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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Saturday, April 8 
 
    Mechant Loup, Louisiana 
 
      
 
    Chester Raymond pulled the dirty hat low over his eyes, glanced at his worn wristwatch. The glass on the timepiece was cloudy and scratched, but he could still see that it was almost noon. He was well aware that he had already run the Battle Swing over a hundred times. With two large swings propelling their riders high into the air in opposite directions and then passing inches from each other on the return swing, it was the most popular ride at the Mechant Loup Spring Festival. 
 
    While Chester was always the busiest carnival operator, he didn’t mind much because it helped the long days pass faster. Besides, the money was good. He made more cash in one weekend than he did from a week of trapping, so it was a no-brainer to make the long journey to town and put up with the raucous crowd to operate this mechanical beast every time the carnival came to town. Plus, he got to enjoy seeing tons of women. They were rare in the swamps where he lived, so it was a nice change of scenery. 
 
    When the swings came to rest at the end of the current ride, he stepped forward and released the security bars. People started piling out of their seats—exiting on the right—while others waited impatiently in line for their turn, many of them repeat riders. After the current riders had dismounted, he nodded for the new riders to take their seats. They entered from the left. One lady, a tall blonde with long dark legs wearing Daisy dukes and a skin-tight tank-top, strode up with a kid and took her seat. Chester hurried over and put a hand on her waist to help guide her to her seat. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she said, twisting around to see who had touched her. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Chester said, smiling wide. “I work here.” 
 
    The other people were piling onto the ride and the woman relaxed a bit. Chester seized the opportunity to pull her security bar in place and he allowed his forearm to push firmly against her breasts in the process. 
 
    “Hey!” she objected. “Watch yourself, you old creep!” 
 
    “Oops, sorry,” Chester mumbled, pleased with himself as he hurried to the operator’s station. He glanced back once and saw the lady glaring at him, but he didn’t care. Passively feeling up on riders was one of the perks of the job, and most of the women acknowledged his clumsy apology and forgave him anyway. He was always careful not to get too close to women who had dates, because he didn’t need any extra ass-whippings. 
 
    He settled back onto the wobbly stool as the ride creaked to life and the swings began to sway. “Where’s my relief?” he asked, glancing around the crowded festival. His work station was off to one end of the fair, far away from the food booths and near the parking lot, just as it was every year. Of course, the “parking lot” was nothing but a large grassy field sectored off with orange cones. Luckily, the weather was nice. Some years, when it rained, the lot was reduced to a sloppy mud pit that smelled worse than a pig farm. 
 
    Chester shook his head as he watched an old truck park sideways behind two cars. Folks around here don’t know how to park. More than a few people would try to leave later this evening and find themselves boxed in. “Not my problem,” he said out loud. “But I do need to hit the head and then get some lunch.” 
 
    Once the ride was finished and the passengers had dismounted, he took a moment to ogle the tall blonde as she walked away. His mind wandered to his girlfriend, Shelly, and their impending marriage. He suddenly felt sad. His first wife had died ten years ago and, after the grieving period was over, he had begun messing around at the fairs. It was his only real human interaction outside of his family, and he had come to look forward to the occasional romp in the tall grass behind the parking lot. Now that he was getting married again, there would be no more messing around. That made him even sadder…until he remembered the nude pictures Shelly had sent him the other day. He pulled out his cell phone and scrolled through the images— 
 
    “Come on, old man,” said a teenage boy who was waiting in line. “We ain’t got all day.” 
 
    Chester quickly put the phone down and looked in the rude kid’s direction. He was thrilled to see the boy wore a wristband from Friday night. Sauntering over, he tapped the kid’s wrist. “Unless you have a red one, you ain’t getting on this ride.” 
 
    “What? Everyone else let me go on the other rides.” 
 
    Chester knew that most of his fellow carnies weren’t strict with the wristband policy—and neither was he—but this smartass needed to be taught a lesson. “Then go ride with them. Now, please get out of the line. These good people ain’t got all day.” 
 
    Grumbling, the boy stomped away, stopping once to flip Chester off. Chester flipped him off in return and then set the next ride in motion. It was just coming to an end when he saw Bart, his replacement, pushing through the thick crowd. “Thank God you’re finally here,” he said when Bart reached him. “I was about to abandon the ride and head to the food tent.” 
 
    Bart rubbed his protruding belly. “I highly recommend the crawfish etouffee, or the shrimp jambalaya, or the catfish and white beans. Hell,”—a large grin split his face in half—“everything’s good. You really can’t go—” 
 
    “Where in the hell is that little prick?” boomed a man’s voice from the opposite side of the ride. “I’m going to kill him!” 
 
    Bart turned from Chester and squinted against the afternoon sun. “Somebody’s about to get their ass kicked.” 
 
    Chester looked in the direction of the booming voice and nearly choked on his tongue. The tall blonde woman from earlier was walking briskly beside a hulk of a man and she was pointing in their direction. He couldn’t be sure if the man saw him, but he wasn’t taking any chances. It was time for his daily bathroom break anyway, so he hurried off, hollering over his shoulder that he would be back in an hour. 
 
    Confused, Bart waved after him, then shrugged and turned toward the swings. Chester looked back once and saw the beefy man poking Bart in the chest, probably demanding to know where Chester had run off to. Thinking quickly, Chester melded into the crowd and raced toward the opposite end of the fairgrounds, where the portable restrooms were waiting for him. Anyone who knew him well knew that he relieved himself at the same time every day, and then he had lunch, and then he relieved himself once more. After that, he was ready to finish the day strong. 
 
    Chester slipped into the porta-potty located at the center of a row of bathroom units and allowed the plastic door to slam shut behind him. After sliding the flat bar in the locked position, he peeled off his shirt, kicked off his shoes, and dropped his jeans. Without hesitating, he plopped to the toilet seat and grunted when he felt the moisture against his butt cheeks. Why can’t these bastards learn to aim? 
 
