really look connected to Allie’s murder?” 
 
    I stopped typing and turned toward her. Her brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail and she wore a blue baseball cap. Her brown eyes were sad. 
 
    “It very well could be,” I said. “In addition to what I’ve already told you, it looks like the murder weapon was one of opportunity—like the knife at Allie’s house—and she was stabbed dozens of times, just like Allie.” 
 
    “Are we going to find the husband’s fingerprints on the screwdriver?” 
 
    “Most likely.” I turned back to the computer to finalize the affidavit while Mallory climbed into the passenger seat and sat there waiting. Once I’d finished and faxed it to the duty judge, I placed the laptop on the dashboard. “I certainly don’t want to jump the gun and make the same mistake we did with Jake.” 
 
    Mallory nodded and we made small talk until I received the email alert that contained the signed search warrant and affidavit. 
 
    “Let’s get this done,” I said, not relishing what we had to do. While I loved my job, I certainly didn’t like having to process a murder scene—especially when it was someone I knew—because it usually meant an innocent person’s life had been snuffed out for no good reason. 
 
    After donning Tyvek suits and booties, Mallory and I entered the trailer and began processing the scene. Based on the preliminary evidence we found, it appeared the attack had begun at the back door and then progressed down the hallway. Everything ended in the living room, where Cassandra had succumbed to her stab wounds. While there were dozens of stab wounds, the disheartening news was that at least eighteen of them had been inflicted before she died, which meant she had suffered greatly in her final seconds on earth. 
 
    Before examining the body more closely, we processed the rest of the house. Other than finding pry marks on the door to the bathroom, there were no other signs of forced entry or damage, and the only signs of a struggle were in the living room. A quick call to Susan explained the pry marks on the bathroom door. 
 
    “Apparently, Nikia pried the door open yesterday morning to get at Cassandra,” I said to Mallory after ending the call with Susan. “It seems they were fighting and she tried to barricade herself in the bathroom.” 
 
    “That doesn’t bode well for him.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything as we moved to the kitchen and began searching that area. We located a box of cold fried chicken and mashed potatoes, a container of warm coleslaw, and a case of beer on the table. 
 
    “Nikia told Susan he had asked Cassandra to bring back fried chicken and beer, and I guess she honored his wish.” I located a receipt on the table and noted that it was for the beer. I handed it to Mallory. “It’s dated today and the time stamp shows two minutes after three o’clock.” 
 
    “She bought it in Central Chateau,” Mallory observed. “If this was the last stop she made, it would put her getting home around three-thirty.” 
 
    I frowned as I realized how close we’d been to catching the killer in the act. I was about to start photographing the kitchen when my cell phone rang. I wanted to ignore it, but figured it might be Susan. 
 
    Pulling the glove from my right hand, I answered. 
 
    “Detective Wolf?” The voice was familiar. “Hey, this is Britt Lucas from the DA’s office.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am, it’s Clint. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I’m probably just being paranoid, but I’ve been trying to call Cassandra Billiot all afternoon and she hasn’t been answering her phone.” Britt paused to take a breath. “I just heard that a woman was found dead in her home and…well, I’m praying to God it isn’t her.” 
 
    “I hate to have to tell you this, but it is.” 
 
    “Oh, God, no!” Britt was quiet for so long that I thought she’d hung up on me. 
 
    “Ms. Lucas…are you there?” 
 
    “Please, call me Britt.” Her voice was low and sad. “She came in to meet with me earlier today, but I was in court and Natasha was off, so I told our investigator, Rory Carney, to have Cassandra wait. She was gone by the time I got back to the office.” 
 
    “What time did Cassandra get there?” 
 
    “Hold on, let me check my messages.” There was some brief rustling in the background. “It was about two o’clock. I was in pre-trials until three, but Rory told me she only stayed for about fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Do you know why she was there?” 
 
    “Yeah, she told Rory she wanted to drop the charges against her husband and cancel the restraining order. I was not going to honor her wishes, but I never had the chance to meet with her.” After another moment of silence, Britt asked if we had a suspect in custody. 
 
    I hesitated, not knowing where we were headed with the investigation. “Susan’s interrogating Nikia Billiot at the police department and Mallory and I are still processing the scene. The evidence is pointing toward Nikia, but…” 
 
    “But what?” she asked when I didn’t continue. 
 
    “This case is eerily similar to Allie Boudreaux’s case.” 
 
    “Do you think they’re connected?” 
 
    “We’re not sure, but something weird is going on around here.” 
 
    “Well, I know you’re busy, so I won’t take up more of your time. Can you let me know what you find out?” 
 
    “Sure.” I ended the call and turned back to the task at hand, updating Mallory as we worked. Once we had finished documenting the kitchen and living room, we moved toward Cassandra’s body. 
 
    “Damn, this poor lady suffered something awful,” Mallory said after we’d turned Cassandra’s body over and checked for livor mortis, which is the pooling of blood after death. Several of the stab wounds had pierced through and through her body, leaving tiny chips in the cheap floor tile. Each chip in the floor was consistent with the tip of a flathead screwdriver. 
 
    “I think we’re dealing with a sadistic killer who’s also very savvy,” I said as I changed gloves and prepared to photograph the wounds to Cassandra’s back. The stage of lividity that was present, as well as the state of rigor mortis, was consistent with the victim having been killed about four hours ago. It was now seven forty-five, so that would put her time of death around three forty-five. “And I don’t think Nikia is our guy.” 
 
    “Because of the time of death?” 
 
    I nodded. “If she came straight home after buying the beer, she would’ve had enough time to bring the groceries inside before being attacked. The killer most likely knocked on the back door and she answered, at which point she was attacked. They fought to here, where she was finished off.” 
 
    “But how can you be so sure it wasn’t Nikia?” 
 
    “Susan and I were here a little after four-thirty. He appeared out of the woods just before five o’clock.” I shook my head. “He didn’t have enough time to kill her, run through the woods, get changed, and then reappear all calm and clean. And he certainly didn’t clean off inside the trailer, because we didn’t find any evidence of that in any of the sinks or the bathtub—they were bone dry. I have to believe what he told Susan about rendezvousing with his ex-wife.” 
 
    Mallory pondered this while holding a forensic ruler against each of the holes in the victim’s shirt so I could take close-up photographs. 
 
    “If Jake didn’t kill Allie, and Nikia didn’t kill Cassandra,” she finally said, “then the same person might’ve killed both women—but who and why? What’s the connection between them?” 
 
    I didn’t answer, because I didn’t know. Mallory lifted Cassandra’s shirt to her shoulders and I photographed the wounds to her back. A thought had come to mind and I hesitated, not wanting to say what I was thinking. After taking the first picture, I prepared for the next one while asking, in a casual voice, if it was possible she had missed something at the scene of Allie’s murder. 
 
    “No way.” Her response was quick and certain. “We covered every inch of that house. All legible prints, drops of blood, strands of hair, and DNA swabs came back to either Jake or Allie. All of the evidence at the scene supports a case against Jake and no one else.” She moved the forensic ruler to the next wound on Cassandra’s back, and indicated with her head toward the scene that surrounded us. “If all of the evidence at this scene points to Nikia, then we’re definitely dealing with someone who knows a little about crime scene investigations.” 
 
    I stopped what I was doing and straightened. “Are you saying a cop did this?” 
 
    She glanced up at me. “A cop…or someone who watches a lot of Dateline.” 
 
    I grunted. “I love that show, but watching Dateline alone doesn’t make you a crime scene expert.” 
 
    I returned to the task at hand, but an uneasy feeling had formed in the pit of my stomach and it began to grow larger with each passing second. I couldn’t think of a single reason why any cop would target the victims of domestic violence for murder, but I couldn’t ignore the possibility that this was the work of a killer who possessed some knowledge of—or experience in—homicide investigations. How else would we explain someone manipulating the evidence at the scene so effectively? 
 
    “This could be the work of a serial killer,” Mallory suddenly opined. “Someone who’s been going around the country killing women. That would explain them knowing their way around a crime scene and having the skills to effectively point the evidence at the innocent husband.” 
 
    I stopped what I was doing once again and scowled. “If you think about it, it’s not really hard to make it look like the husband did it. After all, the husband lives here, so all you’d have to do is watch the house, wait for him to leave, and then use a weapon that’s already here.” I slung the camera over my shoulder and watched as Mallory lowered Cassandra’s shirt and straightened. 
 
    “If the workings of a serial killer are never linked together and the individual murders are pinned on separate individuals,” I said, “the killer could operate under the radar for years.” 
 
    “And who better to pin the murders on than husbands who beat their wives?” Mallory’s facemask puffed out with each word she spoke. “Everyone knows the husband is usually the first person the police will suspect when a wife is murdered, and that suspicion goes even higher when there are incidents of domestic violence in the home.” 
 
    “That’s why the killer is using weapons from the scene—things that will more likely than not contain the husband’s fingerprints or DNA.” I was growing more certain as we talked about it, feeling we were definitely getting somewhere. “Since you didn’t find unknown prints or DNA at Allie’s scene, the killer has to be wearing gloves, a hair net, and possibly even Tyvek suits.” 
 
    Mallory glanced down at our outfits. “So, basically, the killer could look like you or me.” 
 
    It was a sobering thought, but it was very possible. 
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    It was almost eight o’clock and the sun was deep into its westward slide when Mallory and I had finished processing the interior crime scene. We had recovered a dozen legible prints, tons of DNA swabs, and several fibers, all of which were packaged and secured in Mallory’s cruiser for her to transport to the crime lab later. 
 
    We then searched the outdoor property and vehicle belonging to Nikia and Cassandra Billiot, but we didn’t find anything of evidentiary value. Next, we turned to the narrow pathway that cut through the woods. Armed with spotlights and crime scene kits, we began making our way inch-by-inch through the “cut,” as Nikia had described it to Susan. 
 
    Earlier, while we had been helping the coroner’s investigator load Cassandra’s body in the wagon, Susan had called to say Nikia confirmed that the screwdriver buried in Cassandra’s chest belonged to him. 
 
    “He swears up and down he didn’t kill his wife,” Susan had said before hanging up, “and I believe him.” 
 
    That made three of us, but neither of us knew who could’ve killed Cassandra. 
 
    The path looked more like an abandoned animal trail, and the going was very slow, thanks to the dark shadows created by the thick umbrella of leaves above us. We proceeded forward by searching several inches of the bare dirt at a time, and then we would branch outward about three yards into the underbrush, searching every leaf and twig all the way down to the earth below. 
 
    We had traveled about a hundred yards along the path when I caught sight of something white and red sticking out from under a nearby bush. I turned my light in that direction and cocked my head to the side. 
 
    “Would you look at that?” I studied the object that was tucked under the bush. “How convenient is it to find a clown mask beside the same trail that Nikia accessed? I’m going to bet now that it contains traces of his DNA.” 
 
    “Do you think the killer wore it?” 
 
    “I’d bet the farm on it.” 
 
    Mallory grounded her crime scene box and retrieved an evidence bag from inside. After documenting our finding, we recovered it and secured it in her box, then continued our search. 
 
    It was almost eleven o’clock by the time we reached the end of the path. We found Baylor Rice leaning against the front grill of his cruiser. Although he was young—just twenty-five—he was patient beyond his years. 
 
    “Everything’s been quiet out here,” he said when Mallory and I appeared from out of the bush and stepped into the glow of a nearby streetlight. “I haven’t seen a vehicle in at least two hours. The only traffic through here was a young boy on a bicycle. He seemed to know a lot about this little cut-through in the woods, so I asked if he’d seen anything suspicious in the area. He said he hadn’t seen anything around here, but he heard there had been a murder on this side of town and he thinks he knows where the body was dumped.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” I grounded my gear near Baylor’s front bumper. “What makes him think a body was dumped?” 
 
    “He said he was fishing along the bayou side earlier and thinks he saw what looked like a bloody glove on a lily pad, so he believes someone was murdered and the body dumped in that area.” Baylor indicated with his head toward the west. “He said he was fishing off of East Main in the area of Camp Street, so I thought it might be worth looking at.” 
 
    “What’s his name and where can we find him”—I glanced down at my phone—“at this time of night?” 
 
    “He said his name was Ted—like the cursing bear in the movie—and he lives with his mom near the bridge off of East Main.” Baylor handed me his notepad. “This is the address and his mom’s phone number.” 
 
    I hated to bother a kid on a school night, but this was important. I turned to Mallory. “Should we disturb the kid and his mom?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” She pointed to the sky. “They give rain first thing in the morning, so if there’s a glove hanging onto a lily pad, we need to get to it as soon as possible.” 
 
    Mallory was right. It was warm for November, but a cold front was scheduled to blow through in the early morning hours, and with it came a promise of colder temperatures. As for me, I was going to believe it when I saw it. The last “cold” front had reduced the temperature from eighty-five to eighty-three…but I wasn’t complaining. I hated the cold weather. 
 
    I turned to Baylor and asked for a ride to our cruisers. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Once we’d loaded our gear, Baylor drove us around to Cassandra’s house, where we had secured the residence and stapled crime scene tape across the doors. Mallory said she’d follow me and I told Baylor he could turn in for the night. 
 
    “If it’s all the same,” he said, “I’d like to accompany you guys to the bayou. I’d like to see if Ted the Cursing Bear is telling the truth.” 
 
    I paused, cocked my head to the side. “Did the kid really call himself Ted the Cursing Bear?” 
 
    “Yep.” Baylor’s face broke out in a boyish grin. “He said his dad used to call him that before his mom divorced him.” 
 
    I shook my head, smiling as I did so, and got into my Tahoe. I called Susan to let her know what was going on. 
 
    “Nikia’s sleeping in the interview room,” she said when I was done talking. “Last I checked, he was curled up in a little ball under the desk covered with a prison blanket. I offered to let him sleep in a cell, but he said it would give him flashbacks of the night you cracked his sternum.” 
 
    “Does he have a place to stay for the night?” 
 
    Susan grunted. “He said his ex-wife offered to let him stay at her place.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, we need to interview her.” Although she couldn’t see me, I nodded as I pulled into the tiny shell driveway behind Baylor. “While I’m pretty convinced Nikia didn’t kill Cassandra, we still need to verify his story.” 
 
    “I can get it done if you like.” 
 
    “Please.” I shoved the gearshift in park. “Now I need to interview Ted the Vulgar Bear—or whatever he calls himself.” 
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    A dull yellow glow was emitting from the windows on the front wall of Ted the Cursing Bear’s house. I joined Mallory and Baylor on the front steps. A television droned from inside the tiny residence. 
 
    “I guess someone’s awake.” I knocked on the siding. 
 
    Baylor stood to the right side of the door and I stood to the left, with Mallory beside me. The television suddenly went quiet. Yep, someone was definitely awake. I knocked again and light footsteps padded toward the door. The thin towel that served as a curtain over the door window was pushed aside and a young woman’s face appeared in the opening. I pointed down toward the badge on my belt and her eyes widened. 
 
    After some clicking noises, the door opened a crack and the woman peered outside. “Is there something wrong?” Her voice was a bit raspy, as though she smoked. 
 
    “No ma’am,” I said quickly. “And I’m sorry for interrupting you so late on a school night, but we’re investigating a case and your son—I believe his name is Ted—might be able to help us.” 
 
    “Ted?” The door opened wider. “Is he in some kind of trouble?” 
 
    “No, not at all.” I shot my thumb toward the bayou. “He told one of our officers he found a bloody glove on the bayou side, and we needed him to show us where it was before the rains came.” 
 
    The woman, who wore faded jeans and a wrinkled, oversized sweatshirt, relaxed a bit. “Sure, let me wake him up.” 
 
    I nodded in Baylor’s direction while we waited. “Since you’ve already established a rapport with the little man, why don’t you take the lead?” 
 
    That seemed to please Baylor, who nodded and tried to stifle a grin. 
 
    When Ted’s mother reappeared, she was running her fingers through red hair that had obviously come from a bottle, and she had changed into a nicer top. 
 
    “He’s coming,” she said. 
 
    Within seconds, Ted rumbled through the house like a wrecking ball. Through the crack in the door, I saw him crash into the corner of an aged sofa, but he bounced off and kept coming. He stopped short when he saw me standing there with a badge and gun. 
 
    “What’s going on, Mom? What did I do?” 
 
    “Nothing.” The woman patted his head. “Like I said, they just need to talk to you about something you found.” 
 
    Baylor stepped forward and Ted sighed audibly when he saw the young officer. 
 
    “Mr. Baylor!” He stepped forward and fist-bumped Baylor. “Is this about that murder scene I solved?” 
 
    “It sure is, little man.” Baylor shot a thumb toward the bayou. “Didn’t you say it was along the bank across the street?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” Ted pointed past where we stood. “It’s to the right of where Camp Street comes out.” 
 
    “Can you show us?” 
 
    Ted turned quickly toward his mom. “Can I?” 
 
    She smiled, proud of her boy. “Yes, of course. Just get some shoes on.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Don’t but me, just do it.” 
 
    Pouting and mumbling something about why she always made him wear shoes, Ted disappeared into the house. He returned a few moments later wearing rubber boots. His face lightened up once he was outside and leading our party across East Main and into the grassy area along Bayou Tail. His mouth was running a mile a minute as he described how he had come up on what he called the “murder scene.” 
 
    “I was fishing closer to the bridge and something big took my hook and started heading this way”—he pointed toward the north—“so I ran along the bayou side to keep up, because I had a five-pound test on my pole and I didn’t want it to break. When I got right around here, that’s when the fish started getting tired and I tried to reel it in.” He stopped talking and, in the dim glow from the street lights, I could see him frowning. “My line broke but I could see my cork in the lily pads and I thought the fish might still be on it, so I started wading in the water to get to it. That’s when I saw the murder scene.” 
 
    Ted stopped walking when we reached a spot in the grass where a net was on the ground. 
 
    “Ted, I told you to keep your stuff picked up,” his mother admonished. “It’s expensive to keep replacing nets and line and—” 
 
    “But I wanted to remember where I lost the big fish.” Ted tugged on Baylor’s arm and pointed toward a clump of lily pads. “It’s over there.” 
 
    The wind had picked up and I could feel the moisture in the air. I glanced up and saw dark clouds moving across the sky, blinking out the moon and stars as they passed. 
 
    Baylor had pulled a flashlight from his gun belt and was scanning the surface of the lily pads, searching for the glove. I followed the beam of light with my eyes and sucked in my breath when one lily pad was illuminated. There—resting precariously on the edge of the pad—was a blue latex glove, and it appeared to be covered in dried blood. 
 
    “That’s it!” Ted exclaimed. “That’s where the murdered body was dumped.” 
 
    I stifled a chuckle at his innocence while studying the path to the glove. It was about twenty-five feet from the bank. While we might be able to find a pole long enough to reach the lily pad, it would be too risky to try and drag it closer to the bank. The mere act of touching the pad could cause the glove to slip into the water and we might lose it forever. Another option was to call Melvin to bring a boat, but that would cause a wake and might also capsize the lily pad. Nope, there was only one way to do this. 
 
    “Okay, who’s going in?” I asked. When there were no volunteers, I bent to remove my boots. “I guess it’s up to the old man to save the day.” 
 
    “I’ll do it!” Ted said. “I go in there all the time—” 
 
    Ted quickly clamped a hand over his mouth and turned slowly toward his mother, whose hands were now on her hips as she glared at him. 
 