    Reaching down between his legs, he pulled a Bible from the back pocket of his jeans. He paused when he heard the door slam on the unit next to him. At first he was worried it might be a cop, but then he heard a woman talking out loud. It sounded like she was speaking with someone, but no one was speaking back. She even laughed a bit, which made him think she was drunk. He shrugged and went back to his business. 
 
    After tearing a page from deep into the Book of Genesis, he dug a plastic bag of home-grown marijuana from one of his shoes and carefully rolled a joint. He was about to light up and “relieve” himself when he began to panic. What if Bart tells that giant muscle-head where to find me? 
 
    Fear filled his heart as he stared up at the vents located along the top of the enclosure. He could hear people talking all around him—including the woman in the unit next to him—and he strained in an attempt to hear the voice of the angry man. He thought he heard it once, but he couldn’t be sure. As he sat there sweating—the joint poised in one hand, the lighter in the other—he suddenly realized everything was growing quiet around him. Off in the distance, someone started playing an electric guitar and he could hear the beat of a bass drum. 
 
    The band’s already starting! They were a little early this year, but he’d heard that might be because they expected rain this afternoon. That meant most of the people would abandon the rides and go dancing, or they would sit around listening to the music and eating. Maybe the blonde and her man would forget about him and go— 
 
    “Chester Raymond!” 
 
    Shit! Bart gave me up! Not knowing why he did so, Chester tossed the joint onto the platform next to the tank and held his breath. He could almost feel the man’s presence outside of the porta potty as he walked around and called Chester’s name. The walls felt invisible and it seemed the hulking man could see him sitting there naked. 
 
    “The longer it takes for me to find you, the worse off you’ll be,” the man bellowed. “Nobody molests my wife and gets away with it. Do you hear me, you little prick?” 
 
    Without thinking, Chester nodded and mouthed the words, I’m so sorry. 
 
    “Come out and take your medicine like a man!” 
 
    “Wait,” said the blonde. It sounded like they were ten feet to his right. “Is that him on the dance floor?” 
 
    “How the hell would I know?” asked the man. “I never saw him.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think that’s him.” 
 
    Shoes scrunched against the solid ground and grew fainter as the coupled walked away. Chester sighed heavily, unaware that he had been holding his breath. Beads of sweat poured down his face and dripped into his lap. You’ve got to stop doing that, his better self warned. You’re going to get yourself killed someday. 
 
    Now that the threat was gone, he could concentrate on the task at hand. Still trembling, he reached for the joint— 
 
    “What the hell?” Chester squinted in confusion as a tiny hole appeared in the plastic wall of the porta-potty in front of him and just above the height of his head, allowing a straight beam of sunlight to shoot inside. Before his mind could register what was happening, a second beam of light appeared in the wall directly in front of him, but this beam of light hurt like hell. Then there was a third, and fourth, and… 
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    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    1:35 PM 
 
    Mechant Loup Spring Festival 
 
      
 
    I leaned up against the metal frame and stared out at the crowd of festival-goers. The area under the pavilion was crowded. Some people—a very few—sat in fold-out camp chairs enjoying the music and festivities, while the vast majority of the group was on the wooden platform line-dancing The Freeze to a well-done rendition of If You Don’t Want Me To by Ronnie Milsap. Although I’d only been in Mechant Loup for about three years, I knew this song was a big hit with the locals at the fair each year. The only ones not dancing were those too old or young to walk without assistance, and a few drunks who could barely stand straight. 
 
    The music blared from the large speakers stationed on each end of the raised stage and I found myself moving along to the beat. It was then that I realized I was smiling. I was happier than I’d been in a long time, and why not? The sun was shining, there was great music playing, the cool breeze was carrying the smell of fried seafood to my nostrils, and I was about to marry the kindest and most beautiful woman—both inside and out—I could ever hope to find. What’s more, she could take care of herself and I wouldn’t have to worry so much about her. Sure, I’d worry about some of the dangers she faced as a police officer, such as car crashes and ambushes—things she couldn’t control so much—but if she had a little bit of warning she was about to be in a fight, I knew she would come out on top. 
 
    “Mrs. Clint Wolf,” I said out loud, nodding at the way my wife’s new name would roll off my tongue. “I like the sound of that.” 
 
    As the song came to an end and the band announced they were taking a short break, the pavilion erupted in cheers and people drifted away from the dance floor. Once the crowd had thinned out somewhat, I was able to see my beautiful bride, Susan Wilson, approaching from the opposite side of the dance floor. She fit her tan polyester uniform like a glove, the muscles in her legs testing the strength of the fabric with each step she took. Her brown hair was braided into cornrows and tied off in twin pigtails behind her head. The dark sunglasses she wore hid her beautiful brown eyes, but nothing could hide the deep dimple on her left cheek as she smiled, and I knew she saw me standing there gawking at her. 
 
    Some old lady had grabbed Susan’s hand and dragged her onto the dance floor to do the Freeze, and she hadn’t resisted. Not only was Susan the Chief of Police for Mechant Loup, but she was easily the most popular chief we’d ever had. While she was firm, she was also fair and compassionate, and the townspeople loved and respected her like family. 
 
    “If you ever decide to give up police work,” I said as Susan drew within earshot, “you’ll have a hell of a career as a dancer.” 
 
    Her face turned red and she slugged my arm gently. “I hope you’re not talking about pole dancing.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I lied. When she was leaning against the post beside me, I whispered out the side of my mouth, “Just eight more days left.” 
 
    “Until what?” Susan asked, putting on her best poker face. 
 
    Not to be outdone, I blurted, “Until we get to have sex again.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open in feigned disbelief and she pushed off of the post, crossing her arms in front of her chest. After fixing me with stern eyes for about a minute, she relaxed and smiled. As though suddenly remembering something, her face lit up and she grabbed my forearm in her steel-trap grip. “Do you know what you did to me last night in your sleep?” 
 
    I groaned inwardly, wondering how bad it had gotten. This abstinence thing was so torturous I was starting to have dreams about us doing it, and those dreams began turning into sleep-action. Last week she mentioned how she wished I would start sleep-walking to the bathroom to take a cold shower. “When you start touching me like that it makes it so much harder on me,” she had complained. 
 
    I had argued that I was not responsible for what I did in my sleep, but, in her eyes, that argument didn’t relieve me from culpability. 
 
    I glanced around to make sure no one was paying attention to us, and then asked her what I’d done. 
 
    Before she could tell me, I heard a sharp voice hollering above the sound of the raucous crowd waiting for the band to crank up again. We both glanced around. People were everywhere, making it hard to see who had been yelling. We moved closer to the food booths and I heard the voice again. This time it was closer and louder. 
 
    “Chief! Has anyone seen the chief?” a man called. 
 
    I finally saw him and pointed. “There!” 
 
    The man was large and wore an oversized T-shirt that was soaked in sweat. His jogging pants sagged. He paused for a second to lean over and take a breath, and then he hollered again. 
 
    As I followed Susan through the crowd, I caught sight of Melvin Saltzman, one of the nightshift officers, and Takecia Gayle, one of the dayshift officers, approaching from the area of the rides. Like Susan and me, they were working extra duty for the fair. They had also heard the man yelling and were moving in on him, too. 
 
    Melvin and Takecia reached the man first and I heard Takecia ask him what was going on. The man seemed surprised by her thick Jamaican accent, but he quickly dismissed it and pointed over his shoulder toward the rides. “My relief never showed up—well, I was his relief, but he never came back to relieve me from relieving him.” 
 
    Takecia stepped back when Susan walked up and allowed her to take over. 
 
    “Can you repeat that,” Susan asked, “but this time in English?” 
 
    “Chester—the guy I relieved for lunch—he’s missing.” 
 
    “First off, what’s your name?” 
 
    “I’m Bart…like Bart Simpson, but not. I work for the carnival. Chester’s been working here for years and he’s never missed a shift. I relieved him for lunch like I always do, but he never came back to his work station.” 
 
    Susan pulled out her phone and glanced at the time. “It’s quarter to two. What time did you last see him?” 
 
    “Noon, or a little after.” 
 
    “How long was his break supposed to be?” 
 
    “An hour.” Bart rubbed his messy, sweat-soaked hair. “I really think something bad happened to him.” 
 
    “Why would you think that?” Susan asked. “He’s not even an hour late for his shift yet. Hell, if I started panicking every time Clint was an hour late getting home, I’d have gray hair by now.” 
 
    “It’s not just that.” Bart shifted his eyes from Susan to the rest of us, and then back to Susan. “Someone wanted him dead.” 
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    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    According to Bart, some “large and beefy” man had accused Chester of groping his wife while she was getting on the Battle Swing—a popular ride at the yearly festival—and the man had come looking for Chester. 
 
    “Chester had already left for lunch and the man looked seriously pissed,” Bart had said, “so I told the man he had already left for the day. The fair is a family event, you know, so I didn’t want there to be a scene. Well, the man said he was going to find Chester and he said he was going to kill him.” 
 
    Susan had pressed him on whether or not he was sure the man used the word kill, and Bart said he was positive. Susan asked for Chester’s age, description, and if Bart had a picture of him. 
 
    “Well, he’s definitely in his early sixties. He mentioned once that his birthday’s in September—the thirtieth, I think.” Bart paused and scratched his belly as he thought for a moment. “He’s a lanky fellow. Not much for shaving, that one. I only saw him clean-shaven once, and that was about three years ago. I think he had some kind of hot date.” 
 
    “Please continue,” Susan said. “What was he wearing? How tall is he? Does he have any tattoos?” 
 
    “No tattoos. He’s about five-ten. Like I said, he’s lanky. He’s got dark hair and dark eyes. Um, he usually just wears plain jeans and a T-shirt. Nothing fancy. His jeans usually have holes in them—and not the kind you pay for—and his shirt is usually stained.” 
 
    “Is his hair long or short?” Susan asked. 
 
    “It’s short, but kind of messy.” 
 
    “What about a picture? Do you have one of him that you keep in your wallet or on your phone or something?” 
 
    Bart scrunched his face and stared sideways at Susan. “Why would I keep a picture of Chester in my wallet?” 
 
    “It’s a joke—do you have a picture of him at all?” 
 
    Bart shook his head. 
 
    Susan turned away and made a quick call to the police department, asking that Beth Gandy, our weekend dispatcher, run a driver’s license query on Chester so we could get a picture of him. After about a minute, she frowned into the phone. “Are you sure?” she asked. When she hung up, she shook her head. “What kind of sixty-year-old man doesn’t have a driver’s license?” 
 
    “I don’t know much about him,” Bart admitted. “I see him once a year for the carnival. He’s a hard worker and he’s always on time, so the bosses keep hiring him on.” 
 
    “What about the bosses?” I asked. “Do they have a contact number for him or his family? Maybe he just checked out and went home or he quit.” 
 
    “Chester doesn’t quit a job. He’s old-fashioned in that way. Claims to always finish what he starts. As for phones, I know he has a cell phone, but I don’t know his number. I doubt anyone in his family has a phone. I heard him tell a woman once that he lives off the land. I’m not sure what he meant by that, but when she asked if she could call him, he told her his cell doesn’t get service where he lives. When she asked how he could live without cell service, he told her that he gets everything he needs from nature.” 
 