    “I thought I told you to stay out of that water?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” was all he said. 
 
    Once my boots, socks, phone, and pistol were on the bank and my pant legs rolled up to my knees, I took a careful step into the warm water with my left foot. I wasn’t sure how deep it was along the edge, so I held onto the grassy bank with my hands while I continued to lower my leg. The water had almost reached my knee when my foot made contact with the mushy bottom. Sloppy mud squirted up between my toes and I smiled inwardly, remembering that familiar feeling. 
 
    I’d been grossed out as a boy the first time I felt mud shooting up between my toes, but I’d grown to love it. It was a symbol of freedom. It meant I was out in the marsh, going where my mom would never dare to tread. There were no rules out in the swamps, no responsibilities, and no mother to tell me what I could or couldn’t do. Ah, those were the days, I thought. 
 
    Once I settled down into the slop and reached firmer footing, I lowered my right leg. Mallory handed me a pair of latex gloves and I pulled them over my hands. I then shifted around to face the clump of lily pads. Baylor held his light on the bloody glove and I began taking painfully slow steps forward, doing my best not to cause waves. 
 
    As I drew closer to the lily pads, the water climbed higher up my legs, and by the time I was within arm’s reach, my entire pants were saturated. The wind was picking up and the lily pads danced in the breeze. I thought I was close enough, so I reached out with my right arm, but I was still a few inches short. I said a silent prayer that the glove would remain perched on its landing pad as a gust of wind rippled the water around me. I took another careful step forward— 
 
    “What was that noise?” Mallory asked from behind me. “It was just to the right of Clint.” 
 
    I had been so focused on the glove that I hadn’t heard anything. The beam of light moved away from the glove and scanned the water to my right. I was stretched out in the direction of the glove and in an awkward position, but when I heard Mallory curse, I glanced toward the light. 
 
    There, about ten feet away from me, were a set of red eyes glaring in my direction—an alligator! The eyes looked like laser beams and I immediately felt like a target. I didn’t feel any better when I realized there was a distance of about six inches between the eyes and the nostrils, which meant it was about six feet long. So, not only was I in its territory, but it was also taller than me—and my pistol was fifteen feet away on the bank of the bayou. 
 
    I turned my attention back toward the lily pad, but couldn’t see the glove because of the darkness. “Baylor, I need some light on the glove.” 
 
    “But what if the alligator moves—” 
 
    “Just do it,” I interrupted. “We need that glove!” 
 
    Forcing myself to ignore the subtle ripples of water to my right, I dug my left foot deeper into the slop and leaned forward until I thought my muscles would rip. Baylor’s light was shaking and I knew he was worried for me, but it lit up the glove enough for me to see it. 
 
    “Come on,” I said under my breath, “just another inch.” 
 
    The muscles in my left leg ached and I could feel myself slowly tilting off-balance. I could also feel the alligator drawing closer through the water and my sense of self-preservation was screaming at me to address the danger, but I needed the glove. 
 
    I knew I needed to shift my weight again to keep from falling forward, but I also knew I didn’t have time, so I muttered, “What the hell,” and went for it. 
 
    With a lunge, I reached for the entire lily pad with my left hand and managed to snatch it from the water, glove and all. I stepped clumsily forward with my right leg while shooting my left arm straight into the air above me, trying desperately to maintain my balance while also keeping the glove from getting wet. 
 
    My step forward had put me in deeper water and I sank to my chest. I was trying to regain a solid footing with my left foot in order to push myself back toward the shore when the water to my right exploded in action. Screams of warning sounded from the bank behind me. I glanced in the direction of the disturbance and saw the six-foot alligator leaping from the water, its mouth agape and heading straight for my right arm. 
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    115 Lacy Court, Mechant Loup 
 
      
 
    Susan was banging on the door to Zoe Billiot’s house within minutes of hanging up with Clint, thanks to the fact that Nikia’s ex-wife lived in Mechant Loup. It was almost midnight, but Susan didn’t care. Zoe was either going to verify Nikia’s whereabouts during the murder or not. If she did, they were looking for a ghost of a killer—someone who had struck twice without leaving a trace of their existence behind. If Zoe didn’t support Nikia’s story, then they would have to take a second look at the husband. 
 
    Of course, Susan thought, it seems physically impossible for him to have killed Cassandra in the small window of time that was available to him. 
 
    “Who’s there?” called a female voice from the other side of the hollow-core door. “It’s almost midnight, for Christ’s sake!” 
 
    “Police department,” Susan called firmly. “I need to speak with you, Mrs. Billiot.” 
 
    Hearing a feminine voice must’ve relaxed Zoe, because she immediately threw the bolt and pulled the door open. “Chief Wilson, how are you?” 
 
    Susan recognized Zoe from seeing her around town, but didn’t know the woman. Before she could respond, Zoe asked if the visit was about Nikia. 
 
    “It is,” Susan said. 
 
    “I heard about his wife.” Zoe frowned. “It’s such a tragedy. I’m really sorry about what happened, and I know Nikia’s upset over it.” 
 
    “How would you know that?” 
 
    “I know he loved her, so I know he must be upset.” 
 
    “Have you spoken with him since Cassandra’s murder?” Susan studied the woman’s face, but she seemed relaxed. 
 
    “No. I tried calling his phone a hundred times, but he never answered. I finally called one of Nikia’s neighbors—I used to work with her at the insurance company—and she told me she saw the police take him away, so I figured he was in jail.” Zoe took a deep breath and held it for a moment before finally exhaling. “I knew the police would be coming to talk to me sooner or later. I guess Nikia told you he was with me this afternoon.” 
 
    “Yeah, is that true?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “So, you admit to cheating with your ex-husband?” 
 
    “I didn’t cheat on anyone—I’m single. He’s the one who cheated.” Zoe let out a little grunt. “I don’t owe Cassandra anything. In fact, Nikia was cheating on me with Cassandra when they first met, and that’s the real reason we got divorced. If you ask me, she got what she deserved.” 
 
    “You think she deserved to die?” 
 
    “No…not at all.” Zoe quickly shook her head and waved a hand. “That’s not how I meant it. I don’t think anyone deserves to die. I’m just saying she deserves to have him cheat on her, because she got him to cheat on me.” 
 
    Susan studied the woman standing in front of her, wondering just how vindictive she was. “Am I correct to think the only reason you had an affair with Nikia was to pay Cassandra back for cheating on you with him?” 
 
    A smile tugged at the corners of Zoe’s mouth, but she stifled it. “Turnabout is fair play.” 
 
    “You do understand you have a pretty strong motive for wanting Cassandra dead, don’t you?” As she posed the question, Susan began testing the theory in her mind, wondering if Zoe had what it took to murder someone. It had been her experience that, given the right circumstances at the right time, anyone could commit murder. When Zoe didn’t respond, Susan continued. “Is there anyone else who can verify your whereabouts during the time Cassandra was murdered?” 
 
    “I already told you…I was with Nikia. He can verify where I was.” 
 
    “I’ve spent a few hours interviewing Nikia, and he did a lot of talking.” Susan paused, allowing that information to sink in. She needed to test Nikia’s story, and she was going to use Zoe to do it. “Do you remember what time y’all got to Northern Chateau?” 
 
    “We didn’t go to Northern Chateau.” 
 
    “No?” Susan arched an eyebrow, trying to make Zoe believe she might be contradicting what Nikia had said. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    “Then where’d y’all go?” 
 
    “We had sex in the sugarcane fields on the east side of town,” she said casually. “It didn’t take long—maybe two minutes. Nikia never did have much stamina. Let’s see…then I bought some ice cream from Mechant Groceries and we went to the park to eat it. Afterward, we took a nap under a tree and then I dropped him off along the highway near the woods behind his house. That’s it. That’s everything we did.” 
 
    “Did anyone see y’all together?” Susan asked. “I need an independent witness who can put y’all together during the time of the murder. Otherwise, it can be argued that you’re lying for him and he’s lying for you.” 
 
    “No, there’s no one who can put us together, as you say.” 
 
    “Y’all went to Mechant Groceries, so someone must’ve seen y’all in the store.” 
 
    “We never go in there together. Cassandra works there and all of her friends know me and Nikia. If they saw us together, she’d know about it before we made it back to the car.” 
 
    Just great, Susan thought, there’s no way we’ll be able to clear them independently, so we may never know for sure— 
 
    “What about the park?” Susan pressed. “Was anyone there? Maybe some kids playing on the swings? People using the walking track? Kids skateboarding? Anything?” 
 
    “No.” Zoe shook her head. “I don’t remember seeing anyone out there. We’re always very careful not to be seen, you know?” 
 
    Susan sighed and was about to ask another question when the radio attached to her belt exploded in action. 
 
    “Chief, are you there?” It was Lindsey and her voice was laced with excitement. “Chief, please come in!” 
 
    Susan jerked the radio to her mouth. “Go ahead, Lindsey.” 
 
    “I just got a report of shots fired along East Main near Camp Street,” she said. “I repeat, shots fired near East Main and Camp.” 
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    Susan gasped when she heard the report over the police radio. Clint and Mallory were working in the area of East Main and Camp. 
 
    “I’ve got to go,” she said quickly to Zoe, turning and rushing to her marked vehicle. She had barely fired up the engine when she was putting it in gear and speeding out of the driveway. “Headquarters, do you have any more info?” she called, raising her voice to be heard over her blaring sirens. 
 
    “10-4, we got a second call from a subject who says they heard at least twenty shots, maybe more. They described it as a war zone.” Lindsey paused for a brief moment, and then said she had Amy en route also. Amy Cooke was the second-most experienced officer Susan had, with Melvin being her top officer, and Susan was happy to hear Amy was heading to the shooting. 
 
    Susan’s heart pounded in her chest and her mind raced. Who was doing the shooting? Was Clint involved? Was he hurt? Had he and Mallory stumbled upon the killer and been ambushed? She knew Clint could take care of himself, but she was also a realist and she was keenly aware that any law enforcement officer could lose his or her life at any moment—without prior notice and without warning. 
 
    When Susan turned the corner and got onto Back Street, she could see lights and shadows along the opposite side of Bayou Tail. She was driving so fast it would’ve been dangerous to avert her eyes from the road in front of her, so she wasn’t able to make out any of the figures across the bayou. 
 
    “Status, headquarters,” Susan called as she jerked the steering wheel and whisked across the bridge that separated the east side of town from the west side. 
 
    “Nothing further, Chief,” Lindsey said. “I’m unable to reach Clint on his radio or cell phone.” 
 
    Susan’s heart sank when she lurched to a stop and her headlights illuminated the group. Clint wasn’t among those standing on the shoulder of the road. 
 
    “Oh, God,” she cried out loud, tears of panic threatening to spill from her eyes as her thoughts turned to the baby growing in her belly. “What am I going to do without him?” She was out of the driver’s seat in a flash, running at breakneck speed toward the bayou. 
 
    “Clint!” she hollered. “Clint, where are you?” 
 
    Susan saw Mallory Tuttle turn from where she was looking into the bayou—she had a pistol in her right hand. A quick glance to the right revealed Baylor and Amy standing there with pistols in their hands, as well. A woman and a small boy were huddled together several feet behind Baylor and Amy. 
 
    Fear’s icy fingers clutched at her throat when she didn’t see Clint. She wanted to collapse in a heap to the ground and wail, but she forced herself to push on. She’d expected to see a suspect riddled with bullet holes, but there was no such person anywhere around. Her mind raced. Where’s the bad guy? Where in the hell is Clint? And why is everyone staring out into the water? 
 
    Susan skidded to a stop when she reached the bank of Bayou Tail. There were boots and a gun belt on the ground. She rested a hand on Mallory’s shoulder for balance, staring wildly out into the water, where Baylor was shining a flashlight. The beam of brilliance was focused on a man with his head down who seemed to be struggling in the mud. When the man looked up, Susan gasped audibly and fell to her knees. It was Clint, and he seemed to be okay. 
 
    In Clint’s left hand, which was high in the air, there was a clump of lily pads. His right arm was extended behind him and he was dragging something through the water. Susan tried to make out what it was, but it was too dark. 
 
    “I’m coming in,” Susan announced, dropping to her butt and reaching for her left boot. 
 
    “No,” Clint said quickly, pausing to catch his breath. “There’s no need for anyone else to get wet.” 
 
    Sitting there frozen, both hands on her boot and struggling to breathe—thanks to her swelling belly—she said, “You need to stop doing this to me, Clint Wolf. I nearly had a heart attack. What in the hell happened?” 
 
    “He got in a fight with Godzator!” the young boy screamed, his voice shrill with excitement. “He killed it with his bare hands!” The boy pointed toward Mallory and Baylor. “They tried to shoot the detective man for hurting the alligator, but they missed.” 
 
    Clint chuckled from the water and resumed his plodding journey toward the shore. When he was directly in front of Susan, he leaned up and kissed her softly on the lips, and then held out the lily pad. Susan saw a latex glove smashed between the crumpled pads. 
 
    “There’s a good chance our killer wore this,” he said. “And Cursing Ted over there helped us find it.” 
 
    Susan scrambled to her feet and dug a pair of gloves from a pouch at the back of her gun belt. Once she donned them, she gingerly removed the evidence from the lily pad and held onto it. 
 
    Clint then dropped the lily pads and used both hands to pull the tail of an alligator toward Baylor’s outstretched hands. Straining with all of his might, Baylor dragged the alligator from the water. Once the ancient lizard was grounded, Susan saw that its left side was riddled with bullet holes. 
 
    “It attacked me while I was retrieving the glove,” Clint explained, pausing at the water’s edge before pulling himself up to the bank beside her. “Baylor and Mallory shot the hell out of it right before it clamped down on my arm.” 
 
    “It was all over by the time I got here,” Amy complained, shoving her pistol in its holster now that Clint was safely out of the water. 
 
    Susan turned her clouded eyes toward Mallory and Baylor, and patted her belly. “His baby thanks y’all.” 
 
    “Considering the expression on your face when you drove up,” said Mallory, extending a hand to her friend, “you’re thanking us, too.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  OceanofPDF.com





 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    11:13 a.m., Thursday, November 2 
 
    Clint and Susan’s Bedroom 
 
      
 
    I growled like a bear and glanced around—confused, tired, and blinded by the light spilling in through the windows. “What the hell’s going on?” 
 
    Susan pushed a hand into my chest, mumbling, “It’s your phone. Tell it to shut up.” 
 
    I reached for my cell and then scrubbed my eyes, trying to see the display screen. Everything was blurry. Am I going blind? 
 
    The phone rang again and I cursed, unable to see who was calling. “Hello, this is Clint.” 
 
    “Hey, Clint, this is Mallory.” The excitement in her voice caused me to sit up in bed. “We’ve got a possible lead.” 
 
    “We do?” I was suddenly wide awake. “What is it? There’s no way we got DNA back that fast. Did we get a hit on the fingerprint?” 
 
    Last night, after recovering the latex glove from the lily pad, Mallory had gotten with her crime scene technician and he had processed the glove for prints and DNA. After recovering a latent print from inside the middle finger of the glove, he had swabbed the finger holes for DNA. He had also recovered samples of the blood on the outside of the glove. If we could link the DNA and fingerprint on the inside of the glove to a suspect, and then link the blood on the outside of the glove to Cassandra, we would have the suspect-to-victim connection we’d need for a murder conviction. 
 
    “No, but I received a call from a detective out of Buckheed County, Georgia named Abel Adams who heard about our case on the news. He claims he knows who our killer is.” 
 
    “Really? Who is it?” 
 
    Susan popped up in the bed beside me. “What is it?” she asked groggily. “Has there been another murder?” 
 
    “No,” I shielded the mouthpiece on my cell. “Mallory might have identified the killer.” I removed my hand from the mouthpiece and asked Mallory who the killer was. 
 
    “His name is Walter Garner and he’s a former Buckheed County sheriff’s deputy who’s wanted for murder. He’s been on the run for five years, with nary a sighting in all of that time.” 
 
    “Why does this detective think Garner is our guy?” 
 
    “He killed a victim of domestic violence who dropped the charges against her husband—” 
 
    “Wait, is that the connection?” My mind began to race. Both of our victims had dropped domestic violence charges against their abusive husbands, but I hadn’t even considered that as a common denominator. 
 
    “It seems plausible. In addition to the woman, he killed two other people. Afterward, there was an extensive manhunt for him in the mountains—the detective said it lasted about four months—but they weren’t able to find any trace of him. They believe he perished in the back country, because there hasn’t been a single credible sighting of him in five years.” 
 
    “Are there any other similarities between our cases and theirs?” I might’ve been half asleep, but my mind was working, and I was wondering if this Walter fellow had stabbed his victim like ours had been stabbed. 
 
    “Yeah, he stabbed the woman to death with a weapon he found at the scene.” 
 
    I scowled, wondering if it might all be a coincidence. “I thought you said they believe Garner perished, so how could it be him?” 
 
    “Detective Abel Adams says his sheriff firmly believes the man died in the wilderness and the search has been officially called off, but Abel still thinks Walter’s out there killing people and he’s been working behind the scenes to catch him.” 
 
    “How does his sheriff feel about that?” I asked. 
 
    “He doesn’t know, and he made me promise to keep it that way.” 
 
    “If our killer is Walter Garner, how’d he go from the mountains of northern Georgia to the swamps of southeastern Louisiana?” I asked, scowling. “What brought him here?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I think it’s worth looking into.” 
 
    “Even if we do think the two cases are connected, how do we prove it’s Walter?” 
 
    “Remember getting your prints rolled when you became a cop?” 
 
    I nodded, forgetting for a moment that Mallory couldn’t see me. “Do they have Garner’s applicant fingerprint card?” 
 
    “Yeah, Abel said the sheriff’s got it locked in his office vault.” 
 
    “Well, that’s easy. Ask him to scan the print card and send it over. We’ll have your guy compare it to the print from the glove. If it’s a match, then we know exactly who we’re looking for.” 
 
    “There’s a catch.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    When she told me what Detective Adams had said, I pursed my lips. “How do we get around it?” 
 
    “I’ve got some ideas. Why don’t you meet me at my office so we can do some game-planning?” 
 
    “Sounds good.” I ended the call and turned to Susan, explaining everything I’d just learned. “I’d like you to come with me. We might have to go for a long ride.” 
 
    Like me, she was fully awake now and nodded. “I’ll get dressed.” 
 
    While Susan occupied the bathroom, I called Baylor’s cell phone. It sounded like I woke him up. 
 
    “Hey, Clint, what’s up?” 
 
    “I have to head to the sheriff’s office for a bit,” I said. “Can you go around town and check the motel, every bed and breakfast, and every vacation rental in town to see if they’ve rented to a man named Walter Garner? I’ll send you his mug shot as soon as I get my hands on it. And go undercover. Use your personal vehicle and wear street clothes. The town will reimburse you for your mileage.” 
 
    “Walter Garner? Is he the killer?” Baylor asked. “Is he the guy who murdered Cassandra Billiot?” 
 
    “Maybe—it seems so. If he is, he’s apparently a very dangerous killer. I don’t know a lot about him, but I do know he’s eluded capture for five years.” I paused, wondering if I should be asking Baylor to do this. It was a dangerous assignment, and I didn’t want him taking unnecessary risks. “Look, if you do find out where he’s staying, don’t approach him without backup. In fact, call me immediately and we’ll assemble the sheriff’s office SWAT team. I’ve got a feeling this’ll be a big deal.” 
 