    Susan chewed on her lower lip, studied our surroundings. Finally, she asked Bart if he knew where Chester lived. 
 
    He turned and pointed toward the outer edges of the fairgrounds to the east, where the swamps were dark and ominous. “All I know is he comes out of those trees in the morning and he disappears in that direction in the evening.” 
 
    Susan glanced at Melvin. “Are there any houses back there?” 
 
    “Not that I’ve ever seen—well, heard about.” He rubbed his brow. “When I was little, all the kids in town were forbidden from going in those swamps. Our parents told crazy stories about an ancient clan of cannibals who lived off the land and only came to town to snatch up children to use for keeping their tribe fed.” He took a breath. “Those stories served their purpose, I guess, because I’ve never heard of anyone going in there. I certainly stayed away.” 
 
    “Are you saying you’ve never gone in those swamps?” My voice was incredulous. “Like, never?” 
 
    “I’ve been about a hundred yards in,” Melvin explained, “up to Forbidden Bayou, but never farther than that. I’ve never even launched in that bayou.” 
 
    Susan addressed Bart again. “What about the man who was searching for Chester—what did he and his wife look like?” 
 
    “Like I said, he was real beefy. He looked ‘roided out. His hair was curly and light-colored. His wife is hard to miss. She’s real tall—a few inches taller than him—and she has long blonde hair and long, tanned legs. Her eyes are so green you can almost see through them.” 
 
    Susan jotted down some notes. “What were they wearing?” 
 
    “He wore jeans and a red tank-top that was about two sizes too small for him, and she wore shorts that were so short her ass cheeks were hanging out—excuse my French—and a skin tight tank-top. I think it was red like her husband’s.” Bart stopped for a minute, and then raised a finger. “Oh, and they have a kid. A little girl, I think. She was tall enough to get on the ride, but I’m not sure how old she was. Eight, maybe?” 
 
    I surveyed the thick crowd and turned to Susan. “Well?” I asked. “What do you want to do?” 
 
    “Let’s spread out and search for them,” she said. “From the sounds of it, none of them will be hard to find.” 
 
    I nodded and walked toward the far end of the fairgrounds where the Battle Swing was located. I wanted to start at the last place Chester was seen and work my way out from there. Meanwhile, Susan headed for the dance area, Melvin took to the food booths, and Takecia seemed drawn to the swamplands to the east. I wanted to holler after her to wait for backup as she walked in that direction, but I knew she could handle herself. Back when Susan was competing as a mixed martial artist, Takecia was her training partner, and they could both throw-down with the best of them. 
 
    When I reached the large mechanical swing, I strode to the worker’s station and looked around. A young kid wearing greasy jeans was leaning against the barricade, waiting for riders to come along. I nodded at him and looked from there to the dance floor, which was about a hundred yards away. There were a smattering of other rides and the ticket stand between me and the dance floor. While a few kids ran around from ride to ride, most of the people were under the pavilion. 
 
    “You looking for somebody?” asked the young kid. 
 
    Without looking in his direction, I nodded. “I’m looking for Chester Raymond. Have you seen him?” 
 
    “Not since earlier.” 
 
    I turned to face him. “What time earlier?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, maybe noon, or something after it.” 
 
    That got my attention, and I asked where he’d seen him. 
 
    The kid pointed in the direction of the parking area. “He was walking that way when I saw him. He looked to be in a hurry.” 
 
    “Like he was being chased?” 
 
    “No, like he needed to take a piss or something.” 
 
    I grunted in thought. Between the rides and the parking lot, about forty yards away, there was a row of portable restrooms. Could it be? 
 
    Before I walked off, I asked the kid if he’d seen a tall blonde with a muscle-bond dude. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s hard to miss.” He nodded in the same direction Chester had gone. “They went that way. I think they left, because I haven’t seen her in a while—and trust me, I was looking for her.” 
 
    I thanked him and headed toward the green portable restrooms, approaching from the rear. There was one row of seven units and when I came around to the front, I saw that two of them were locked. I walked to the first one, which was all the way to the left, and gently knocked on the door. “Hello, Chester?” 
 
    “It’s occupied,” called a female voice, seemingly irritated. “Can’t you see it’s locked?” 
 
    I apologized and checked the units that were unlocked. They were all empty. I then stepped back, studying the one in the middle. Should I knock or wait to see if someone comes out? 
 
    I shrugged and stepped forward, knocking once more. “Mr. Raymond, are you in there?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I knocked again. “Chester Raymond…are you inside?” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    “If you don’t answer, I’m coming in,” I warned, lifting my fist to give a final knock. I stopped when something caught my eye. It was about chest-high on the outside of the door to the portable restroom. I leaned closer. Is that a hole? I touched it with my finger and then stepped back to survey the rest of the door. Holy alligator scat! 
 
    There were eight tiny holes in the plastic door and they looked like bullet holes—possibly a .22 caliber. I pounded fiercely on the door while reaching for the phone in my pocket. 
 
    “This is my final warning,” I proclaimed loudly. “I’m coming in if you don’t say something.” 
 
    There was no movement and no response from inside. I tried to peer through the tiny holes, but it was impossible to see inside. I called Susan and told her what I’d found. “I think someone’s inside and I think they’re in trouble. I’m breaking it open.” 
 
    “I’m with Melvin,” Susan said hurriedly. “We’re on our way!” 
 
    I dropped my phone into the pocket of my pants, grunting at the thought of working a crime scene in full police uniform. I was the police department’s chief investigator—serving at the pleasure of the mayor, Pauline Cain, and answering only to her—and my normal dress code consisted of slacks or jeans, a button-down shirt, my pistol, and a pair of handcuffs. When Susan asked me to help out with the festival, I decided to wear my dress uniform like the other officers for the sake of fairness…I was now regretting that decision. 
 
    Shoving my fingertips in the crack of the door, I tried to pry it open. My fingers slipped free and I cursed out loud. I knew the only thing securing the door was a plastic slide bar, so it couldn’t be that hard to break open. I tried to force more of my fingers through, but I could only get the very tips into the crack. 
 
    People started to congregate and I could hear some of them speculating about my reasons for trying to break into the bathroom. I heard one lady surmise there was probably a drunk person passed out on the toilet, while someone else guessed a young child was locked inside. 
 
    I continued struggling with the door until I heard Susan’s voice calling from over my right shoulder. “Watch out, Clint—Melvin’s got his tire iron.” 
 
    I sighed in relief and stepped back, wiping sweat from my forehead. The day had begun nice and cool, but, in the middle of the afternoon and out here in the sunshine, it now felt like the polyester on my uniform was melting. 
 
    I watched as Melvin stabbed the business end of his lug wrench deep into the crack and gave a tug. Susan was telling the crowd to back away and give us room when the door popped open. Before I could see inside, I heard someone in the crowd gasp…and when I stepped around the door, I did, too. 
 
    “Damn, Susan, I don’t think we’re getting married next Sunday.” 
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    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Susan wasn’t amused. “We’re getting married even if we have to quit our jobs. We can beg for them back afterward, but nothing’s stopping us from walking down the aisle this time.” 
 
    I nodded silently as I stared down at the body of Chester Raymond. I’d seen murder victims in many different positions and in all types of locations during my years working as a homicide detective in the city of La Mort, as well as my time here in Mechant Loup, but I’d never seen someone who was murdered on the toilet. If I could think of a more embarrassing way to get my ticket punched, it wasn’t coming to me. 
 
    Chester had apparently removed his shirt and shoes and dropped his pants to use the restroom. His shoes were on the floor in the cramped area and I could see a small plastic bag protruding from one of them. Susan pointed at the plastic platform next to the toilet seat, where his left hand had come to rest. “Is that a joint?” 
 
    It sure looked like one, and I said so. 
 
    I couldn’t make out Chester’s facial features because his chin was resting on his chest. I also couldn’t tell if a bullet had hit him in the face, but there was no mistaking the seven entry wounds in his torso. His chest and stomach were pale, so the brownish streaks of dried blood that had drained from the bullet holes were easy to see. 
 
    I looked at where his right hand dangled and saw a lighter inches away on the floor, and there was a small Bible nearby. I scowled when I realized the marijuana had been rolled using pages from the Good Book. “Maybe if he would’ve been reading it instead of ripping pages from it, he might still be alive,” I mumbled. 
 
    Susan heard me. “Yeah, I remember hearing about a cop once who used to carry a Bible in his shirt pocket. Well, one day he was shot and the Bible stopped the bullet. Who knows…if Chester here would’ve been holding it up to read, it might’ve caught the fatal bullet.” 
 
    “And it would’ve saved our wedding,” I murmured. 
 
    “I swear, if you say that again…” Susan warned. 
 
    “Well, then, I need to get to work and solve this murder so you won’t have to walk down the aisle by—” 
 
    “Oh, man,” Takecia said when she walked up behind us. “That doesn’t look good.” 
 
    After fixing me with a hard stare, Susan turned to her. “Can you rope off this entire area and make sure the onlookers keep their distance while I help Clint with the scene?” 
 
    “Sure thing, Chief,” Takecia said, reaching for the crime scene tape Melvin was handing her. There weren’t many onlookers in this area. The music was still going strong and we could almost feel the earth shaking from the pounding of the dancers. 
 
    “Where do you want me?” Melvin asked. 
 
    Susan pointed out toward the small crowd that had gathered. “Start collecting everyone’s name and contact information. I know you won’t be able to get everyone, but try to get as many as possible.” 
 
    As they hurried off, I took a step closer to the portable restroom and visually examined the wall above and behind Chester’s body. I then walked around to the outside of the back wall and carefully ran my hand along its surface. 
 
    “What is it?” Susan asked when she joined me. “Are you looking for an exit hole?” 
 
    “Yeah. If I can line up at least two of the shots, it should point me in the general direction of the killer.” There were no holes in the area directly behind where the body would’ve been if sitting upright. I reached a little higher and felt around that area. I nodded triumphantly when my fingers brushed against the hard plastic protruding outward in a small circle. It was about six feet above the ground and would’ve missed Chester when he was sitting on the toilet. I pointed it out to Susan. “This is the eighth bullet—the only one that missed. I’ll be able to line it up with the high shot in the door.” 
 
    We returned to the front and I studied the seven-shot bullet pattern in Chester’s torso. It matched the seven-shot pattern in the door, but the pattern in the door was a few inches higher, so it meant Chester had slid slightly after he was shot. When he did slide, his knees had made contact with the wall on either side of the door and helped prop him in place. 
 
    While Susan stayed near the body, I walked to the parking lot and dug my crime scene box out of my Tahoe. On the walk back, I saw Melvin interviewing a family of four. I stopped and asked him if there had been any sign of the hulk and the blonde. 
 
    “It seems they left shortly after the altercation, because a man saw them walking toward the parking lot.” 
 
    “What time was that?” 
 
    “About twelve-thirty, give or take a few minutes.” 
 
    I started to walk away, but a thought occurred to me. “Melvin, can you find out if anyone was filming with their phones or taking pictures between twelve and one-thirty?” 
 
    “Good idea!” Melvin turned back toward the family. “So, do any of you have footage from today? Cell video or photos?” 
 
    I didn’t wait for them to answer. I rejoined Susan and we set out to process the scene together. There wasn’t much to it, and not a lot of evidence. At this point, all we knew was someone shot Chester while he was on the toilet, and the shooter was standing outside the portable restroom. 
 