    Baylor promised to call if he got any useful information and I swiped my thumb across the screen. When Susan came out of the bathroom, I got dressed, brushed my teeth, and then let Achilles into the back yard. 
 
    There was no time for breakfast, so we each grabbed a banana and bottle of water and jumped into my Tahoe. It was at least twenty degrees cooler than it was yesterday, and the wind was blowing something fierce. 
 
    “It’s supposed to drop into the fifties,” Susan said as I turned south off of Paradise Place and headed for town. She made more small talk, but I could tell something was on her mind. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. “Are you feeling okay?” 
 
    “I’m great.” She smiled and her beautiful face lit up briefly, but then she frowned. “I was wondering how you’re dealing with the shooting. Are you still getting the urges to drink?” 
 
    I loved that I could be totally honest with Susan and her not judge me. I’d never had that connection with anyone, not even my first wife. 
 
    “Every now and then—when I think about how young she was and how her life was cut so short—I feel the temptation.” I slowed as we approached the Mechant Loup Bridge, which was the only thing connecting our town with the rest of the world. “I just never thought I’d have to take the life of someone so young. It’s not natural, you know?” 
 
    She frowned and placed a hand on my arm. “I know, but I’m glad you’re here to talk about it. I’m glad you were the one who survived.” 
 
    I glanced into her eyes, and then down at her belly. Although she said she could feel the baby growing inside of her belly, she didn’t look a bit different than she did before she was pregnant. 
 
    “I’m glad I survived, too, and I can’t wait to meet our daughter.” 
 
    “Daughter?” Susan’s eyes widened. “I wanted it to be a surprise! How do you know it’s a girl? Did the doctor say something when I wasn’t paying attention? Why’d you ruin it?” 
 
    “No, I don’t know.” I laughed. “I’m just messing with you.” 
 
    She socked my arm playfully. “You’ve got to stop doing that to me!” 
 
    “It’s too easy,” I said, still laughing. “It works every time.” 
 
    Susan grunted and turned to look out of her window as we put Mechant Loup North in the rearview mirror. She didn’t speak again and my mind drifted to the case. I was eager to learn more about this Walter Garner and curious to find out what the connection was between him, Cassandra, and Allie, if any. I also needed to see a picture of the man. In a town as small as Mechant Loup, it’s quite possible I’d already come into contact with him—and the thought gave me chills. 
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    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Chateau Parish Sheriff’s Office’s Criminal Operation Center 
 
      
 
    It was almost lunchtime when Susan and I strode into Mallory’s office. We found Mallory sitting at her desk. She was working the keyboard on her computer furiously while using a shoulder to pin her phone to her right ear. She glanced up when our shadows fell across her desk, then shot a thumb toward a couple of chairs against the nearby wall. 
 
    “Pull those up,” she said. “I’m on hold for the sheriff from Buckheed County.” 
 
    As we took our seats, Mallory’s fingers danced across the keyboard and an article from the Buckheed Times popped up on the computer screen. She had accessed the article through a hyperlink Detective Adams had sent her, and she was supposed to tell the sheriff that’s how she found out about Walter Garner. She scrolled down the page and a color photo of a man in police uniform filled the computer screen. I leaned close. Man? Hell, he looked like a teenager. 
 
    “He doesn’t even look like he can grow a mustache,” I said. “How old is this kid?” 
 
    Mallory pushed the phone away from her mouth. “According to the article, he was twenty-four at the time of the murders, so he’s twenty-nine now.” 
 
    Susan and I read over Mallory’s shoulder, but the details were sparse. Garner, a former sheriff’s deputy, was on the run for murdering a man and his ex-wife. His motive—if known—was not revealed, and neither were the names of the victims. After searching through more online articles, we learned that there had been extensive coverage of the manhunt. The news stories spanned several months, but the trail eventually grew cold and the stories stopped coming. More than once, the editor of the newspaper had used the editorial column to complain about the lack of transparency from the sheriff and his department. 
 
    Mallory printed some copies of Garner’s photograph and handed it to Susan. 
 
    “He does look pretty soft,” Susan muttered. “I’m surprised he was capable of murdering anyone, especially a woman. He doesn’t look like your typical—” 
 
    “Sheriff Chandler?” Mallory said, straightening in her chair and pressing the speaker button. “Sheriff Ralph Chandler?” 
 
    “Yeah, this is Chandler. What can I do for you? My secretary said it was important.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I’m calling about Walter Garner.” Mallory paused to let the name sink in, and I thought I heard the sheriff groan on the other end of the phone. “We had a similar case here in Chateau Parish, Louisiana and I think we’re dealing with the same person.” 
 
    “First off, how in the hell did you hear about the Walter Garner case? That happened over five years ago.” 
 
    Mallory glanced over at Susan and me. Nodding knowingly, she mouthed, “Detective Adams was right.” 
 
    “Well?” Sheriff Chandler pressed. “How’d you find out about my case?” 
 
    “I did an online search for cases with the same elements as ours—a domestic violence victim, killed in her home, stabbed multiple times, not the husband—and I found an article from the Buckheed Times,” Mallory lied. “The article directs anyone with information about the case to contact you, so here I am, contacting you.” 
 
    The man grunted, but didn’t say a word. Mallory went on to provide all the relevant details of our murder cases, but the sheriff seemed unmoved. After she was done talking, he cleared his throat. 
 
    “Well, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but there’s no way Walter Garner murdered your victims. He died in the wilderness five years ago while on the run from us.” 
 
    “How’d he die?” 
 
    “A wild bear, hunger, hypothermia, drowning—take your pick. You can die a thousand different ways in the mountains. While we don’t know exactly what killed him, we know for sure that he’s dead.” 
 
    “So, a body was never recovered?” Mallory kept her tone light and inquisitive. 
 
    “No, detective, but that’s not uncommon out here in the mountains. We lose people every year, and some of them are never found. They simply disappear without a trace. That’s what happened to Walter Garner.” 
 
    “I see.” Mallory glanced over at Susan and me and shook her head, not believing the sheriff. “Well, my sheriff is on my ass pretty bad to solve this thing and I know he’ll want me to make sure it’s not Walter Garner. Would you mind sending me a copy of his employee fingerprint card so I can compare it to some prints I found at one of my murder scenes? If I can prove it’s not him, my sheriff will let me move on to some other suspect, but, for the time being, he seems convinced it is Garner.” 
 
    I was impressed with how smoothly Mallory brought up the fingerprint card, and Sheriff Chandler didn’t even think to deny it like Detective Abel thought he would. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but the fingerprint card is evidence and I only release evidence to the courts.” 
 
    Mallory explained how she wasn’t asking him to release the card, but simply to scan it and send a copy to us. “I don’t want the original piece of evidence, just a copy.” 
 
    “I know what you’re asking, detective.” There was finality in his tone. “I don’t release evidence. Period.” 
 
    Mallory glanced up at me and raised her eyebrows, wondering if I had any ideas. Neither of us had time to go to Georgia, but if we could identify our killer, it would open new doors and might lead us directly to him. 
 
    I leaned close and whispered for her to tell the sheriff that I’d bring the print to Georgia myself. She nodded, liking the idea. There was a lot of work to be done here, but we needed to know if that print matched. 
 
    “What if my partner brought a copy of our fingerprint evidence to you?” Mallory asked the sheriff. “Would he be able to have it compared to Walter’s fingerprint card?” 
 
    Sheriff Chandler was silent on the other end. After what seemed like too long, he finally grunted. “I guess we can arrange that, considering I’m a fingerprint expert, but I can tell you right now it’s not him—he’s already dead and gone. You’d be wasting your time and mine.” 
 
    Ignoring him, Mallory covered the phone with her hand. “When do you want to leave?” 
 
    “Tell him I can be there sometime in the early morning hours,” I said. 
 
    Mallory did and he reluctantly agreed to meet me when I got to town. “Just have your guy come on over to the sheriff’s office. I’ll have my chief of detectives, Abel Adams, waiting here for him and they can call me when he gets here.” 
 
    Mallory thanked him and ended the call. Abel had warned Mallory that his sheriff was overly protective and uncooperative when it came to the Walter Garner case, so the conversation had gone better than we’d expected. 
 
    Next, Mallory printed up more copies of Garner’s picture from the newspaper article. “I’ll circulate these to all of our deputies and detectives, and hopefully we can turn something up.” 
 
    “Can you email it to me?” Susan asked. “I’ll send a copy to my officers so they can be on alert.” 
 
    I tapped the picture I held in my hands and hesitated, weighing the risk to public safety against the chances of catching this animal. If we wanted to keep everyone safe, we had to plaster his face on the cover of every newspaper in the parish and spread it far and wide across social media, but that might force him into deep hiding—to never be found again. 
 
    “We have to be smart about this,” I finally said. “I think we need to keep his identity a secret for the time being. Otherwise, he might find out we’re onto him and go back under the radar.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” Mallory asked. 
 
    “We need to keep future victims safe while conducting a covert search for this guy, which means keeping his identity a secret.” I nodded as I talked, realizing this just might work. “He’s only attacking domestic abuse victims, so we need to get with the district attorney’s office and have Britt open her books for us. We need the names of every victim associated with her outstanding domestic violence cases, and we need to reach out to them and let them know what’s going on.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Susan said. “One of the victims might have already come into contact with Garner.” 
 
    “That makes perfect sense.” Mallory turned around in her chair. “I wondered why there was no forced entry into either of the homes or why they allowed the killer to get so close to them, but it has to be because the killer was familiar to them.” 
 
    I turned to Susan. “We need to meet with Britt before I leave for Georgia.” 
 
    “Before we leave for Georgia,” Susan corrected. “You’re not going without me.” 
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    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    One hour later… 
 
      
 
    Britt Lucas had agreed to gather up all of her files and meet us at Mallory’s office. She had estimated she could be there within the hour, so Susan and I had rushed home, packed our toothbrushes—we didn’t plan on making a mini-vacation out of the trip, so we didn’t need extra clothes—and then made it back to the Criminal Operations Center about fifteen minutes after Britt arrived. 
 
    “Y’all are just in time,” Mallory said over a cup of steaming coffee when she met Susan and me in the lobby and led us toward the conference room. “I brought Britt and Natasha up to speed while waiting for y’all.” 
 
    I shifted my copy of the case file to my left arm and held open the door to the conference room so Susan and Mallory could enter. I followed them inside and saw Britt Lucas sitting at the table with Natasha Lee at her side. They were pulling files from a large brown box and spreading them on the table in front of them. 
 
    Mallory sat beside Natasha, while Susan and I took up seats across from the three women. 
 
    “We have twelve active domestic abuse cases pending,” Britt said, indicating with a wave toward Natasha, “and she’s compiled a list of our outstanding victims.” 
 
    Natasha nodded and distributed copies of the list to each of us, then said, “I’ve included their addresses, phone numbers, places of employment, types of vehicles they drive, and family members on the information sheet. In addition, I’ve listed everything we know about their abusive spouses. As you might notice, one of our victims is a male.” 
 
    I scanned the list of names. None of them looked familiar and none lived in Mechant Loup. 
 
    “Are we sure this killer isn’t targeting past victims?” Britt wanted to know. “Only God knows how many domestic cases we’ve handled over the past few years. I don’t know how we’d even begin to track those.” 
 
    “The only real common denominators between the two victims that we know about,” I began, “are that they were current victims of domestic violence and they each wanted to drop the charges against their abusers. We’ve delved into their pasts, but can’t find any other connections to speak about.” 
 
    After carefully reading over her copy of the list of names, Susan placed it on the table. “I guess the real question is this; why did Walter Garner care that these women wanted to drop the charges? And what is the connection between him and our victims?” 
 
    Natasha and Britt shook their heads in unison. 
 
    “I’ve got no idea,” Britt said. “I was hoping y’all might have that answer.” 
 
    I explained to Britt that Susan and I were heading to Georgia just as soon as the meeting was over. 
 
    “We might have more answers once the prints are matched and we get to see their file,” I said. “Meanwhile, Mallory’s going to spearhead a covert search for the suspect here. Since he doesn’t know we’re looking for him, he should be going about his business as usual and we might get lucky.” 
 
    As everyone stared thoughtfully at their own list of names, I posed an obvious question to Britt. “Other than you two”—I nodded toward Britt and Natasha—“who else knew these victims wanted to drop the charges?” 
 
    “We usually notify the domestic abuse section at the sheriff’s office as soon as we find out they want to drop the charges.” Britt turned toward Natasha. “Did you contact their office when Cassandra came in to drop the charges?” 
 
    “I didn’t, but Carney might have because he’s the one who talked to her that day. I talked to her the day before when she called about dropping the charges.” 
 
    “Wait, she called first?” Britt asked. 
 
    “Yeah...don’t you remember? She called saying she wanted to drop the charges and cancel the protective order, but I told her she couldn’t do it over the phone. I thought I told you about it.” 
 
    “I’ve been so busy lately, I don’t even remember if I brought my youngest to school this morning.” Britt sighed heavily. “For all I know, she might still be home sleeping—or still in the back of my Suburban.” 
 
    We all laughed, but it was short-lived. This was a serious matter and we all knew the clock was our enemy. 
 
    “There is a chance this joker is hiding in plain sight.” I turned to Mallory. “We need the names of every man in the domestic violence unit. What if Walter Garner got a new identity and he’s working as a cop again?” 
 
    Mallory nodded slowly as she studied my face. I could almost see the wheels in her head turning, and I knew she was thinking back to our conversation at the crime scene where she had said the killer could look like her or me. 
 
    “There are four male officers working the unit,” Mallory finally said. “I’ll get Internal Affairs to pull their personnel files right away. We can compare their commission photos against the picture of our suspect.” 
 
    “Do you know them personally?” I asked. “Do any of them look like they resemble the killer?” 
 
    “This is a large department, as you know.” Mallory frowned, looking up toward the ceiling. “If I remember right, none of them are young enough to be the killer.” 
 
    “What about their fingerprint cards?” I asked. “Can you get your hands on the applicant cards? If it’s not them, the sooner we can clear them the better.” 
 
    “Yeah, we do have a copy of their applicant cards in personnel. That’s actually a good idea, because people can change their identities all they want, but their prints will always be the same.” Mallory began scribbling on a notepad, and then looked up at me. “Didn’t y’all hire a new guy not long ago? Wasn’t he from the mountains?” 
 
    My stomach suddenly turned sour. When I felt Susan’s eyes on me, I knew she was feeling the same way. 
 
    “Not Baylor Rice.” I slowly shook my head. “It can’t be him.” 
 
    “He came out to work an extra shift pulling surveillance on the house.” Susan began chewing on her lower lip. “I remember him peeling away from the house to handle a complaint of a drunk driver, and that would’ve been right around the time of the murder.” 
 
    “But he’s not from Georgia,” I contended, hoping to God it wasn’t him. “He’s from a small town in North Carolina—Sylva, I think he said—so it can’t be him. If it is, we’re screwed, because I called and gave him Walter’s name so he could check the local motels.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Susan was chewing her lip furiously now. “He’s right around the same age as Walter Garner and he showed up here about two years ago looking for work. And let’s not forget he was pulling surveillance outside the house at the time of the murder.” 
 
    Britt, Mallory, and Natasha watched as Susan and I went back and forth for about a minute, me not wanting to believe it, and her raising more doubts. Mallory interjected after a few minutes. 
 
    “There’s one way to clear this up,” she said, “get his fingerprint card.” 
 
    Susan nodded immediately. “I’ll send Melvin a message and have him pull it for you.” 
 
    I didn’t object, because I was interested in having Baylor cleared as a suspect as soon as possible. 
 
    What if it is him? I wondered. That would certainly come as a shock and cause me to question my instincts. I’d spent a bit of time with him after the murder and he was as calm as calm could be. Of course, killers do like to return to the scene of the crime, and he certainly came back— 
 
    I shook my head to clear it and pulled the photo of Walter Garner from my file. I turned it so Britt and Natasha could see. “This is what Walter Garner looked like four years ago. Just in case he still looks the same, I think we should send detectives out to each victim and show them the picture. They might have already come into contact with him, because it seemed that Cassandra and Allie were familiar with the killer.” 
 
    “Can we have a copy?” Britt asked. “He might’ve come into our office, and we like to tape suspect photos to the wall near the front desk so the receptionists can alert our investigators if they walk in.” 
 
    “You can have this one.” I slid it across the table. “Mallory printed up more.” 
 
    “What about our victims?” Natasha asked. “How are we going to keep them safe? Should we try to get them all into a shelter? If they stay home, they could be murdered. We have to do something to protect them.” 
 
    “I’ve already started making arrangements for protection details,” Mallory explained. “We’re going to pair up our snipers and undercover agents and have them run ’round-the-clock surveillance outside of our victims’ homes until the killer is captured. We’re also going to have roving patrols running up and down the parish.” She nodded for emphasis. “The sheriff has already authorized me to call out as many deputies, detectives, SWAT cops, and snipers as needed, and he’s spoken with the sheriff of Magnolia Parish, who said he’ll offer whatever support we need.” 
 
    Susan pulled a ring of keys from her pocket and separated a key from the rest. I recognized it as the key to the front door of the women’s shelter she ran. 
 
    “The shelter’s empty, so you can put as many women in there as you need to.” Susan handed the key to Mallory. “My mom will be coming by three times a day to check on Achilles, but other than that, there should be no traffic in the area.” 
 
    “Okay…I’m feeling much better about this.” Britt nodded thoughtfully, turned toward Susan. “Thank you so much for offering your place. Also, will you two let me know what you learn in Georgia? I’d like to stay on top of this as much as possible.” 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    Britt shuddered. “I certainly won’t rest easy until this animal is captured.” 
 
    I gathered up my copy of the list of victims and shoved it in my file. I nodded in Mallory’s direction. “It’s time for us to hit the road. We’ll keep in touch, and you do the same.” 
 
    Mallory told me she would attend the autopsy later in the day, and Susan and I left the building. 
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    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    Four hours later… 
 
    Chateau Parish Sheriff’s Office Detective Bureau 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean you can’t find it?” Mallory Tuttle asked, the suspicion in her gut growing. “Susan said it was in his personnel file.” 
 
    “I looked through all of our other files and they’re all there,” Melvin said from the other end of the phone. “My print card is right here, and so is Clint’s, Takecia’s, Amy’s and the chief’s. I don’t know why Baylor’s card would be missing.” 
 
    “Huh…” She was thoughtful. “It might very well be him.” 
 
    “You really think Baylor killed these women?” Mallory could hear the skepticism in Melvin’s voice. “He doesn’t seem like the type who would go around murdering women.” 
 
    “Do they ever? I was raised a good Catholic girl and never would have imagined our priest could hurt anyone, but then, decades later, we find out different.” Mallory paced back and forth outside the door to the conference room. She had to get in there and address the officers who had gathered at her request. “Look, can you try to get your hand on his prints without sending off any alarm bells? There’s a good chance he’s our guy. If he is, he’ll definitely kill again.” 
 
    “Not if I can help it.” 
 
    “What will you do?” 
 
    “I’ll make him partner-up with me in my truck.” 
 
    “But we can’t tell him about the print. He can’t know that we’ve figured it out.” 
 
    “He won’t.” 
 
    Mallory hesitated before hanging up the phone, remembering a terrifying night six months ago. “Please be careful, Melvin. I hate to admit this, but you made me cry that night—” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Melvin said quickly. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Melvin abruptly ended the call and Mallory stood for a second staring down at her phone. After taking a cleansing breath, she pushed her way into the conference room and quickly scanned the group of men and women crowding the spacious room. They were all clad in black or woodland camouflage BDUs, heavy body armor, and tactical vests, with the exception of one man—London Carter. 
 
    London was the leader of the Magnolia Parish Sheriff’s Office sniper team, but, at the moment, he looked like a telephone repairman. Mallory cocked her head to the side, surmising that he might look like a repairman to a casual observer, but not to her trained eye. Although he dressed the part, she could see beyond the fabric he wore and down to the hardened man beneath it. His skin was bronze-colored and weathered from many hours in the sun, but he still appeared youthful—although ruggedly so—and lithe on his feet. The muscles in his arms rippled with each move of his hands and his knuckles appeared calloused and hard. 
 
    Thank God he’s on our side, Mallory thought as she moved through the crowd toward him. She’d never seen him shoot, but had heard he was deadly with a rifle. A Chateau Parish sniper once told her London could shoot a tick off a dog from one thousand yards out and not disturb a hair on the dog’s body. She had immediately recognized he was speaking figuratively, but he’d said it with such admiration and conviction that Mallory knew London was damn good. 
 
    “I love your outfit,” Mallory said, smiling. “Do you moonlight as a repairman when you’re not protecting the people of Magnolia Parish?” 
 
    “You like it?” London lifted his right arm and grinned, his face lighting up. He pointed to a tiny hole in the armpit that was surrounded by a small halo of a stain. “I borrowed it from evidence. A cable man was shot a few years back when knocking on the wrong door. Poor bastard’s gone now, so he doesn’t need the outfit anymore.” 
 
    “But why are you wearing it? I thought snipers wore those fluffy leaf suits. At least, that’s what our snipers wear.” 
 
    “A sniper’s job is to be invisible, and that means blending into your surroundings.” London shot a thumb over his shoulder toward a group of officers in fatigues with woodland patterns. “Those outfits might blend well in the forest, but they’ll stand out like bright caution lights in a neighborhood. From what I’ve been told, this killer is most likely pulling surveillance on his victims and, since this is supposed to be a covert operation that’s beginning in broad daylight, I need to blend in as I move in and out of the neighborhoods. It would be easier to move around at night, but until then, the sun is our enemy.” 
 
    “What are you driving?” Mallory challenged. “A repairman in an unmarked cop car will also stand out like a caution light—” 
 
    “I’m driving a white van with Bayou Home Repairs stenciled on the side, and I borrowed a bunch of tools from our Work Release center.” London smiled again. “Do you need any work done on your house? If so, now’s a good time to get it done.” 
 
    Impressed, Mallory told him she would like him conducting roving patrols in his van. “You’re too good to leave in one spot. I’d like you to have the flexibility to go where the action is.” 
 
    “I’m here to help you catch this killer,” London said solemnly. “Put me wherever you think I’m most useful.” 
 
    Mallory nodded and moved toward the front of the room, where Sheriff Buck Turner was standing. He had arrived while Mallory was speaking with London, and he was just now bringing the room to order. After offering some opening remarks and thanking everyone for showing up to assist, he turned it over to her. 
 
    Mallory dished out copies of the victims’ list that Natasha had provided earlier and began assigning teams of two officers to each victim, pairing a sniper with an entry team member or a narcotics officer. 
 
    “We need the ability to provide long-range protection while also going mobile if the victims leave their residences,” Mallory explained. “We have a dozen potential victims, but four of them have agreed to go into the shelter down in Mechant Loup, so we only have eight target locations to cover.” 
 
    After projecting a map of the parish onto the wall behind her, Mallory pointed out the locations of each victim’s home. “As y’all can see, they’re scattered up and down the parish, which will make it difficult to cover all of them effectively. However, the good news is we know who he’s targeting. Based on the evidence from the first two cases we’ve handled, he’s only attacking women who’ve expressed an interest in dropping the charges against their husbands. So far, none of the victims on this list have expressed such a desire. In fact, we verified with each of them that they’ll pursue the charges against their abusers.” 
 
    “What if one of the women changes her mind?” someone asked from the back of the room. 
 
    “If any of them do,” Mallory said, “Britt Lucas will notify us immediately so we can send more officers to that location.” 
 
    After wrapping up the briefing, Mallory asked if any of the officers had a question or comment. 
 
    “What about the shelter in Mechant Loup?” London asked from where he sat at the front of the room. “Who’ll be covering that location?” 
 
    “I’ll be stationed there with Detective Lou Baker until Susan and Clint return from Georgia,” Mallory said. “We’ll keep the women locked inside an interior room and I’ll pack enough firepower to fight off a North Korean invasion.” 
 
    “Do the victims know they’re in danger?” London asked. “Have they all been notified?” 
 
    “Good question.” Mallory nodded. “I, along with Britt Lucas, the prosecutor who handles all domestic violence cases, and Natasha Lee, a victim’s advocate, contacted each victim personally and let them know about the danger. I also showed them a picture of our suspect, but no one recognized him.” 
 
    “Did y’all tell them to keep their movements to a minimum?” London wanted to know. “Unless it’s an absolute emergency, I’d recommend they stay home until this killer’s in custody.” 
 
    “Most of the women didn’t require much convincing, but”—Mallory sighed—“a couple of them said they refused to be intimidated and they vowed to go about their lives as usual.” 
 
    “Give me their names and I’ll put my best snipers on them.” London’s voice exuded confidence and Mallory found it comforting. “And if any of the women contact the prosecutor to drop charges, please let me know right away. We’ll need as much advance notice as possible in order to move into position without being seen.” 
 
    With that, Mallory ended the meeting and told everyone to be safe. She waved Lou Baker over and they walked outside together, preparing to head for the coroner’s office to attend Cassandra’s autopsy. Afterward, they would head to Susan’s shelter. 
 
    As Lou drove, Mallory checked her phone often, wondering what Clint and Susan would learn from the North Georgia detectives. Whatever it was, she hoped it would help them put a lid on this case. She didn’t know how many more of these bloody scenes she could work before it would start taking a toll on her. She usually didn’t mind blood and guts, but there was something especially heinous about these murders, and she knew they were dealing with pure evil. 
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    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    Friday, November 3 
 
    Buckheed County Sheriff’s Department 
 
      
 
    Susan and I had taken turns driving the ten hours from Chateau Parish to Buckheed County, Georgia, and were just now pulling into the parking lot of the sheriff’s department. I had called Detective Adams an hour earlier to tell him we would be arriving a little after midnight, and he said he’d be waiting for us at the office. 
 
    Susan stirred in the seat beside me, rubbed her eyes. “Are we there yet?” 
 
    “Yeah, finally.” As I drove the last quarter mile down a narrow street, I noticed a tan building to my left that displayed the words Buckheed County Jail in large brown lettering, but it didn’t look large enough to be a jail. “According to the map, the detective bureau is right past the jail.” 
 
    Susan dropped the sun visor on her side and checked her eyes in the mirror. “Damn, my eyes are swollen. I look hung over.” 
 
    “You sure slept like you were drunk.” I stifled a chuckle. “You were snoring so loud I thought we were driving through a thunderstorm.” 
 
    “I’m sure I did.” Susan pouted. “The fatter I get, the harder it is to breathe when I sleep. I’m really sorry if I keep you up at night with all the—” 
 
    “Stop it!” I reached over and brushed my fingers across her hair, silently cursing myself for joking about her snoring. “You haven’t gained an ounce yet—but, when you do, you’ll be as beautiful as ever.” 
 
    That didn’t seem to make her feel any better, and she continued pouting. She unfastened her seatbelt and grunted when I parked my Tahoe in front of a small brick building. “I’m even using more seatbelt than I used to!” 
 
    “It simply means I’ll have more of you to love.” 
 
    Susan glared at me and I gulped, realizing it was probably not the best thing to say. I mumbled an apology and shut off the engine. 
 
    There was a white van, three small trucks, and a car in the parking lot. “I’m not sure this is the right building,” I said. “None of these look like units—marked or otherwise—and I don’t see a sign or logo anywhere.” 
 
    Susan pointed to a dark brown door at the left corner of the building. There was a tiny rectangular window centered high on the door, and a pale glow shone through. “I saw someone stick their head in the window. It’s probably our guy.” 
 
    Before the words finished rolling off of her tongue, the door opened and a heavyset man stepped outside and waved for us to exit our vehicle. I couldn’t hear what he was saying and I couldn’t read his lips in the darkness, but I figured he was telling us we’d reached the right place. 
 
    I twisted in my seat and snatched the file from the back floorboard while Susan stepped out of the passenger’s side. 
 
    “Damn, it must’ve dropped thirty degrees since leaving Louisiana,” she said, rubbing her exposed arms. “I didn’t even bring a jacket.” 
 
    I could feel a gush of cold air whip in through her open door and I shuddered. We had planned on driving straight here, comparing the fingerprints, and then heading home, so we hadn’t packed much of anything. We definitely hadn’t planned on the temperature being in the thirties. 
 
    “Hey, y’all, come on in before y’all catch a death of cold,” called the heavyset man. “Being from Louisiana, I imagine y’all ain’t used to this kind of cold snap.” 
 
    I hurriedly followed Susan across the parking lot and the large man stood back to allow us inside. I was grateful when a blast of warm air greeted us as we entered. The man, who quickly identified himself as Abel Adams, led us down a narrow hallway with a low ceiling. He was a little shorter than me but twice as wide, and he walked with a limp. 
 
    We entered a doorway to the right and found ourselves in a small conference room. A brown file box was resting on a table in the corner of the room and Abel pointed to it. 
 
    “I pulled out the case file so we could compare notes,” he explained. “I’m hoping there’s something in there that can help, because I’d love to catch Walter Garner before I retire—at least for the sake of our victims’ families.” He pulled up short and turned toward us. “How about some hot coffee before we get started? Our dispatcher, Missy, just put on a fresh pot.” 
 
    I waved him off, wanting to get the print examined as soon as possible so we could leave. “I don’t touch the stuff, but thanks.” 
 
    “I’ll take a cup,” Susan said quickly, her chin quivering. “My insides are frozen.” 
 
    After Abel had returned with Susan’s coffee—he’d also brought one for himself—he hitched up his baggy jeans and pointed us toward the table. As we took our seats, I pulled a one-to-one copy of the fingerprint we’d recovered from the latex glove and handed it to Abel. 
 
    “Can we get this thing compared to Walter Garner’s print card as soon as possible?” 
 
    “I texted Sheriff Chandler while I was waiting for the coffee and he said he’ll be here within the hour. I told him I’d let you go through the case file while waiting, and he didn’t seem to mind.” 
 
    “Didn’t seem to mind?” I cocked my head to the side. “Why on earth would he?” 
 
    “This was just a rough time in our history, is all. We’ve never before had a deputy-turned-murderer, so it was hard for a lot of us to stomach, especially the sheriff. As the chief law enforcement officer of the county, he felt responsible for Walter’s actions.” Abel sighed as he studied the one-to-one photo of our fingerprint evidence. “I sure hope this one’s a match.” 
 
    “What do you mean by this one?” I scowled. “Have there been other prints—other cases?” 
 
    Abel held up his index and ring fingers. “Two of them. I found them like I found your case—by scouring news reports on the internet. Their cases had the same M.O. as the Walter Garner case. They’d recovered fingerprints at their crime scenes and I was sure we’d be able to prove Walter was still alive, but when the sheriff compared the prints with Walter’s card, it was determined they didn’t match.” 
 
    Abel paused to take a sip of his coffee. His eyes were half closed and he purred as his throat muscles worked to swallow the hot liquid. When he was ready, he put his cup down and opened the box of files. “The sheriff had believed Walter perished in the wilderness, but I had argued the point. It pissed him off, and the second time the prints didn’t match, he threatened to fire me if I ever contacted another agency about this case again.” 
 
    “Is that why he can’t know you called us?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, he’ll make good on his word. In fact, he grilled me something fierce when he got off the phone with Detective Mallory Tuttle. He wanted to know if I had anything to do with it, but I lied and told him no.” He forced a smile. “But I’ve got a good feeling about your case. I’m certain Walter’s resurfaced and he’s killing again. Once the sheriff realizes the prints match, he’ll finally be forced to listen to me and we can reopen our cases.” 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully and pulled the file folder that had Walter’s name printed on it. “So, is there an initial report in here?” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s not where things began.” Abel pulled out a three-ring binder and began thumbing through it. “The case begins a little before Walter killed those two people.” Abel dug through the box until he found the report he was looking for. He carefully removed it from a binder and handed it to me. “Walter was a deputy with the sheriff’s department, and he was one hell of a go-getter. I responded to a few burglaries when he was a new patrol officer and he seemed to be squared away. Well, Walter, he had a sister named Pam who hooked up with a local prick named Ian Eastman. Walter didn’t like Eastman and he tried to discourage his sister from seeing him.” 
 
    “But the heart wants what the heart wants,” Susan mumbled, reading over my shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah, and Pam wanted Ian bad enough that she agreed to marry him.” Abel sighed. “That didn’t set well with Walter and he raised one hell of a fuss, but Pam married Eastman anyway—and after only knowing him for three months. Although he wasn’t supposed to, Walter ran Eastman through every database we had, but he couldn’t find anything on the man.” 
 
    Abel went on to explain how things seemed to be okay for about a month and Walter was beginning to think he’d read Eastman wrong, but then Pam showed up at their mom’s home for Thanksgiving and she had a bruise on her cheek. 
 
    “Although she tried to hide it with makeup, Walter noticed and he hounded her until she admitted Eastman slapped her. Walter forced her to make a complaint with the sheriff’s department,” Abel recounted. “Being’s she was his sister, he couldn’t make the arrest himself, but he was there when our officers took Eastman into custody. He told Eastman if he ever laid a hand on his sister again, he’d kill him. I wasn’t there but one of my buddies was, and he said he knew Walter meant it.” 
 
    Abel paused and ran a hand through his thinning brown hair. “When Eastman bonded out of jail, he met with the sheriff and filed a complaint against Walter, but the sheriff nixed it.” 
 
    I glanced around the room. It was a small building, as was the jail, so I figured their manpower was minimal. “Do y’all have an internal affairs department?” 
 
    “Nah, those are for the larger departments. Around here, the sheriff does his own I.A. investigations.” Abel pulled a picture from the file and slid it across the table. Susan gasped and turned her face away. Abel quickly apologized. “I’m sorry, ma’am, I didn’t realize it would offend you.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay, I’m not offended,” Susan said, covering her mouth with a hand. “I…I just didn’t expect such a bloody crime scene. It’s just that, well, I’m pregnant and my stomach isn’t what it used to be.” 
 
    Calling it a bloody crime scene was an understatement. A woman was lying naked on a kitchen floor and it looked like all of her blood was on the floor beside her. If there was a drop of blood left in her body, it wasn’t enough to fill a mosquito’s abdomen. 
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    “Was she stabbed?” I asked after I was sure Susan was okay. I pulled the photograph close to my face. “Or bludgeoned to death?” 
 
    “The first one.” Abel selected another photograph from the file and handed it to me. It was an autopsy photo of the same victim after she’d been cleaned up, and it was easy to see she was covered in stab wounds. 
 
    I glanced at Susan, but her eyes were still averted. I could tell it bothered her to feel this way. I wanted to hold her and comfort her, but I knew it was better that I didn’t do any such thing until we were alone. Knowing my wife as well as I did, I also knew she didn’t like appearing weak, and I understood how she felt. I also understood what she was going through, because Michele had experienced the same thing when she was pregnant for Abigail—only Michele had complained a lot. Susan suffered quietly, like the fighter she was. 
 
    “Who’s the victim in this pic?” I asked, struck by how similar the layout looked to our own crime scenes. “Is she the woman Walter killed?” 
 
    “No, that’s his sister.” 
 
    “Walter’s sister?” I asked. “He killed his own sister?” 
 
    Abel pulled out a mug shot, under which the name Ian Eastman was scribbled. He put it on the table and stabbed it with an index finger. “Ian murdered Pam about a month after his arrest and then he went into hiding.” 
 
    My face twisted in confusion. Had Pam dropped the charges against Ian? If so, why would he kill her? If she hadn’t dropped the charges, how did it relate to our killings? I posed the questions to Abel, but he shook his head. 
 
    “No, Pam refused to drop the charges against Ian, so that’s why he killed her.” 
 
    “Wait a second—our victims appear to have been targeted for dropping the charges against their husbands, so how does your case relate to ours?” 
 
    “Well, Pam might not have dropped the charges against Ian, but Tammy did.” 
 
    “Tammy?” I cocked my head to the side. “Who’s Tammy?” 
 
    “Ian’s first wife.” 
 
    “Did Ian kill her, too?” 
 
    “No, Walter killed her.” 
 
    I sucked in a mouth full of air, even more confused now. “Why on earth would Walter kill Ian’s first wife?” 
 
    “Because he blamed Tammy for his sister’s death,” Abel explained. “Before Walter went on his murder spree, he told his mother that he blamed Tammy for his sister’s murder. He said if Tammy would not have dropped the charges against Ian when he beat her with a cowboy boot, he would’ve still been in jail and would never have met Pam.” 
 
    Abel dug another photo from the case file and slid it toward me, making sure to keep it turned away from Susan. I could tell by Susan’s expression that she appreciated the subtle move by Abel. 
 
    The new photograph he handed me depicted a blonde-haired woman whose clothes had been ripped from her body and stacked in a pile on the floor beside her nude body. Like Pam, Cassandra, and Allie, she was covered in blood from dozens of stab wounds, left for dead inside her home. 
 
    “This victim is Tammy Eastman, Ian’s ex-wife.” Abel leaned back and sighed. “After killing Pam, Ian went on the run. We had officers from three counties searching for him, but we had no credible leads. We were so busy, no one paid much attention to what Walter was doing.” 
 
    “Did he participate in the investigation?” 
 
    “No, but he did show up for Pam’s autopsy. He insisted on seeing his sister, so the attending detectives allowed him to view the body before the medical examiner started cutting on her. He ran out of the room cursing and crying. I was just driving up when he left, and that’s the last time I ever saw him. 
 
    “We all talked about it later, and no one remembered seeing him after that day. I know the funeral home tried to call him because his mom said he was in charge of arrangements, but they never could get a hold of him. It didn’t take us long to figure out why. A few days after the murder, the sheriff goes to Tammy Eastman’s house to see if she’d heard from Ian, but he was too late.” 
 
    Abel shifted his weight in the chair and took a labored breath. “From what we could gather, Walter goes to Tammy’s house and takes her hostage. He uses her phone to send a text message to Ian saying she heard about the false accusations against him and offered to let him hide out at her place. She offered him a hiding place, money, and said he could use her car to get away. It was an offer he couldn’t refuse.” 
 
    Abel paused. After a moment, he frowned and tapped the photo of Tammy’s body. “Instead of a car and cash, this is what Ian found when he walked inside. I’ve got no pity for Ian because he was scum, but this poor lady didn’t deserve what happened to her. It was truly disturbing. Probably the worst crime scene I’ve ever witnessed.” He shook his head as though to clear it of the awful memory. “Anyway, Ian didn’t have time to get a good look at Tammy, because the evidence shows that Walter got to him quick.” 
 