    Once the coroner’s investigator had arrived and claimed Chester’s body, I broke out some trajectory string and inserted it into the hole in the door and through to the hole in the back. While Susan held her end of the string out the back, I slowly moved away from the door of portable toilet, keeping the string at the exact angle of the shot. As I moved farther away, the string continued to drop ever so slightly. When I was about two hundred feet away from the bathroom door, the string was five feet above the ground and I found myself standing in the grassy parking lot. There were no vehicles around me where a shooter could hide and there was nothing between me and the toilet. 
 
    I lowered the string and rubbed my head. Where in the hell had those shots come from, and why hadn’t anyone heard anything? 
 
    I posed the question to Susan when I rolled up the string and returned it to my crime scene box. “How is it possible to kill someone in broad daylight and in front of a thousand people?” 
 
    Susan thought it over for a moment. “The band has been playing since around noon. Maybe the music drowned out the shots?” 
 
    “The bullets were fired from a twenty-two, so it’s certainly possible the music masked the shooting, but how’s it possible no one saw the shooting?” As the words left my mouth, I caught sight of a few people milling around and a probable answer came to me—nearly everyone I saw was staring down at their cell phones. No one was paying attention to anything that was happening around them. I waved my hand around us. “Look at these people.” 
 
    Susan’s face was blank. “What about them?” 
 
    “They’re all on their cell phones. Not a one of them is looking up. We all know distracted driving kills, but what about distracted living? These people are so engrossed in the information on their phones that they’ve got no clue what’s going on around them. Hell, we could open fire on them and no one would know what hit them.” 
 
    “Wow, you’re right. If they didn’t hear the shots, then their attention would not have been drawn to it, so there’s a good chance no one even saw the shooting.” She stared out toward the parking area. “The killer could’ve stood right there in the open and banged away.” 
 
    “Our only hope is that one of these people captured the shooting on their cell phone. Lord knows people are always taking selfies and other pictures with those damn things, so we might be able to catch a break.” Personally, I used my cell phone for work, not play, so I didn’t understand the struggle. “After I pick up my crime scene kit, I’ll—” 
 
    “Susan! Clint! What on earth happened?” 
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    Susan and I turned to see Takecia allowing Mayor Pauline Cain to slip under the crime scene tape. She approached at a brisk walk, her jet-black hair bouncing on the wind behind her. The parts of her face that weren’t covered by her sunglasses were red from the sun. She’d spent most of yesterday evening and all of today walking around the festival greeting the townspeople and serving food. She was a widow—hell, she had no family at all and no hobbies—and she seemed to be married to the town. If we shut the festival down early, she wouldn’t be happy. 
 
    “There’s been a murder,” I began when she drew near. “One of the carnival workers was shot while he used the potty.” 
 
    “How long ago?” 
 
    I glanced at the time on my phone. “About two and a half hours ago.” 
 
    “Why didn’t anyone tell me?” She wasn’t angry, but she seemed disappointed. “I had to hear it from a drunk guy who tried to dance with me. He told me he’d keep me safe from the murderer who was stalking the fair.” 
 
    “I called your phone three times,” Susan explained. “I guess you didn’t hear it with all the noise.” 
 
    Pauline instantly reached for the back pocket of her snug jeans and jerked out her phone. She smiled sheepishly. “My bad. I should’ve put it on vibrate. I would’ve definitely felt it then, considering I haven’t had much action—never mind.” Her smile quickly faded and her expression turned somber. “What does this mean for the festival? Do we have to cancel it?” 
 
    We were in an election year and this was the best chance for Pauline to reach most of the town’s nearly 2,500 voters at one time. Within the past year—thanks to a new subdivision that had sprung up to the north—the town had experienced an influx of new residents, and many of them had come out to see what the festival was all about. Pauline needed this chance to introduce herself and let them get to know her on a personal level. Two opponents had stepped forward to challenge her and these men were walking the town every day spreading lies about her connection to her deceased husband’s shady dealings. The natives had lived the story and knew she was as much a victim as the rest of the town, but it would be easy to sway the transplants, most of whom were retirees looking for a final resting place that was quiet and safe. 
 
    With the race heating up and the mudslinging already begun, Pauline didn’t need a murderer running free making the community feel uneasy. 
 
    I glanced at Susan, shrugged. “I don’t believe this was a random killing. I think Chester Raymond was targeted, and our number one suspect left with a tall blonde about twelve-thirty.” 
 
    Pauline was thoughtful. “So, do you think it’s safe for everyone to be out here?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Yeah,” Susan agreed. “I believe the danger has passed, but, just in case, I’ll get with Buck and see if he can loan us some deputies for extra security.” 
 
    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 there when we needed him. 
 
    “What are the chances of you guys solving this case soon,” Pauline asked, “like in the next day or so?” 
 
    “He’d better solve it in the next day or so,” Susan said, “because we’re getting married on the sixteenth—no matter what.” 
 
    “You go girl.” Pauline glanced over her shoulder, where a large number of the festival goers were still under the pavilion, completely unaware that something terrible had taken place. “Well, the auction’s about to start, so I’d better get back. Let me know if you guys need anything—I’ll be sure to answer my phone next time.” 
 
    After she’d walked away, Susan and I scoured the ground between the commode and the parking lot, searching in earnest for bullet casings. When we were about seventy-five feet into the parking lot, my eye caught a glint of golden shine from the gravel. I hurried to the area and squatted low. “Bingo!” 
 
    Susan joined me and nodded her approval when I pointed out a spent .22 caliber shell casing amongst the gravel. “It’s a twenty-two long,” I said. “It could’ve been fired from a rifle or a pistol.” 
 