    Abel removed another photograph from the file and handed it to me. I scowled involuntarily as I took in the scene near the back door. The man that Abel had identified as Ian was positioned on his back in the kitchen, his legs extending under the kitchen table. He wore a white shirt that was almost completely saturated in blood. There were dozens of holes in his shirt where the knife had passed, and the stab wounds on his arms, legs, and face were too numerous to count. 
 
    Although the act had been brutal and the wounds plentiful, the most remarkable part of the scene was the top of Ian’s head—there was a large kitchen knife protruding from his skull and it was buried to the hilt. 
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    Susan and I had been going through the file with Abel for about an hour when the exterior door down the hall opened and sucked all of the warm air from the small conference room. I had been staring at a picture of Walter Garner, trying to imagine what he looked like now, when a large man swallowed up the doorway. He was as wide as he was tall, but it wasn’t all fat. Although he looked peculiar in his baggy sweatpants, leather sandals, and thick wool jacket, he walked with authority. 
 
    “Abel, a word,” the man said in a gruff voice, not acknowledging Susan and me. His hair was sticking up in patches, as though he’d just rolled off the sofa to meet with us, and his eyes were swollen. 
 
    When Abel stepped out of the room, I leaned toward Susan and showed her the picture of Walter. “There’s something familiar about his face in this picture, but I can’t figure out what it is.” 
 
    Susan’s eyes narrowed as she studied the photograph closely. Before she could say anything, the large man reappeared in the doorway with Abel. 
 
    “Detective Clint Wolf and Chief Susan Wolf,” Abel said, clearing his throat, “this is Sheriff Ralph Chandler.” 
 
    “Where’s the print you recovered?” the sheriff asked, skipping the pleasantries. 
 
    Abel snatched up the copy I’d given him and handed it over. “This is it.” 
 
    The sheriff nodded and unzipped his thick coat, removing an evidence envelope from inside the flap. He strode to a small desk at the far corner of the room and took a seat. After turning on a desk lamp, he pulled an applicant print card from the envelope and laid it on the table in front of him. 
 
    I leaned closer to Abel and asked, “What’s he doing?” 
 
    “He’s comparing Walter’s prints to the fingerprint you recovered from the glove,” Abel said simply. “As I said earlier, he’s our fingerprint examiner—” 
 
    “No, why is he sitting way over there?” 
 
    “It’s our only piece of evidence,” Abel explained, “so he’s very protective over it.” 
 
    I scowled as I watched the older man dig a fingerprint magnifier from his pocket and lean over the cards. He grunted as he studied the prints. 
 
    “Did you find something?” I stood and pushed my chair back. “Is it a match?” 
 
    The sheriff looked up as I approached the desk. He shielded the applicant card with his arm. I cocked my head suspiciously to the side. 
 
    “Excuse me, but can you please give me some space?” the sheriff said. “I need to concentrate.” 
 
    I was about to ask if he was hiding something, but Susan called out to me. I knew she was intervening to keep me from getting into an argument with the sheriff. We needed his cooperation, so she was right to stop me. I turned slowly and returned to my seat. Abel leaned forward, glancing in the direction of the sheriff before whispering, “I wasn’t joking when I said he was very protective over those prints. If something happens to that print card, we’ll never be able to prove it was Walter.” 
 
    “I understand that, but I don’t understand why he won’t let us see it.” I shook my head, but kept my voice low. “That doesn’t make any sense at all. He’s acting like we’ll steal it right out from under him.” 
 
    Abel scowled, whispered, “He hasn’t really been the same since he encountered—” 
 
    “It’s not Walter’s print,” the sheriff called loudly, slamming his fingerprint magnifier on the table. He cursed and moaned for a bit. “I knew this was a waste of my time.” 
 
    I stared across the room toward the print card as I drummed my fingers furiously on the table. I wanted to get my hands on that card. I pointed to it. “Sheriff, can I get a copy of that card? I’d like to get a second opinion.” 
 
    Sheriff Chandler’s eyes turned to slits. I thought for a minute there that he was going to tell us to get the hell out of his station, but then he took a deep breath and exhaled forcefully. He sat quiet for a moment. Probably counting to ten in his mind. He finally spoke. “I’m afraid not, son. It’s evidence and can’t be disseminated. I don’t know how things work in your jurisdiction, but we don’t freely turn our evidence over to everyone who asks for it.” 
 
    I started to respond, but he lifted a hand to cut me off. 
 
    “Look, if your print would have matched, I’d happily give you a copy. The truth is, your case has nothing to do with ours, so”—he stood and walked toward me carrying our print—“I don’t need your evidence and you don’t need my evidence.” 
 
    “I understand your position,” I said, trying to keep my voice even, “but I don’t see the harm in bringing in a second set of eyes—” 
 
    I clamped my mouth shut when Susan yelped in pain and bent forward violently, clutching at her stomach. 
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    “Sheriff, help me,” she called out, reaching a hand toward the large man. “Please…I…I need a bucket. Quick! I’m pregnant.” 
 
    Fear propelled me into action. A little miffed that she was calling out to this strange sheriff for help, I kicked my chair back—it flew across the room behind me and crashed into the wall—and rushed to her side. Abel’s face was pale and his eyes were wide. I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and saw the sheriff rushing toward us. 
 
    “Help me down,” Susan said, grabbing onto my arm. “I need to lie down on the floor—on my left side.” 
 
    “Get her other arm,” I said to Abel. “Help me get her down.” 
 
    “I need a bucket,” Susan said, her teeth clenched. “Sheriff, for the love of God, get me a bucket!” 
 
    As Abel and I lowered Susan to the ground, the sheriff rushed out of the room. My hands shook and my heart pounded in my chest. Susan had a higher pain threshold than most people I knew, so if she was in this much pain it couldn’t be good. I was about to pray out loud for God to help her when we locked eyes. The muscles in her face relaxed for a brief moment and she winked as the left corner of her mouth curled up into a slight grin. 
 
    I sucked in a mouthful of air, quickly glanced at Abel. He hadn’t noticed. I suddenly realized what she was doing. 
 
    “I need a glass of water.” Susan moaned and clutched at her stomach. “Clint, please go tell the sheriff I need water.” 
 
    “Keep her comfortable,” I said to Abel, jumping to my feet. As I made my way across the room, I jerked my cell phone from my pocket and used a thumb to navigate to the camera feature. I stopped briefly at the corner of the small desk and, while Susan groaned loudly and begged God and Abel to make the pain stop, I flipped the fingerprint card over so I could see the front of it and took several snapshots of the rolled prints. 
 
    I was just tucking my phone away when I heard rumbling from the hallway. I strode toward the doorway and ran right into Sheriff Chandler as I turned the corner. The plastic bucket that had been clattering against the wall slipped from his hands and fell to the ground. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” he grumbled, clearly startled. “I didn’t see you coming.” 
 
    “No, it was my fault.” I reached down and retrieved the bucket. “I’ll bring this to Susan. She was asking for water.” 
 
    The sheriff nodded and whirled around. I returned to Susan’s side. She had moved back into her chair and took the bucket with a grateful sigh. After taking a few deep breaths and blowing them out forcefully, she reached for my arm and nodded. 
 
    “I think it passed. I’m feeling better now.” She turned to Abel. “Thank you so much. I think I’m going to be okay.” 
 
    The sheriff came lumbering back into the room holding a glass of water between his thick hands. 
 
    “Here you go,” he said, handing it over. 
 
    I’d barely taken the glass from him when he spun around and hurried to the corner of the table where Walter Garner’s unguarded fingerprint card was. He froze in place as he stared down at the print. I realized immediately what the problem was—in my haste to leave the room, I’d forgotten to flip the print card back over. The sheriff turned slowly and fixed me with suspicious eyes. I simply nodded. After a long moment, he returned the print card to the evidence envelope and shoved it inside his coat. 
 
    “Is she going to be okay?” he asked, nodding in Susan’s direction. “Maybe I should call an ambulance and have her brought to our hospital, considering how bad things looked for a moment there.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think that’ll be necessary,” Susan said. “I feel better now. Thanks for offering, though.” 
 
    After hesitating for a long moment, Sheriff Chandler walked away. 
 
    I stared at the empty doorway, wondering why he was so secretive about the print card. Was he hiding something? Was he lying about the print not matching? If so, why on earth would he do that? Was Walter Garner somehow related to him—? 
 
    I sucked in my breath as I heard the exterior door open and close, indicating that the sheriff had left the building. I turned quickly to Abel and again thanked him for his time. I then turned to Susan. “We have to head back home right away.” 
 
    Sensing something was going on, Susan thanked Abel and followed me out into the cold night air. As I walked briskly across the parking lot, I texted the photos of Walter’s print card to Mallory and asked that she have a fingerprint examiner compare it to our evidence. When I looked up, I saw that the sheriff was just reaching his truck. 
 
    Good, he hasn’t left yet! I thought. 
 
    “We need to follow him,” I told Susan as we walked past the sheriff’s vehicle. “He’s definitely hiding something and I think he’ll lead us straight to Walter.” 
 
    The sheriff dragged himself up onto the driver’s seat of his truck and shut the door. I waited for the engine to crank, but it didn’t. Susan and I were just reaching the Tahoe when his door opened and he stepped out again. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    Without looking in our direction, he grumbled, lowered his head, and headed back toward the entrance to his building. I suddenly realized he hadn’t bothered to lock his truck. When he disappeared inside the sheriff’s department, I jogged across the parking lot. Susan cocked her head to the side and watched as I opened the front passenger door. 
 
    “What are you up to, Clint Wolf?” 
 
    “The good sheriff is lying.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured, but that doesn’t mean he’s a killer.” 
 
    “No, but he’s covering for one.” The back floorboard was littered with fast food wrappers, junk mail, empty beer cans, and other trash. I rifled through the garbage, not sure what I was looking for. When I didn’t find anything that looked interesting, I moved to the front passenger seat, stopping often to look toward the sheriff’s department building to make sure Sheriff Chandler wasn’t returning. I checked the glove compartment first. Other than a registration and insurance card in the name of Buckheed County, there wasn’t much to look through. 
 
    After glancing toward the sheriff’s department again to be sure the sheriff hadn’t reappeared, I hurried around the truck and began digging around on the driver’s side. Susan was standing in the open space between my Tahoe and the sheriff’s truck and I could see she didn’t approve of what I was doing. 
 
    “He’s got no expectation of privacy in a government vehicle,” I explained, thinking it sounded good anyway. “Besides, he left it unlocked, so he was basically inviting me to look inside.” 
 
    “What are you even looking for?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I think he’s definitely hiding something, and I believe it’s got something to do with Walter Garner.” I lifted the floor mat and ran my hand across the dirty carpet, but there was nothing that even resembled evidence. “Maybe Walter’s related to him—a stepson, nephew, cousin—and Chandler might be running interference for him. Nothing else can explain why he’s so secretive when it comes to Walter’s print.” 
 
    “Do you really think he’s hiding Walter?” 
 
    “I do.” I pulled out of the truck and closed the door, stopping to consider my options for a second. I studied the road in front of the sheriff’s department and scowled. “Sue, can I see your phone?” 
 
    Without hesitation, Susan plucked her cell phone from her back pocket and handed it over. Knowing it was in a protective case, I tossed it into the back of the sheriff’s pickup truck. I then hurried to my Tahoe, leaving my stunned wife staring wide-eyed after me. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, rushing around to the driver’s door. “We need to get down the block before he comes outside.” 
 
    “But what about my phone?” Susan slipped into the passenger seat. “Why in God’s name would you throw it in the back of his truck? Why didn’t you throw your phone back there?” 
 
    My phone dinged and I glanced down at the screen. It was a text message from Mallory saying she’d received the print. She also said she’d attended Cassandra’s autopsy and, based upon the angles of the knife strikes, the coroner determined that Cassandra had been stabbed by someone who was about five-six. 
 
    I tossed Susan my phone. “This is why I didn’t use my phone.” 
 
    Susan’s lips moved as she read the message. She pursed her lips when she was done. “There’s no way Nikia killed her. He’s over six feet tall.” 
 
    “Yep.” I pointed to my phone. “Log into your account and pull up the tracking feature. There’s no traffic on these roads, so the sheriff will see us from miles away if we start following him. We’ll have to give him a big lead, which means we’d definitely lose him, so we’ll have to use your phone to track him.” 
 
    Susan was chewing on her bottom lip. Finally, she said, “Okay, let’s do it. He’s definitely acting strange.” 
 
    “And we’ll get your phone back, I swear to—” 
 
    “Hey, stop right there!” boomed a voice from the building. “What the hell is going on out here?” 
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    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    I dropped from my Tahoe and turned to face the sheriff, who was stomping toward us. Even in the darkness I could see that his face was red with anger and the insides of his bushy eyebrows were angled downward toward his nose. 
 
    “Why were you walking from my truck?” he demanded to know. “What’s going on out here?” 
 
    “Don’t you find your rear tire is a little low?” I pointed toward the back of his truck. “I imagine it would be dangerous to get a blowout on these mountain roads.” 
 
    Sheriff Chandler glanced toward his tire. His fists were clenched and he was breathing hard. Finally, he scowled. “I guess it does seem a little low.” 
 
    I stepped forward and stuck out my hand. “I appreciate your help with the print, even though it was a waste of everyone’s time.” 
 
    “Don’t think I don’t know what you did.” His features hardened. “It would be best if you got the hell out of my county.” 
 
    I fixed him with a hard stare of my own. There was a different look in his eyes from earlier, and I wondered what was going on within the walls of his thick noggin. Before turning away, I relaxed and said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but thanks again for the help.” 
 
    Hoping my actions hadn’t raised his suspicions to the point of making him overly cautious, I slipped into my Tahoe and found Susan working feverishly on my phone. 
 
    “I sure hope this tracking thing is accurate,” she mumbled. “I’ve never used it before.” 
 
    “I hope it is, too,” I said under my breath, not wanting to lose her phone. I fired up the engine and cold air immediately began blowing from the vents. Shivering, I turned down the blower and was about to put my vehicle in gear when the sheriff whisked out of the parking lot in front of us. By the time I’d pulled up to the edge of the highway, the lights from his vehicle were out of sight. 
 
    “He’s definitely in a hurry,” Susan said, looking up from my phone. “You might very well be on to something. I hate to admit it, but I’m glad you used my phone as a tracker. There’s no way we’d be able to follow him covertly at that speed.” 
 
    I was about to drive away when a rectangle of light appeared in my rearview mirror and I looked up to see the door to the sheriff’s department open. I twisted around in my seat and saw Abel staring wildly about the parking lot. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” I asked. 
 
    Susan turned to see what I was looking at. “He looks frantic.” 
 
    I quickly backed toward the building and Susan and I jumped out when I brought my vehicle to a lurching stop. 
 
    “Which way did he go?” As he spoke, Abel’s breath drifted like a cloud in front of his face. “The sheriff—which way did he go?” 
 
    “He went that way.” I pointed down the road that ran beside the jail—the same road we had come in on. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “He must be heading home.” Abel quickly locked the door to the sheriff’s department and turned back toward me. “Can you drive? I need to use my phone on the way.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I was a little suspicious. Could they be setting us up? Did they know we were on to them? The sheriff was definitely acting shady and we were strangers on his turf. “Why are you in such a hurry?” 
 
    “I’ll explain on the way. It’s a matter of life and death.” 
 
    I hesitated for a brief second, but relented when I stared into Abel’s eyes. He was genuinely worried about something. I gave Susan a nod and we all piled into my Tahoe, with Susan allowing Abel to sit in the front so she could watch him from the back seat. At Abel’s instruction, I headed down the road in the direction we’d last seen the sheriff. Susan had tucked my phone away so Abel wouldn’t realize what was going on. For the moment, we were content to rely on him for directions to the sheriff’s location. 
 
    “So, what’s going on?” I sped down the country road. “What’s a matter of life or death?” 
 
    “I think the sheriff’s gonna commit suicide.” 
 
    I was instantly alert, and I saw Susan lean forward. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Susan asked. “He seemed fine a few minutes ago.” 
 
    Abel reached in his pocket and pulled out a badge and commission card wallet. He slammed them on the center console. “Sheriff Chandler walked into the dispatcher’s office and placed these on the table. He told our dispatcher he was tired. He said it was all over, and then he just walked out the door. The dispatcher came and got me and told me what happened. I tried calling him, but his phone goes straight to voicemail.” 
 
    “What did he mean when he said it was all over?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know for sure.” Abel let out a long sigh. “But I think I have a good idea.” 
 
    I came to an intersection in the road—it was a faded blacktop road with huge cracks and a narrow shoulder—and stopped, looking to the left and right. We had driven up into the mountains and were surrounded by dense forestland, so there were no landmarks in sight. Additionally, there were no street signs and all of the roads looked identical. 
 
    “Which way?” I asked Abel. 
 
    He pointed to the left. “Head that way for about ten miles, and then take a right on the first forest road you reach.” 
 
    I jerked the steering wheel to the left and gunned the engine. We began a steady ascent up the mountain. The trees to our immediate left disappeared and gave way to an utter blackness below. The windows were all up, but I could hear a distant roar and knew it was a river. My headlights did little to illuminate the road ahead of us and I had to pay special attention not to go off the edge. I wouldn’t relish a tumble down those rocks on a good day when I was alone, but to have my pregnant wife with me? That thought was just terrifying. 
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    CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    “So, what do you think your sheriff is up to?” My voice cut through the silence like a shotgun blast. “Why do you think he’s going to kill himself?” 
 
    He sighed. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “We’ve got time,” I said simply. 
 
    “Years ago, about a week after Walter Garner killed Ian Eastman, the sheriff’s daughter was the victim of domestic violence. It was her husband and he beat her pretty good.” As Abel talked, he tried to reach the sheriff by phone again. He scowled and put the phone away when the sheriff didn’t answer. “The way it happened was like this here…the sheriff, two of our SWAT guys, and I were on the hunt for Garner when the sheriff pulls up at this old bar. He goes inside and comes out about five minutes later saying he got a tip from an informant who claimed to know where Garner was hiding. 
 
    “Without telling us exactly where we were going, he sped out of town, heading east. We hadn’t gone two miles yet when he gets a call from his ex-wife saying their daughter had been brought to the hospital in critical condition. It seems a neighbor had found her in the front yard of her house. From what we knew, she had been beaten up pretty bad by her husband—and she was pregnant.” Abel shook his head. “I swear, I thought we were goners that day. Without saying a word, the sheriff whipped around, nearly putting us on two wheels, and drove back to town like the devil was on our asses.” 
 
    Although it was cool in my Tahoe, Abel wiped a bead of sweat from his brow. “When we pulled up at the hospital, the sheriff jumped out while the unit was still moving.” He grunted. “I had to jump across the seat and hit the brake pedal with my hand.” 
 
    “Who was the husband?” I asked. 
 
    “Some punk kid named Gill Pratt. He was a local street rat. We all knew he’d never amount to anything, and we were right. I sure never figured he’d end up with the sheriff’s daughter.” 
 
    “What happened with the search for Garner while this was going on?” I wanted to know. “Did the sheriff’s tip ever pan out?” 
 
    “Well, we didn’t know the details of the tip and the sheriff was a bit preoccupied that day and the next, so we never got to talk with him about it. We went back to the bar and tried to find out who had offered up the information, but no one would talk. We did what we could, but it wasn’t much. We went back to searching the general area. 
 
    “While we were out and about, we heard over the radio that the sheriff was sending a team to Pratt’s house to arrest him for attempted murder. Later that night, we found out the sheriff roughed Pratt up at the county jail, and that served to benefit Pratt. When he appeared before the judge the next morning, the judge took one look at his mangled face and released him on his own recognizance.” 
 
    Abel stopped talking and pointed through the darkness to an opening in the trees to the right. It was barely visible in my headlights. “That’s the mountain road I was telling you about.” 
 
    I turned right as directed and asked Abel what had become of the search for Garner. I didn’t really care about the Gill Pratt case, because I didn’t think it had anything to do with Walter Garner or our reason for being there. 
 
    “Well, it was about another week after Pratt’s arrest and we were still looking for Garner,” Abel said. “We came close to catching him one night, but he somehow broke through our net and got away clean, which was frustrating. As for the sheriff’s daughter, she had made it out of the hospital and her baby was going to be fine, but Pratt was still walking the streets as a free man.” Abel paused to lick his lips and then continued. “So, we’re driving up and down the county searching for Garner when we get a report that someone locates a body in the forest east of town near the river. We all thought our search had finally come to a close. But when we got to the scene, we discovered that the dead guy was actually Gill Pratt. It freaked us all out, especially when we realized that Pratt had been stabbed to death just like Ian and Tammy.” 
 
    “No kidding?” I asked. 
 
    “No kidding.” Abel shifted in his seat and tried to call Sheriff Chandler again, but met with the same results. I could tell he was getting nervous, because his voice was strained when he continued talking. “The sheriff didn’t like Pratt—and I didn’t blame him—so he only pulled one detective away from the search for Garner to work Pratt’s murder. It raised a few eyebrows, but I was too busy to read much into it at the time. Hell, I don’t think I got ten hours of sleep during the entire search.” 
 
    I glanced in my rearview mirror when I caught movement from Susan. 
 
    “Are you telling me right now that none of y’all suspected the sheriff of killing Pratt?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m not gonna lie, most of us thought it had to be the sheriff—considering he had attacked Pratt while he was in custody—but none of us cared much at the time. We were all focused on capturing Garner before he killed any more people.” 
 
    “Well, we know how the search for Garner turned out,” Susan said, “but did y’all catch the person who killed Pratt?” 
 
    “We found some surveillance footage in Pratt’s neighborhood that showed a man approaching Pratt’s house the night before we found his body.” Abel twisted in his seat so Susan could hear, too. “The man was seen slipping into Pratt’s back yard and he was wearing a mask. About thirty minutes later, a light goes on in the kitchen window. Another thirty minutes go by and the garage door opens. The man reappears still wearing the mask and walks back up the street, where he apparently got into a truck and drove back to the garage. The garage door closed and everything was quiet for about fifteen minutes, at which time it opened again and the truck left. There was no activity at the house again until our deputy drove up to secure the scene after we found Pratt’s body.” 
 
    “Well, did y’all catch the killer?” Susan pressed, her voice breaking up slightly when I hit a bump in the road. I slowed as the Tahoe jostled violently along what looked more like an animal trail than a county road. 
 
    “It’ll be rough for the next mile,” Abel explained, pointing ahead, “but then we’ll be there.” He turned back in his seat and shook his head. “No, we never caught Pratt’s killer, but there was no way it was Sheriff Chandler, because the man in the video was too small. But then weird things started happening. Before Pratt was killed, the sheriff was running and gunning trying to catch Garner. But then not long after we found Pratt’s body, he suddenly called off the search for Garner. He said he had good reason to believe Garner had perished in the mountains and that we were wasting our time—” 
 
    “Is that his house?” I asked, cutting Abel off when I saw a faint glow of light through the trees up ahead. 
 
    The large man turned back to face the front. In my peripheral vision, I saw his shoulders slump when I pulled into the clearing. 
 
    “Where the hell could he be?” Abel asked. “I thought he’d come straight home. Dear Lord, this isn’t good…” 
 
    I parked in front of the house and we all dismounted. I shivered when the biting cold hit me, cursing myself for not packing a coat. Susan waited by the Tahoe while I followed Abel to Sheriff Chandler’s house. It was a stout little log cabin and the only sign of life was the yellow rectangle of light coming from a front window. 
 
    Abel peered into the window. “He’s definitely not home.” 
 
    “Does he live alone?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    We stood on the thick wooden porch, each lost in our own thoughts when Susan hollered from the vehicle. “I’ve got him!” She held my phone high in the air. “He’s about three miles away near some river east of town.” 
 
    Abel cocked his head to the side as he stared at my wife. “How on earth could she possibly know that?” 
 
    I sighed. “I’ll explain on the way.” 
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    CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe you placed a tracking device on my sheriff’s vehicle,” Abel said, fixing me with hard eyes. “That doesn’t inspire much trust between our agencies.” 
 
    I was driving as fast as the rough and winding road would allow—which was about forty miles per hour—and could only see Abel in my peripheral vision from the glow of the dash lights. I thought about explaining the difference between a tracking device and a cell phone, but figured he wouldn’t be amused. It was best not to piss the man off more than he was already, since we would need his help to convince his sheriff to tell us what the hell was going on—that is, if we could catch the man before he killed himself. 
 
    Once we left the mountain road and reached the limits of the small town, I could see Susan through my rearview mirror. She was holding on to the headrest with one hand while she held my cell phone with the other. Although Abel had taken over and claimed to know exactly where Sheriff Chandler was heading to end his life, Susan kept glancing down at my phone to make sure we were heading in the right direction. 
 
    We were about to reach the eastern end of town when my cell phone dinged to indicate I’d received a text message. Before I could glance up at the mirror, Susan let out an audible gasp. 
 
    “It’s true,” she said, “the sheriff was lying about the fingerprint.” 
 
    I felt Abel jerk around in his seat beside me to stare back at Susan. “Look, you little bitch, I don’t appreciate you calling my sheriff a liar—” 
 
    Without thinking, I immediately pressed the brake pedal and we all lurched forward as my Tahoe skidded to a stop. I turned slowly to face Abel, trying to keep my anger under control. 
 
    “I’m going to say this very nicely,” I said, glaring at Abel. “If you ever speak to my wife in that manner again, I’m going to knock your teeth down your throat and then stomp the life right out of you. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Abel gulped, but tried to maintain some semblance of control. “Are you…do I understand you correctly, that you’re threatening a law enforcement officer?” 
 
    “You’re damn right I’m threatening you.” I leaned closer to him. “And I’ll make good on that threat if you ever speak to her in that tone again. Do you understand that?” 
 
    “It’s okay, Clint,” Susan said quickly from behind me. “I’m sure he didn’t mean anything by it—right, Detective Adams?” 
 
    “Um, right,” Abel said slowly, not taking his eyes off of me. He looked like a man who had come face to face with a rattlesnake and wasn’t sure if it would strike or not. “I didn’t mean anything by it.” 
 
    After staring at him for another long moment, I relaxed and continued along the highway. I heard Susan sigh behind me as she settled into her seat. 
 
    “Mallory just texted to say the fingerprint card in Sheriff Chandler’s possession matched the print we recovered from the glove,” she said. “Our killer is definitely Walter Garner.” 
 
    It was Abel’s turn to sigh. “I don’t know if I want to know how y’all got a copy of the print card—” 
 
    “I took a picture of it while you were tending to Susan and the sheriff was getting a bucket,” I said simply. “And there was nothing illegal about it. The sheriff left the print on the table in plain view.” 
 
    “Yeah, what’s illegal is him interfering with a murder investigation,” Susan retorted. “Any idea why he would do that?” 
 
    After a long moment of silence, Abel said he had no clue why the sheriff would lie to cover for Garner. “Considering this new information, a few things are starting to make sense now. For one, I now know why he claimed Garner was dead—it was so we could get off his trail. If he was dead, there would be nothing more to find, so everyone would stop looking. I also think he might have had something to do with Garner breaking through our net that one night when we thought we had him cornered. In the pit of my stomach, I always kinda knew something was off, but…” 
 
    “But what?” I asked when he didn’t continue. 
 
    “But why would he help that murdering bastard? What does Garner have on him?” 
 
    I had an idea, but I kept it to myself as I turned down a dirt road that appeared to lead toward the banks of a raging river. Susan had the same idea, and she let it be known. 
 
    “If Sheriff Chandler is helping Garner,” she said, “I bet it has something to do with the murder of his son-in-law. My guess is he paid Garner to kill the little wife-beating prick, or he let him escape in exchange for the job. If that’s the case, your sheriff hasn’t been protecting Garner all this time—he’s been protecting himself.” 
 
    I took my eyes off the road for a brief moment and checked on Abel. His lips were pursed and he was nodding his head slowly. Based on his expression, I figured he’d suspected it all along, but he hadn’t wanted to admit it. 
 
    “There!” Abel pointed toward a break in the trees. “That’s his truck.” 
 
    My high beams lit up the small rocky parking area and we could plainly see that Sheriff Chandler’s vehicle was the only one there. 
 
    Abel pointed toward the river as he stripped off his seatbelt and reached for the door handle. “Down there is where we found Gill Pratt’s body. It makes perfect sense now why the sheriff would come here to end his life—he had something to do with Pratt’s murder.” 
 
    Susan and I exited my Tahoe in a hurry, but Abel was faster than we were. He rushed across the lot—his boots crunching on the loose rock underfoot—and jerked open the driver’s side door of the sheriff’s truck. His face fell and his round shoulders slumped. Susan and I pulled up short beside him and peered into the truck. It was empty. 
 
    “Where the hell is he?” Susan lifted her head and scanned the darkness around us. “Do you think he went down to the river?” 
 
    “He must’ve gone where Pratt’s body was recovered,” Abel said. “Can I see your flashlight?” 
 
    When Susan handed it over, he set off toward the tree line with Susan hot on his heels. I stopped momentarily and stepped up on the rear tire of the truck. Feeling around in the dark, I retrieved Susan’s cell phone from the bed and shoved it in my pocket. 
 
    The freezing wind whipped against my face as I jogged to catch up with the bobbing beam from the flashlight. Abel was calling out frantically for the sheriff as they hurried ahead of me toward the riverbank, but no one called back. 
 
    Stout branches stung my frozen face as I squeezed through the narrow opening in the trees. I could hear the roar of a river nearby. I stumbled often in the darkness—my feet catching on rocks and roots that jutted up from the ground—and was relieved when I finally caught up to Susan. 
 
    Abel’s breath was coming in labored gasps as he continued to call out for his boss. Feeling his pain, I joined him. 
 
    “Sheriff!” I hollered. “Sheriff Chandler, are you out here? Please answer us!” 
 
    The closer we got to the raging river, the greater the feeling of dread grew in my gut. If he was really serious about killing himself, he would’ve probably done it by now—rather than standing around in this miserably cold weather—and if not, our yelling might prompt him to pull the trigger. 
 
    I was about to call out a warning to Abel that we might want to stop yelling when we broke through the trees and found ourselves on the rocky banks of a wide and raging river. It was even colder down by the water and I shivered involuntarily as I followed Abel’s beam of light up and down the waterway. 
 
    The moon shone bright above us and it cast an eerie glow around the area. It helped us distinguish some shapes from others, but it was no easy task. I was just thinking we could use Gretchen Verdin’s tracking skills when Susan shouted and pointed toward the right. Abel shined the light in that direction and I gasped when I took in the scene. 
 
    The raging water was loud, so I didn’t know if Susan and Abel gasped, too, but we all bolted forward into a stumbling run. 
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    CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    “What in God’s name are you doing, Sheriff?” Abel screamed as loud as he could. 
 
    Sheriff Chandler, who was wearing a thick coat and chest waders, was standing atop a large boulder at the water’s edge. His head and hands were raised toward the sky. On the ground beside him were a fishing line, a chair that was knocked on its side, and an empty bucket. He whirled around when he heard Abel’s voice, lost his balance, and began to fall backward. 
 
    Before Abel or I could do anything, Susan leapt into action. Although she was pregnant, she didn’t hesitate, and cleared the distance between her and the sheriff in a flash. Being a professional fighter, she was light on her feet and—as the sheriff teetered on the edge of the boulder—she dipped and dashed between the rocks with ease. Just as the sheriff was about to fall backward off the boulder, Susan latched onto the front of his chest waders and used all of her bodyweight to jerk the man toward her. 
 
    The sheriff stumbled forward and face-planted on the ground beside Susan, who had broken her fall with her left arm and leg. Sheriff Chandler let out a grunt that could be heard over the noise of the river. Susan rolled to her feet and I rushed to her side. 
 
    “Are you okay?” My hand went instinctively to her belly. “Do you feel any pain?” 
 
    “I didn’t turn into fine China when I got pregnant.” She grinned and her eyes shined brightly in the moonlight. “I’m still the same tough cookie I was two months ago.” 
 
    I sighed and nodded, looking past her to the sheriff, who was struggling to his feet and cursing as he did so. He didn’t like the interruption and he seemed agitated. 
 
    Abel had finally made it to us and he reached out to help his boss, but the sheriff pushed him away. 
 
    “What’s going on, Sheriff?” Abel was clearly relieved to have found the sheriff alive, but he seemed confused now. “I thought you were coming out here to kill yourself, but it looks like you’re trying to catch a few fish. It’s late and cold—why would you be out here fishing?” 
 
    Sheriff Chandler glanced around the dark area until he saw a large tree lying on its side. Without saying a word, he trudged to the tree and took a seat on the trunk. 
 
    “How’d you know I would be here?” the sheriff asked in a low voice. 
 
    “I didn’t.” Abel shot an accusing thumb in my direction. “He put a tracking device on your truck.” 
 
    It wasn’t a tracking device, I wanted to say, but didn’t. 
 
    “We know what you’ve been doing, Sheriff,” Susan said softly, moving closer to Chandler. “We know you’ve been covering for Walter Garner.” 
 
    “I can’t go to jail.” Chandler seemed willing to speak with Susan, so Abel and I backed away to give them some semblance of privacy. “If I go to jail, my daughter and my grandkid get nothing, don’t you see? There would be no one to look after them.” 
 
    “Killing yourself would only make it worse.” Susan took a seat beside him. “You wanted your death to look like an accident, didn’t you? A drowning death, so they would get the insurance money, right?” 
 
    Sheriff Chandler grunted in amusement. “You’re a smart one. We only have three detectives, but one’s fixing to retire. Maybe you should come to work for me.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’re thinking about hanging around a little longer?” 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m thinking.” He ran a weary hand across his face. “I just want to go home and rest now.” 
 
    “First, I need your help.” Susan scooted a little closer to Chandler. “You need to help me stop Walter Garner. I need to know everything that happened between you two. I need to know how to find him.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to find him.” 
 
    “Does he have family here who might be in contact with him?” 
 
    “No, he’s got no one left since his mother died.” 
 
    Susan was thoughtful. “Let’s start with what happened between you and Garner and how it related to the murder of Gill Pratt, and then we’ll talk about how you can help me find him.” 
 
    Sheriff Chandler was quiet for what seemed like forever. He finally sighed and said, “There’s not much to tell.” 
 
    “Well then, let’s hear it.” Susan folded her arms. 
 
    “It was back during the search,” Sheriff Chandler began. “We received a tip that Garner was laying low somewhere out here by the river, so I formed up a posse and we got here as soon as we could. We had the whole place surrounded. I was determined to end it that day—one way or the other.” The older man shifted on the tree trunk and pointed toward the river. “It was right over there when I cornered him. I had him dead to rights, my gun pointing right at his face. I remember it like it was yesterday. I told him he was a coward and I begged him to make a wrong move so I could kill him. He didn’t say anything and I was about to pull out my radio and call for backup when he finally spoke—and he said something that made me freeze in place.” 
 
    “What was it?” Susan asked when Chandler stopped talking. “What did he say?” 
 
    “My daughter’s name.” 
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    CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    From where Abel and I were standing, I could see Chandler staring off in the distance, as though he were reliving the moment. 
 
    “Wait, what?” Susan asked. “How’d he know her name?” 
 
    “He said he knew the man who hurt her, and he said he could punish Gill for me. It shocked me that he knew my daughter and I just stood there frozen for a minute, holding my radio in one hand and my pistol in the other.” 
 
    I could see the back of the sheriff’s head and it appeared he was staring out over the water. 
 
    “While I was standing there wondering what to do, he started crying and confessing his crimes to me,” the sheriff said. “He said he didn’t like hurting people, but he said Tammy and Ian had to die so others might live. He said he had begged God for His forgiveness and he felt that it had been granted. As I watched him sitting there crying, I didn’t see a monster who had committed a senseless act of violence. Instead, I saw a young man who had the courage to do what needed to be done for his family, and it was then that I realized I was the real coward—I was the one who lacked the courage to do what needed to be done to keep my daughter safe. I wanted to murder Gill Pratt, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. Sure, I slapped him around a bit, but that was just stupid.” 
 
    “Isn’t that why the judge released him on his own recognizance?” 
 
    “It is. I blamed myself for setting him free to remain a threat to my daughter and her unborn baby.” Sheriff Chandler turned and looked at Susan. “I was going to call it in, but then he told me Gill deserved to die for what he had done. He told me Gill had to die so that my daughter could live.” 
 
    “Did he offer to kill him?” Susan asked quietly when Sheriff Chandler stopped talking again. 
 
    The sheriff nodded. “He told me if I let him go, he would punish Gill and then he would leave town forever, never to return. I told him it wouldn’t work, that he would get caught and then he would implicate me, but he swore this would never come back on me.” 
 
    “How’d you get him through the net y’all had set up?” 
 
    “Abel must’ve told you about the net.” 
 
    Susan nodded. “He did.” 
 
    “I had about fifty civilians—armed to the teeth—surrounding this entire area while I took a team of ten of my best deputies into the forest to conduct the search. The civilians had every exit covered and there was nowhere Garner could go, so it made things easier for me and my officers. Even if we couldn’t catch him, we’d at least flush him and he’d run into the surrounding net. Anyway, we spread out and I came to this little area right here—” 
 
    Sheriff Chandler suddenly broke out in a fit of coughs. It sounded like he couldn’t breathe for a moment there, but Susan talked him through it and he slowly recovered. He let out a long breath and wiped his eyes, then continued in a hoarse voice. 
 
    “Garner knew he was surrounded that day, and that’s why he offered to do what he did. He was a desperate man and he was willing to do and say anything to get away. Had he been armed with a gun, he would’ve shot his way out, but he was unarmed, so he had to use the only weapons he had—his mouth and his brain.” Sheriff Chandler turned toward Susan. “You know, I didn’t find him that day—he found me. I’m convinced he eluded the others and sought me out during the search so he could play on my weakness and use me for his escape.” 
 
    “How would he know to use your daughter against you?” Susan asked. 
 
    “Because everyone in town knew how much she meant to me, and they all knew what I had done to that little bastard while he was in custody. They all thought I would do anything to protect my daughter, and Garner was smart enough to use that against me.” 
 
    “How’d you get him out?” Susan asked again. 
 