    After we documented the finding, we searched the rest of the area, combing every inch of the ground. We didn’t locate another spent casing, despite our best efforts. Next, we searched for the errant bullet that went through and through the portable toilet—we even used a metal detector to scan the field beyond it—but it was no use. 
 
    “Do you think the shooter picked up the rest of the casings?” Susan asked when we called it quits two hours later. The sun was sliding toward the western horizon and the shadows were growing longer by the minute. 
 
    “I don’t know, but we need to find Hulk and Blondie, and we need to find them pronto. We also need to notify Chester’s family.” 
 
    After I finished collecting my equipment, Susan left to find Melvin, and I waited while a crew from the sheriff’s office’s motor pool loaded the portable toilet onto a truck to be transported to their crime lab facility. Their storage capacity was much greater than ours and we routinely signed large items of evidence over to them for safekeeping. Before they drove off, I filled out a chain of custody form and gave them a copy. 
 
    I noticed Bart standing in the shadows of a popcorn stand. He was watching the sheriff’s office truck drive away. 
 
    “It’s really hard to believe,” he said when I strode up to him and stopped by his side. “I mean, I was talking to him an hour or so before he was killed and”—he snapped his fingers—“just like that, he’s gone.” 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, we’re all going to die someday.” 
 
    Bart fixed me with wide eyes. “That doesn’t make me feel better at all—not one bit, thank you very much!” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I waved to dismiss my comment. “Anyway, can you take me to your boss? I’d like to get some contact information on Chester. I need to notify his family as soon as possible.” 
 
    Without saying another word and still troubled by my dry remark, Bart walked off. I followed him past the rides and away from the fairgrounds, where a smattering of travel trailers were strewn about in a large field. It appeared as though twenty drunk drivers had just driven into the field and stopped. None of the trailers were in any particular order and they were all still hitched to the trucks that pulled them. 
 
    “My boss is in there.” Bart pointed toward one of the trailers. A yellowish light shone from a dirty window over the door. “Joel’s his name. He’s in charge of the whole crew.” 
 
    I thanked him and approached the trailer, wondering if Susan and Melvin had found Hulk and Blondie. I knocked on the door and felt the cool metal bend under my knuckles. I wondered if it left a dent. I didn’t think I’d hit it that hard. Must be cheap. 
 
    “Who’s out there?” called a rough voice. 
 
    “Clint Wolf. I’m the Chief Investigator for Mechant Loup Police Department. I’ve got some questions about—” 
 
    The door burst open, revealing a thin man in boxer shorts and a white tank-top. His hair was mostly missing. A cigarette dangled from the corner of his mouth and it bounced as he talked. “What can I do you for?” 
 
    He scrambled down the steps and quickly pushed the door closed behind him, but before it shut I caught a glimpse of a naked woman sitting up on the sofa. 
 
    “Are you Joel?” 
 
    “Yes, sir…Joel Baker. Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    “I need some information on one of your workers.” 
 
    The cigarette grew deathly still. After a long moment, he said, “Is this about Chester Raymond?” 
 
    I nodded, waited to see what he would say. 
 
    “Chester was one of my best workers. I was sad to hear what happened.” He pulled the cigarette from his mouth and wiped his lips on his bare arm. “Did you get the guy who did it?” 
 
    “How do you know it was a guy?” I asked. 
 
    “I heard talk that some big dude was looking for him—something about Chester touching his wife?” He shook his head. “I don’t believe it for one second. Chester was as decent as they come. We wouldn’t hire perverts to work the fair. Too many kids around, you know?” 
 
    “Well, how can I get in touch with his family? We need to make the death notification.” 
 
    “Hell, I’ve got no clue how to get in touch with his family.” 
 
    “Don’t you make your employees fill out applications?” Even as the words left my mouth, I realized I was expecting too much. “What about an emergency contact in case they get hurt?” 
 
    He waved his hand into the air, encompassing all of the fairgrounds in his gesture. “Half of my employees are part-time locals, people who show up on the first day of the fair and ask for work. I call the local sheriff’s office and run a quick background check, but that’s about as far as I go. I pay them cash money and never see them again unless they show up the following year.” 
 
    “As I understand it, Chester has worked here for a number of years.” 
 
    “And he’s a good worker, but I’ve never met his wife or any of his other family members.” Joel took a breath and exhaled. “Look, we get real busy out here and there’s not much time for making friends. It’s just part of the territory. I wish I could get to know all of my employees and we could all swap spit and be best buds, but the fact is—” 
 
    “What about the woman inside?” I asked. “Are you swapping spit with her? Is she one of your employees?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “She happens to be my wife. If one of the festivals happens to be close enough to the house, she’ll come down to visit me for the weekend.” 
 
    I mumbled an apology. “What about trouble? Other than this incident at the ride, has Chester had a beef with any of the other workers? Or anyone else, for that matter?” 
 
    “As far as I know, that’s it. He gets along with everyone at the carnival, so there’s been no trouble between him and any of my other workers. And like I said, I don’t even believe he did what that man said he did.” 
 
    I thanked him for his time and walked away, grabbing my phone to call Susan. I sure hope someone knows how to find this man’s family. 
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    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Two hours later… 
 
      
 
    Music pounded my eardrums as I walked through the crowded pavilion. It was late in the evening and the party was going strong at the Mechant Loup Spring Festival. The lights that hung from the rafters overhead seemed to bounce with each beat of the bass drum. I had to turn sideways to squeeze through the herd of people. Although it was a cool night, nearly everyone out there was covered in sweat. I wasn’t sweating, but I also wasn’t dancing to every Swamp Pop song that blared from the speakers. To anyone who didn’t know better, this was just another fun-filled night in Southeast Louisiana. 
 
    The smell of fried seafood was thick in the air and it made my stomach churn. I hadn’t eaten since early in the day, and it was time to refuel my system. Once I pushed my way through to the end of the pavilion, I headed for the food stations. 
 