    “I radioed that I heard something heading north and it was moving fast, so I thought it was Garner. It drew my deputies away from this area. When all was clear, I led Garner to my truck and he slipped into the back seat and lay across the floorboard. I covered him with an old jacket and some boxes of motor oil that were back there, and then I returned to the river to continue searching. When I called off the search later that night, I simply drove him out of the net and dropped him off at the end of Gill’s street.” 
 
    “So, you basically hand-delivered your son-in-law to Garner, isn’t that right?” 
 
    “That bastard was not my son-in-law!” The outburst caused Chandler to start coughing again. When the fit passed, he said in a weak voice, “He was not my son-in-law. He was just some piece of shit my daughter married in a moment of weakness. And I can’t argue with you—I did lead Garner right to Gill, knowing full well what the man was capable of doing.” 
 
    “Did anyone suspect you of murdering Pratt?” 
 
    He grunted. “I’m sure everyone thought I did it, but after that surveillance video surfaced, all eyes were on Garner.” 
 
    Chandler went on to explain that everything had grown quiet in town after Gill Pratt’s murder. “We continued the search for Garner, but when we stopped receiving reports of sightings, I knew he had stayed true to his word and left town. I didn’t want to continue wasting time and resources on a lost cause, so I started floating this theory that Garner had perished in the wilderness. It’s happened before—where someone disappears without a trace, never to be heard from or seen again—so it made perfect sense to everyone around these parts.” 
 
    After Chandler finished talking, there was a long moment of silence between him and Susan. Finally, Susan asked if he was willing to help us capture Garner. 
 
    “I don’t know where he is.” 
 
    “Surely, you must’ve heard from him in all of this time.” 
 
    He hesitated, and then nodded slowly. “A couple of years ago, I got a call on my home phone from someone claiming to be Walter Garner. He told me Abel had contacted a police department where he was living and the detectives there would be contacting me about a fingerprint they found at a crime scene. He told me if I didn’t want my daughter to end up like Gill Pratt, then I’d better make damn sure the print didn’t match his applicant card. I…I know it was wrong, but I knew he was capable of finding her and killing her—Walter is extremely resourceful, after all—so I lied about the print matching.” 
 
    “So, it was a match?” 
 
    “Yeah, and so was your print.” 
 
    “We know.” Susan sat silent for a moment, and then asked Sheriff Chandler why he wanted to commit suicide. 
 
    “I didn’t want to commit suicide—I wanted to accidentally kill myself.” The elderly man sighed heavily. “If I commit suicide, Walter will think I did it on purpose to get out of helping him. That might provoke him into coming after my daughter. But if I died an accidental death, my daughter would get the life insurance money and Walter would just move on with his life. I’m sure he’d find some other way to avoid getting captured. The man’s a magician.” 
 
    “By the way,” Susan asked, “how tall is he?” 
 
    “About five-six.” 
 
    Susan turned to look in my direction, nodded. When she was facing Sheriff Chandler again, she asked if there was anything else he could tell her that might assist us in capturing Garner. 
 
    After another long moment of silence, Sheriff Chandler nodded his head slowly. “There is one other thing. He can’t work, so he makes me send him money—not a lot, just enough for him to get by. He told me if the money ever stops flowing, he’ll take that as a sign that I’m no longer in his corner and he’ll need to pay a visit to my daughter. I told him the only way I’d stop sending money was if I was dead, and I begged him not to hurt my daughter if I died. He told me if I died a natural death, he’d let my daughter off the hook.” 
 
    “Where do you send the money?” Susan asked. “What’s the address?” 
 
    “It’s a post office box in a town called Eagle.” 
 
    “That’s in Northern Chateau.” Susan twisted on the tree. “Clint, are you getting this?” 
 
    I nodded and asked for the box number. 
 
    “It’s 231,” Chandler said. “P.O. Box 231.” 
 
    I dug out an ink pen and scribbled the address on the inside of my palm. 
 
    Susan asked for the name associated with the address, but Sheriff Chandler said Garner told him to leave the name blank, and he was instructed to only send cash. In order to hide his tracks, the sheriff said he would drive to Tennessee or Alabama to mail the cash. 
 
    “What about the other detectives who contacted you?” Susan asked. “Where were they from?” 
 
    “The first one was near Tallahassee, Florida. We got a teletype from the police department there and then a detective met me here with the print he recovered. I might still have his card. And the other contact was from Mobile County in Alabama. I think I still have that detective’s card, too.” Sheriff Chandler shot a thumb in Abel’s direction. “I told Abel if he contacted another agency about our case, I’d fire his ass. I thought sure he’d contacted y’all, but he swears up and down he didn’t.” 
 
    “Would you send money to Walter in Florida and Alabama, too?” Susan asked, ignoring the bit about Abel. 
 
    “Yeah—cash only, no names.” The cold wind had picked up a bit and Sheriff Chandler pulled his jacket closed to shield himself against its icy fingers. He sighed heavily. “Well, now that you know the truth, what are you going to do with me?” 
 
    Susan stood and looked down at the dejected man. From my vantage point, they both looked like spooky shadows in the ghostly moonlight. When Susan spoke, her frozen breath drifted around her face and added to the mystique. “There’s nothing I can do. I’m far out of my jurisdiction, and you haven’t committed any crimes in Mechant Loup.” 
 
    Susan started to walk toward me, but a thought occurred to her and she stopped. “Sheriff, if you’re trying to help Walter, why’d you keep his print all of these years? Why not just destroy it?” 
 
    “If I destroyed the print, then I’d have no leverage over him and I’d have no proof that he killed Gill Pratt.” 
 
    Susan nodded and walked away, calling over her shoulder, “Now, please don’t try to accidentally kill yourself again—your daughter and grandchild need you.” 
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    CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
    Four hours later… 
 
      
 
    We were a hundred miles south of Atlanta when Susan finally reached someone from the Tallahassee Police Department who could help. She had been working the phone from the moment we entered my Tahoe and left the river parking area. 
 
    First, she had called Mallory on speaker phone and provided her with the address to the post office box in Eagle. Mallory had immediately dispatched a sniper team to the location. Next, she had filled Mallory in on all the details we’d learned thus far, and then listened while Mallory told her about the steps she was taking to track down Garner. Mallory also said they’d combed the backgrounds of every officer working the domestic violence unit and then interviewed them. 
 
    “They all consented to searches of their homes, the rolling of their fingerprints, and they took polygraphs. They’re all clean. We also rolled Baylor Rice’s prints and were able to clear him. As for our victims, none of them have called to drop charges against their husbands, so we shouldn’t have any problems.” Mallory had inhaled deeply and blew into the receiver. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and this Walter Garner will kill himself and leave a note confessing his crimes.” 
 
    “While you’re wishing for miracles, I have to get back to work.” Susan then ended the call and it wasn’t long before Abel called and provided the contact information for the detectives from Tallahassee and Mobile. Susan had made a number of calls, but had gotten nowhere. It seemed the detective from Alabama had retired and the detective from Florida was on a cruise ship. 
 
    “I wish we were back on our cruise,” Susan had mumbled while waiting for the desk sergeant in Tallahassee to patch her through to the chief of detectives. After spending another hour on the phone, most of it on hold while the chief of detectives researched his files, she finally hung up and gave me the low down. 
 
    “Their case was identical to ours—a battered woman signed a drop slip, she was stabbed to death later, and the husband was arrested for the crime. They found an unidentified thumb print in blood on the inside of the door stop, but everything else had been wiped clean. They had expected to find the husband’s prints—along with the victim’s—on everything in the house, but they didn’t. That detail—and the fact that the husband was seen on video at a casino three hours away—helped them confirm it couldn’t have been him.” 
 
    “Did they ever develop a real suspect?” 
 
    She told me they hadn’t and that the case had grown stale after Sheriff Chandler told them the print didn’t match Garner. 
 
    “This chief of detectives ran through his list of witnesses for me, but none of them sounded familiar,” Susan explained. “When I asked if they had a domestic violence team and if anyone on that team quit soon after the murder, he said no.” 
 
    I continued driving while Susan called a number that was supposed to be for the retired detective from Mobile. She’d received it from a dispatcher who’d had a lot of bad things to say about the detective, including that he was lazy and never wanted to work. 
 
    “It was good that he retired,” the dispatcher had said over the speaker, “because it freed up some air that a more productive detective could breathe.” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” Susan had asked the woman. The woman would only say that he botched a murder investigation, and then she said she had to get back to work. 
 
    It was about twenty minutes to nine in the morning when Susan got the retired detective on the phone, and it sounded like he was tired and hung over. 
 
    “He must be getting a head start on the weekend,” I whispered to Susan, who only shook her head and introduced herself. She let him know he was on speakerphone and that I was in the background. 
 
    “Ned Jones,” sounded the detective’s gruff voice. He had a thick Alabama accent. “What’s this about? And how’d you get my number?” 
 
    “I called the sheriff’s office and they gave it to me.” 
 
    “Of course they did.” Ned yawned and then coughed roughly. “I’ve been off the job for two years, so I know my cases have all cleared the court system by now.” 
 
    “Well, I’m calling about an unsolved murder case you worked not long before you retired.” 
 
    “I’ve only got one unsolved murder on my record, so it’s got to be about that poor woman who was stabbed in her house.” The detective suddenly sounded wide awake. “Did they finally locate Gregg Smith?” 
 
    Susan shot a look at me, then turned back toward the phone in her lap. “Who’s Gregg Smith?” 
 
    “A janitor who worked at the sheriff’s office. He was my number one suspect, but no one wanted to hear me out about him. They all thought the husband killed her, but I was able to prove he wasn’t home when the murder happened. Of course, that didn’t convince those who had prejudged the case. They all claimed I screwed up the investigation, but then the lab developed an unknown print on a latex glove that was thrown in the trash outside the home—” 
 
    “You found a print on a latex glove?” I asked, interrupting him. 
 
    “Yeah. I believe the killer removed the left glove with his right hand, which was still gloved, but when he removed the right glove he touched it with his bare fingers. He then threw it in the outside trashcan and disappeared.” Springs squeaked in the background and it sounded like the detective was shifting his position in bed. “I got a random call one day from a detective in north Georgia saying he believed his case was connected to mine, but when I met with the print examiner up there he said the prints didn’t match. I wasn’t surprised, because I’m certain Gregg Smith is the one who did it. Of course, the other detectives in my office still believe that glove was from a first responder.” 
 
    “Why’d you suspect this Gregg Smith?” Susan asked. 
 
    “He was always snooping around when he’d pick up the trash at my office. I even caught him thumbing through a case file on my desk one day. I chewed his ass out and moved my garbage can by the door so he wouldn’t come behind my desk anymore. I thought that fixed the problem, but then I’d gotten a call from the DA’s office one morning saying my victim wanted to drop charges against her husband. I raised some hell and I know I mentioned the victim’s name a few times. My back was to the door and when I turned around I saw Gregg standing there watching me. I asked him what the hell he was doing, but he just apologized and walked out.” Detective Jones sighed. “Next thing I know, my victim’s dead and Gregg Smith skips town.” 
 
    “Did you have any leads at all?” 
 
    “No, nothing. Since he was just a janitor, our personnel division didn’t get much info on him and I later learned he used a bogus address and that he had stolen the identity of a man in a neighboring county. After doing some more digging, I found out where he was staying and I went to the apartment. The landlord let me in and I searched every inch of that place, but the only thing I found was a sliver of paper from a torn envelope. 
 
    “As luck would have it, there was a number on the envelope and that number led me to a post office box in town. I got the post master to open the box, and guess what I found?” 
 
    I had just crossed into Mississippi and Susan looked up. She pointed to the rest area sign and mouthed that she needed to use the bathroom. She’d been doing that a lot lately, and I figured the baby must be pushing on her bladder. 
 
    “What did you find?” Susan asked Detective Jones, turning her attention back to the cell phone in her lap. 
 
    “I found an envelope full of cash,” Ned said. “A little over seven hundred dollars. There was no name on the envelope and no return address—just the post office box number and a postal stamp from Huntsville, Alabama.” 
 
    I turned to Susan. 
 
    “Sheriff Ralph Chandler!” we both said in unison. 
 
    “Sheriff who?” Ned asked. 
 
    “I have to go!” Susan quickly ended the call. Not wasting any time, she dialed Mallory’s phone immediately. I smashed the accelerator, racing through Mississippi and heading for the Louisiana border as fast as I could without endangering our lives or the lives of anyone else on the highway. Thankfully, there wasn’t much traffic on this Friday morning. The school buses had already run and most people were already at work, which left the road relatively clear. 
 
    “Mallory, you need to run the name Gregg Smith sideways to Sunday through every computer we have!” Susan said excitedly when Mallory answered. “And check every employee record—including janitors—from the sheriff’s office and the DA’s office. Cross-reference them to the address we got from Sheriff Chandler. This killer is hiding in plain sight, and we need to stop him before he goes dark again.” 
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    CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
    Chateau Parish Sheriff’s Office’s Criminal Operation Center 
 
      
 
    It was almost noon when Susan and I arrived at Mallory’s office. She was on the phone when we entered her cubicle and waved for us to have a seat. We did and watched as she spoke in hushed tones to whoever was on the other end. There was a concerned expression on her face that I didn’t like. Without saying goodbye, she dropped the handset to the cradle and spun in her chair. 
 
    “That was Britt,” she said slowly. “Another victim wants to drop charges against her husband. Britt said the woman’s scared of this serial killer running around and she wants her husband at home to protect her and their kids.” 
 
    “We need eyes on her,” I said as we all rose to our feet. “Who is she and what’s her address?” 
 
    “Who else knows about this?” Susan asked before Mallory had a chance to respond to my question. “As long as we keep it confined to our tight circle, then it shouldn’t get out and she won’t be in danger.” 
 
    “So far,” Mallory said, “the only people who know about it are Britt, Natasha, DA Investigator Rory Carney, and the three of us. They didn’t even inform the domestic violence team—just in case.” 
 
    “Let’s keep it that way,” Susan said. “Now, where does this lady live?” 
 
    Mallory snatched a notebook from her desk and thumbed through it as we all walked toward the door. “Her name is Julia Hebert and she lives in Northern Chateau on Cedar Street, the last house on the right.” 
 
    “It’ll take at least twenty minutes to get there,” I said. “Is there anyone closer?” 
 
    Mallory stopped on the sidewalk and called Britt again. After speaking briefly with her, she nodded and hung up. “Natasha is already on her way to the house. She’ll give Julia a ride to the DA’s office and we’ll meet with them there.” 
 
    Susan and I jumped in my Tahoe and Mallory hurried across the parking lot to her Charger. I was on the highway first and flipped on my lights. Susan turned the dial on her police radio and stopped when she reached the secure SWAT channel. She checked the status of the officers out in the field. They all reported that they were Code-4, which meant everything was under control. 
 
    Mallory had told Susan earlier that a team had been set up on the post office in Eagle, but everything was quiet so far. The officers had avoided making contact with the post master just in case it would tip off Walter Garner, or Gregg Smith, or whatever name he was going by nowadays. 
 
    My mind raced as I drove, realizing I must’ve come into contact with the killer at some point. The picture Abel showed us had a definite ring of familiarity to it, but why? Who did it resemble? It didn’t look anything like Baylor Rice, so I knew immediately upon seeing the photo that Baylor was in the clear. But I’d met someone who looked like that photo, and I needed to figure out who it was—and I needed to figure it out fast. 
 
    We pulled up to the front of the district attorney’s office in record time. I still hadn’t figured out who the killer was. Mallory was right behind us and we all exited our vehicles and converged on the front door. Britt Lucas met us in the lobby and there was a look of concern on her face. 
 
    “Natasha should’ve been back by now. I’ve been calling her cell, but she’s not answering.” She licked her lips. “I’m worried. I…I think something might’ve happened to her.” 
 
    I whipped around and headed back for the parking lot, calling over my shoulder, “Susan, I’ll be back!” 
 
    “You’re not going without me!” She started toward the door, but I stopped and held out a hand. 
 
    “Please stay here, Sue.” I gently touched her belly. “For the sake of our child, please stay here where it’s safe.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to argue, but then clamped it shut. She frowned deeply and her eyes moistened. “Go, and hurry before I change my mind.” 
 
    I sprinted across the sidewalk—with Susan calling after me to be careful—and jumped into my unmarked cruiser. I caught sight of Mallory heading to her car, and she was calling out on the radio as she ran. 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest as I drove, wondering what we’d find when we arrived at the house. Had the killer struck again? If so, had he killed Natasha, too? I applied the brakes when I came up to an intersection where two cars were waiting for each other to go. My lights were already flashing, so I turned on my siren and drove around them, working the steering wheel like I was wrestling a bull to the ground. 
 
    I was only vaguely familiar with Northern Chateau, so I drifted to the shoulder and allowed Mallory to pass me up and take the lead. Within a few minutes, we were turning onto Cedar Street and we both shut off our lights and sirens. 
 
    As we whisked down the street, I shrugged out of my seatbelt and sat easy, ready to jump out of the Tahoe. 
 
    “Can you catch the back?” Mallory asked over the police radio as we neared the end of the street. “I’ll get the front.” 
 
    “Sure.” I studied the house we were approaching. It was a large brick home centered on about two acres of neatly cropped property. The back yard was wrapped in a black metal fence that was about five feet in height—it would be an easy jump. There were two cars in the driveway, and I was guessing one of them belonged to Natasha. 
 
    I allowed my Tahoe to ease to a stop. Leaving the door open, I slipped out and made a dash for the fence. I stopped and squatted where the fence married up to the house, and turned to see Mallory slinking through the front yard. When she reached the edge of the porch, she crouched near a large white column and glanced in my direction. I gave her a nod and she held up five fingers, letting me know she would beat on the front door in five seconds. 
 
    In one smooth motion, I leapt over the fence and made my way around to the back, hugging the exterior wall as I moved. There was a screened-in patio that stretched the entire width of the house. I hesitated at the corner, trying to see through the screen and to the windows and door at the back of the house. Thanks to the shadows back there, it was almost impossible to do so. 
 
    Screw it! I thought. Mallory was going to knock on the front door at any moment, so I needed to get to the back door quickly. Taking a deep breath, I drew my pistol and stepped out into the open, exposing myself to whatever danger might be out there. I rushed for the patio door. The lock stuck when I jerked on the door, and a loud clanging noise reverberated along the metal framework. 
 
    I winced inwardly, but didn’t slow down. I pulled the door free and stepped into the screened area. A quick scan of the patio revealed a large barbecue pit, some wicker furniture, and a large green garbage can arranged neatly around the space. I was about to reach for the knob to the back door of the house when the door was jerked open and Natasha Lee came barreling out, running right into me. 
 
    I spun to keep from falling and reached out to steady her. Her eyes were wild as she pointed toward the doorway with her left hand. “I…I was too late. It’s too late. He…he got her!” 
 
    “Is he still inside?” I asked, turning toward the opening. I heard a crashing sound and splintered wood flying, which told me that Mallory had made entry. I needed to get in that house. 
 
    I was just glancing over my shoulder to tell Natasha to stay put when realization hit me like a freight train to the sternum—but that moment of revelation had come a few seconds too late. 
 
    Natasha Lee, whose facial features looked very similar to the picture of Walter Garner that Abel had shown Susan and me, held a large, bloody ice pick high in the air. Without hesitation, she drove it straight toward my left eyeball—and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. 
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    CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes earlier… 
 
      
 
    Walter Garner, who had assumed the identity of a local woman named Natasha Lee, stood in front of his bathroom mirror and adjusted the padded bra. Once it looked perfect, he pulled on a black turtleneck sweater—being careful not to smudge his makeup or shift his wig—and then took a final look at himself. 
 
    “Damn, I look pretty.” He frowned, knowing this would be the last time he would assume the identity of Natasha Lee. He had enjoyed being Natasha. Not only did he get to use the women’s bathroom everywhere he went, but he was best friends with the hottest prosecutor in the state and he worked with half a dozen other women at the advocacy center where he volunteered. He’d learned a lot about women while being one, and he would use that information to his advantage later on, when he moved to a different town. 
 
    Walter grabbed the duffel bag that contained everything he owned and slung it over his shoulder. He then hurried out the front door of the one-bedroom apartment he was renting in Northern Chateau. He clambered down the stairs to the garage below. While he had exclusive use of the apartment, he was forced to share the garage with the old man from whom he was renting. Walter had wanted it all to himself so he could come and go as he wished—sometimes as a man and sometimes as a woman—but the old man was unrelenting and Walter was a beggar, so he was in no position to demand anything. 
 
    “Hey, sweetheart,” called the old landlord when Walter made it to his car. He tossed the duffel in the back seat. The garage door was open and the landlord was sitting on a stool in the driveway working on a lawnmower. “You’re looking nice today.” 
 
    Walter growled under his breath, but smiled affectionately and batted his fake eyelashes. The old man flirted incessantly with him, as did other men, and he was beginning to realize what a real asshole these types of men were—another thing he’d learned by being a woman. He paused by the front door of his car and stared back at the old man, whose tongue was hanging out like a hungry dog. 
 
    Before I go off the grid again, he thought to himself, I’m going to come back and get naked for that old bastard and watch as his heart explodes in shock when he sees what’s going on downstairs. If that revelation doesn’t kill him, I might just finish him off with the wrench he’s holding. 
 
    Walter waved goodbye and slipped into the driver’s seat. Taking a deep breath, he pulled down the sun visor and stared at the picture he’d pinned there. It was of his sister, Pam, who would be alive today if it hadn’t been for Tammy Eastman dropping the charges on her ex-husband. 
 
    Next, Walter pulled out his disposable phone and again read the text message he’d received from Britt, who wanted “Natasha” to go to Cedar Street and pick up Julia Hebert and bring her to the DA’s office. 
 
    “I’ll pick her up, alright,” Walter mumbled, tossing down the phone and pushing the visor up. “I’ll make damn sure she doesn’t drop the charges and I’ll see to it that her husband gets what’s coming to him.” 
 
    It had been frustrating for Walter to learn that the detectives recovered his print inside the latex glove near Cassandra’s home and then released Nikia. When the same thing had happened in Mobile, he had sworn to never leave evidence at a scene again—even in the trashcan. He’d been very careful the last time and had thrown the gloves in the bayou. 
 
    When I’m done with Julia, he thought, I might go back and kill that kid who found the glove. 
 
    He suddenly dismissed the thought. Killing kids was where he drew the line. Besides, there was still a chance the authorities would arrest Nikia when they discovered his DNA on the Halloween mask. Walter had seen Nikia wearing it and knew Nikia’s DNA was all over it, so he’d planted it along the trail. Walter had worn a balaclava under the mask, so his DNA wouldn’t be on it. 
 
    Walter turned onto the highway and headed for Cedar Street. He picked up his cell phone and called Julia when he was turning onto her street. Britt had already called Julia and she was supposedly ready to leave, but Walter didn’t want her meeting him in the driveway. He needed to get in that house so he could deal with her in private and then disappear. He had wanted to go to the post office to get his money from Sheriff Chandler before leaving, but he’d noticed a strange car in the parking lot. If there was one thing he’d learned when he was a cop back in Georgia, it was to spot things that were out of place. 
 
    “I’ll be there in two minutes,” Walter said when Julia answered the call. “Keep your doors locked and don’t come outside.” 
 
    Walter was thankful to his mother for forcing him to take drama classes in high school, because he’d perfected the feminine voice of Golde, the mother in Fiddler on the Roof. He had tried out for the part on a dare from his buddies and, to his shock and his buddies’ delight, he had landed the part. He’d been putting that voice to good use in the two months he’d been pretending to be Natasha Lee. Hell, he had been in character so long, he didn’t even know if he could get his original voice back. 
 
    “Am I in danger?” Julia asked, the worry evident in her voice. 
 
    “Yes, absolutely,” Walter said, seizing on her fears, “or we wouldn’t be doing this. There’s a killer out there and we have reason to believe he’s targeting you.” 
 
    “Oh, Lord, what am I supposed to do? I’m all alone. If only—” 
 
    “I’m up the street. I’ll come in through the back door, but don’t unlock it until you see that it’s me. Got it? I’ll keep you safe…I promise.” 
 
    “Can you stay on the line with me until you get here?” 
 
    “Sure, honey, I’ll be here with you the whole time.” Walter grinned to himself, thinking, Hook, line, and sinker! I’ll get in, do my thing, and then be gone before anyone knows what happened. 
 
    “I’m pulling into your driveway right now.” Walter took a good look around. There were no cars at any of the neighboring houses, which probably meant everyone was at work. “I’m getting out now and walking along the side of the house.” 
 
    Julia was breathing heavy on the other end of the phone. “Okay, I’m waiting by the back door.” 
 
    Walter cleared the fence, cursing to himself as the shoes he wore pinched his feet. He couldn’t wait to wear men’s boots again. When he reached the back patio, he saw the blinds to one of the windows pulled aside and Julia was standing on the other end. He smiled warmly and waved. There was immediate relief in Julia’s eyes and she quickly disappeared, only to reappear a second later in the doorway, her purse hanging from her shoulder and her cell phone still in her hand. 
 
    “Oh, Ms. Lee, thank God you’re here!” Julia started to step outside, but Walter put up a hand to stop her. 
 
    “We need to stay inside until the detectives arrive,” he said in his Natasha Lee voice. 
 
    “Oh, the police are coming?” 
 
    Walter nodded. “You might want to gather up some belongings while we wait, because I don’t know when it’ll be safe for you to come back here.” 
 
    Julia nodded and headed deeper into the house, tossing her purse and cell phone on the table. Walter closed the door behind him and threw the bolt. He shot a quick glance around the kitchen and found what he was looking for—a weapon in the form of a giant ice pick. He liked using items from the homes, because it was less he had to carry to and from the scene, and it bolstered the case against the husband. 
 
    Snatching the ice pick from the knife block and concealing it behind his back, Walter followed the sound of Julia’s footsteps and found her in a back bedroom. She had pulled a small suitcase from a closet and was filling it with clothes. 
 
    “Why’d you decide to drop the charges against your husband?” Walter asked, looking Julia up and down. The question caught Julia off guard and she stopped what she was doing. 
 
    “I…I heard there was a killer running the streets and I knew I would feel safer with him around.” 
 
    “You do realize he’ll never change, right?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Your husband—he’ll never change. He’ll continue beating you until he eventually murders you. Hell, you’re practically dead already.” Walter removed his hand from where it was concealed behind his back. He saw Julia’s eyes widen when they fixed on the ice pick. “Ian Eastman used to beat his wife. He would get arrested and his wife would keep on dropping the charges.” 
 
    “Who?” Julia’s face was twisted in confusion and fear. “Who is Ian Eastman?” 
 
    “Thanks to his wife, Tammy, who kept dropping the charges against him, he remained a free man and then married my sister. Do you want to guess what happened next?” 
 
    When Julia didn’t answer, Walter continued. “Ian murdered my sister—butchered her with a knife like she was a varmint—and it was all because some woman did what you’re doing. Domestic violence is a problem in this country, and someone has to put a stop to it.” 
 
    Julia clamped her jaw shut and her eyes turned to slits. She stood a little straighter. Walter cocked his head to the side, surprised at the sudden display of defiance. 
 
    “So, your solution is what?” Julia asked mockingly, pointing to the ice pick. “Are you going around killing the victims of domestic violence to protect them from the men who beat them? How does that make any sense? Your logic is flawed and nonsensical. You’re an ignorant woman, aren’t you?” 
 
    Walter felt his blood boiling. “Shut your mouth!” 
 
    “Why don’t you come over here and make—” 
 
    Before Julia could finish her statement, Walter rushed across the room and shoved the ice pick into her stomach. Julia tried to push him off, but he was too strong. She gasped and her mouth fell open as the ice pick plunged deeper. Walter pulled the weapon out and stabbed her again, putting his face close to hers and smiling— 
 
    Walter’s head jerked around when he heard tires screeching outside. He stepped away from Julia and allowed her to collapse to the ground, where she lay moaning. He took a quick glance out the window and saw Detective Mallory Tuttle approaching the front of the house, a pistol in her hand. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” He bolted for the back door. 
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    I was immediately blinded. Although my eyes were open, I couldn’t see a thing, as blood and other fluids gushed down my face. There were chunks of flesh in my mouth and I spat violently, trying to rid myself of the taste. There was a sharp pain in my leg and I suddenly realized something was wrong—the pain should’ve been in my eyeball. 
 
    The sound of boot steps clanked loudly against the ceramic tile behind me and I heard Mallory gasp. “Jesus Christ, London shot Natasha Lee!” 
 
    I’d heard of London Carter. He was commonly referred to as a “ghost” and he was the most feared sniper in Louisiana—maybe even the country. 
 
    “Where was he?” I scrubbed the blood and tissue from my eyes and forced them open. My vision was blurry, but I could see Mallory standing over me, a look of concern in her eyes. “I didn’t see anyone but Natasha.” 
 
    I saw Mallory scanning our surroundings. “Hell if I know—perched on a cloud, maybe?” 
 
    “We need to check on the victim.” I pulled the front of my shirt up to wipe my face. I then pushed myself off the ground and rose to my feet. 
 
    “Clint, are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. We need to check on—” 
 
    “There’s an ice pick in your leg,” she said. “Don’t you feel it?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I smiled through the pain in my thigh. “It was meant for my eyeball, so the pain in my leg hurts real good.” 
 
    As Mallory rushed into the house to find the victim, I paused to look at Natasha. The front of her face was grossly distorted. 
 
    I cocked my head to the side when I realized a large portion of her hair had been separated from her head. I leaned closer and grunted, remembering where I’d seen Walter Garner’s face before—Walter was Natasha Lee. I immediately realized what had taken place. Her—or, rather, his—head was shaved. Walter had been wearing a wig and dressing like a woman. He had been hiding in plain sight this whole time. 
 
    Sheriff Chandler’s words came back to me, and I realized just then how truly profound they were. “Walter is extremely resourceful, after all,” the sheriff had said. 
 
    “And that was an understatement,” I muttered before standing to my feet and looking out into the distance. I knew London was still out there providing over-watch protection, so I mouthed my thanks. I then limped into the house and made my way to the bedroom, where I heard Mallory speaking softly to our victim, who was moaning in pain. 
 
    Those moans were the sweetest sounds I’d ever heard, because it meant she was still alive. Sirens blared in the distance and Mallory looked up when I got closer. 
 
    “I’ve got an ambulance and backup coming,” she said, turning her attention back to the victim. “Julia here is going to be just fine…aren’t you?” 
 
    Julia’s face was twisted in agony, but she nodded anyway. “It hurts like hell, but I can still breathe, so I know he didn’t puncture my lung.” Julia glanced over at me and she frowned. “Oh, no, she got you, too.” 
 
    I stared down at the large ice pick protruding from my leg. “It could’ve been worse. He had the drop on me and was about to murder me. Had it not been for London, I’d be lying dead on your back patio right now.” 
 
    “Wait, I thought you said he.” Mallory glanced over her shoulder, not taking her hands off of the victim’s wounds. “It was Natasha Lee who tried to kill you.” 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Susan’s voice startled me and I turned toward the sound. She was standing in the bedroom doorway with Britt Lucas, whose expression was somber. Susan’s eyes grew wide when she saw my leg and she rushed toward me. “Holy crap, Clint, there’s an ice pick in your leg!” 
 
    “It’s just a scratch.” 
 
    “But wait a minute,” Mallory interjected, “you said a man attacked you, but I saw Natasha Lee on the ground under the patio.” 
 
    I explained what had happened and watched in amusement as Susan and Mallory’s eyes widened. They both whistled when I was done. 
 
    “That’s some slick shit right there,” Mallory said. “But why was he doing all of this?” 
 
    “She’s doing it for her sister,” Julia Hebert said through the pain she was experiencing. “Or, rather, I should say he’s doing it for his sister. He told me a victim of domestic violence dropped charges against the man who killed his sister, so now he blames all women who drop charges against their husbands.” 
 
    “That’s the ultimate in hypocrisy,” Susan said. “He’s hurting the very women he claims he’s trying to protect.” 
 
    “I basically told him the same thing and that’s when he got really angry and attacked me,” Julia said. “I knew something was wrong when I tried to push him off. He felt much stronger than any woman I’d ever encountered. At the time, I thought she was a bodybuilder or something, but now I understand why. I never figured she was a he.” 
 
    Mallory nodded. “He definitely made a beautiful woman.” 
 
    We all laughed and Julia winced in pain from the bedroom floor. “Is the ambulance almost here?” she asked. “I need something for the pain.” 
 
    “They’re down the street.” Susan turned to me and put a hand on my shoulder. “We need to get you to the hospital so they can remove that thing from your leg. I don’t like it there.” 
 
    I smiled and followed her out the front door, trying hard not to limp as we walked. We reached the driveway just as the ambulance arrived, and one of the medics rushed toward me. I waved him off. “The real victim is inside,” I said. “Tend to her—I’ll be fine.” 
 
    The medic hesitated, but rushed forward when Mallory’s voice sounded over my radio’s speaker. “Where in the hell is that ambulance?” she hollered. “Tell them to get here now!” 
 
    As they rushed inside, Susan and I began the long trek to my Tahoe. She had ridden to the scene with Britt and now told me she would drive me to the hospital in my Tahoe. I started to object, but figured I wouldn’t win. I just nodded and followed along. We were almost to my vehicle when a white van bearing Bayou Home Repairs along the side panels pulled up. A man stepped lithely out wearing a telephone repairman outfit. I’d never met London Carter, but I knew it had to be him. The man was lean and he walked with a powerful gait. He held out a hand when we got close, and I shook it. 
 
    “I’m sorry about spraying you with blood and brain matter,” London said. “Mallory called earlier to tell me to set up as over-watch, and she told me to get in position as quickly as I could. I had just put glass on you when that woman came barreling out of the house and turned toward you. I saw that she was attacking you with an ice pick and your pistol was still in its holster, so I took the shot.” He pointed to my thigh. “Her downward momentum helped plant that spike in your leg. I’m real sorry about that.” 
 
    “Don’t be—you saved my life.” 
 
    London shrugged. “Maybe someday you’ll get to repay the favor.” 
 
    Before I could respond, Susan pulled on my arm as though she was escorting a prisoner. “Come on, Clint, I don’t want that thing in my leg any longer than it has to be. You two can catch up at the hospital.” 
 
    I grinned, loving the way she referred to my body as belonging to her. She was a strong woman who knew what she wanted and who wasn’t afraid to take charge—and I wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    London must’ve recognized the look in my eyes, because he nodded and said, “I’ve got a strong one at home, too.” 
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    Two weeks later… 
 
      
 
    It was Wednesday evening by the time I’d finished writing my report on Cassandra Billiot’s murder case. Mallory had called earlier in the week to let me know that all of the prints we’d recovered came back to Cassandra or Nikia, as did the DNA swabs, but one hair fiber hadn’t matched either of them. The lab technician had informed her that the hair wasn’t even human. After running more comparative tests, it was determined that the fiber matched the wig we’d recovered out at Julia Hebert’s residence—the same wig Walter Garner had been wearing while pretending to be Natasha Lee. 
 
    “He did a great job living as a woman,” Britt Lucas had said when Mallory and I met with her yesterday to review the case. “I saw him nearly every day and never suspected a thing.” 
 
    During Walter Garner’s autopsy, the coroner had removed a thick layer of expensive makeup that had been expertly applied to his face. According to Britt, “Natasha” always wore turtleneck shirts with long sleeves. She said it stayed cold in the DA’s office, so no one had ever questioned “Natasha’s” wardrobe choices when she’d come to visit. 
 
    Once we realized the lengths to which Walter would go to conceal his identity, we had sent messages to every law enforcement agency in the surrounding states, asking them to reevaluate their domestic homicides. That message had been sent out the day after London killed Walter, and, as of five o’clock today, we hadn’t heard of any new cases wherein he might be a suspect. The crime lab had been able to link his prints to the Mobile and Tallahassee cases, and those agencies were investigating Sheriff Ralph Chandler as a principal to murder. Britt Lucas was also considering charges against the sheriff, and I was in full support of that move. 
 
    I looked up when the door to my office opened. It was Susan and her breathing was labored. “I can’t wait until this baby comes,” she said. “I swear I’m hitting the gym the day I get back from the hospital.” 
 
    “Not if I can help it.” I stared at my beautiful wife and smiled wide. Our baby wasn’t due until the beginning of May, so I knew it would be a long wait. I also knew I would have to hear a lot of grumbling until then. Susan was as independent as they came and she hated not being able to do all of the things she used to do. “I’m going to love waiting on you hand and foot.” 
 
    “Well, if you hurry and finish that report, I might let you do some of that waiting when you get home.” 
 
    I nodded eagerly and turned back to my report. “I just have to proofread it real quick and then I’ll be heading home.” 
 
    Susan walked over and kissed my forehead before trudging off down the hall. I heard her telling the dispatcher goodnight. A few minutes later I heard the soft drone of the Tahoe engine firing up. The thought of her waiting at home alone for me was too much to take. 
 
    “To hell with it,” I said out loud. “I’ll finish reviewing this in the morning.” 
 
    I gathered up my things, shut down my computer, and headed for the door. While I couldn’t wait to be alone with Susan, I decided to stop at the cemetery in town before heading home. I needed to have a word with a young girl who had been buried there. It was not a conversation I relished having, but one that I felt was necessary. 
 
    The girl’s grave was easy to find. Not because I’d been there before, but because it was the only grave littered with balloons, flowers, and stuffed animals. I had heard that every kid in her school showed up for the funeral. By the looks of it, they all had—and they’d brought a gift with them. 
 
    It was especially dark between the tombs, but a nearby lamppost illuminated the girl’s picture. She was smiling and holding a puppy in the picture. She had to be at least three years younger than she was when I shot her, and it made me feel even more terrible. I frowned and I felt my eyes start to smart. 
 
    Taking a deep breath and blowing it out forcefully, I sank to my knees in front of the tomb. “I’m so sorry for shooting you,” I said quietly, scrubbing a tear from my eye as I wondered why life had to be so cruel, “but this is the last time I’ll be visiting you. I have to say goodbye and I have to put you out of my mind—forever.” 
 
    I stood to my feet and took a slow step backward. Yep, I had to put her out of my mind and never think of her again, because every time I thought of her, I wanted to dive into a bottle of vodka and drown myself. But that was no longer an option. I had a pregnant wife at home and a daughter on the way. They both needed me and—by God—I was going to be there for them. 
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