    “What’re you having?” asked Mayor Cain, who was helping out at the booth selling fried catfish and crawfish etouffee. 
 
    I studied the white poster taped to the counter in front of me. I needed eight tickets for the etouffee and four for the catfish. The drinks were two tickets. I dug out the tickets I’d purchased earlier and slid them across the counter. “I’ll take a bowl of etouffee, some catfish, and a bottle of water.” 
 
    Mayor Cain slid the tickets back in my direction. “You know first responders eat for free.” 
 
    “Not this one.” I shook my head. “I pay like everyone else.” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment. When she realized I wouldn’t relent, she took my tickets and gathered up my food. When she brought it to me, she asked if we’d learned anything new. 
 
    “We’ve checked everywhere, but there’s no sign of Hulk and Blondie, and we haven’t been able to get a lead on the victim’s family. Susan’s at the office combing through records. Takecia and Melvin are roaming around in case our suspect returns.” 
 
    “Did Takecia find anything in the woods?” 
 
    “She made her way to Forbidden Bayou and found an unregistered boat tied to a tree.” I shook my head. “Other than that, it was a dead end.” 
 
    “What will you do if you can’t find the man’s family?” 
 
    “Melvin and I will take a boat out in the morning and see if we can’t locate the family out along Forbidden Bayou.” 
 
    Pauline’s brow furrowed. “Won’t that be dangerous? A hunter disappeared back there many years ago and, since then, no one’s dared to cross that bayou.” 
 
    I smiled to reassure her. “We’ll be fine.” 
 
    I took my food and moved to a corner under the overhang where several large picnic tables were located. I spotted an empty one and slid into a seat, keeping my back to the crowd. As I ate, I studied everyone who walked by, hoping to see someone who would either match the description of our suspect or who would be acting suspicious. I had no such luck. 
 
    I was about to take the last bite of etouffee when a man approached from my right. He was short, mostly bald except for a wild patch of hair around the sides and back, and he wore a business suit. He had just ordered a Coke and he seemed to be making a beeline toward my table, but he stopped to shake hands with everyone along the way. A true politician, I thought, trying to swallow my food so I could leave before he reached me. Again, I had no such luck. 
 
    “Chief Investigator Clint Wolf.” The man adjusted his eyeglasses, stood back, and stared, as though admiring me. 
 
    I wanted to puke. 
 
    “I’ve heard a lot of good things about you, Chief.” He stuck out his hand. “I’m Lance Beaman, Candidate for Mayor.” 
 
    “How’s it going?” I asked, not really caring. 
 
    Beaman took that as an invitation to sit across from me. “I wanted to meet you and let you know some of my plans for the future of this great town. You see, I think it’s time we move this town into the—” 
 
    “Look…” I stood and gathered up my trash. “I’m not interested in hearing your thoughts for the future of this town. If I have my way, Pauline Cain will be the future of this town.” 
 
    Beaman’s eyes narrowed. “Are you sure you want to take sides in this election? The polls show I’m comfortably ahead, so you might want to consider that next time you make such a comment. Also, I feel it necessary to remind you that yours is an appointed position. Come October, I might be deciding who I want to fill that spot, so it would be very wise of you to think really hard about who you want to support in the upcoming election.” 
 
    I took a step closer and looked down at him. I could feel him shrink in his suit. “It would be very wise of you to think really hard about interrupting my dinner in the future.” 
 
    Without waiting for him to respond, I turned and walked away, dropping my trash in a nearby drum. I saw Melvin in the faint glow of the lights from one of the rides, and made my way to him. “Anything?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” He rubbed a hand across his shaved head. “And no one seems to know Hulk and Blondie. The night crowd is usually different from the day crowd, so I’ve been trying to spread the word that there was a murder and asking everyone if they know someone fitting their descriptions. So far, no cigar.” 
 
    “What about cell phone videos and images?” 
 
    Melvin pulled a small notepad from the shirt pocket of his rumpled shirt. There was a brownish stain down the front side of his uniform, and I figured it was gravy from something he ate. I didn’t even bother pointing it out because I knew my uniform wasn’t in the best shape either. 
 
    After flipping through the pages, Melvin turned the pad so I could see a long list of names. “These people either took videos or photos at the fair and they’re willing to let us go through them. None of them wanted to relinquish their phones, but they said they’d make sure and not delete anything until we’ve had a chance to go through them. I went through some of them, but”—he shook his head—“it was impossible to search all of them. There’re just too many of them. I handed out compact discs and asked if they could download the data, and most of them agreed to do so.” 
 
    I sighed. “Can you send a copy of the list to my phone? Once we make the death notification I’ll start tracking all of them down. It may be a waste of time, or it may lead to the killer.” I slapped his back. “As usual, good work. One day, you’ll be running this place.” 
 
    Melvin beamed a little, but then he eyed me suspiciously. “Are you trying to say that Chief Wilson is quitting?” 
 
    “No, but if we have a child, she’ll need someone to step in and keep the place afloat while she’s away.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I’ve got my own investigative team to run,” I joked, and we both laughed. I was the chief investigator of only me. While my title didn’t make sense, I couldn’t work for my future wife, so Mayor Cain had hired me to work directly for her, as a separate and co-equal branch of the town government. I’d resisted the offer at first, but my love for police work had been—and remained—too strong. 
 
    I decided to call it a night and told Melvin I’d see him in the morning. 
 
    “I’m not far behind you,” he said. 
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    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    I drove to the police department and found Susan in her office. She looked up from her computer screen. “This guy’s a ghost, as is his family.” 
 
    “Has he ever been arrested?” I dropped to the chair across from her and settled into it. 
 
    “Only once that I could find. It was about ten years ago…for disturbing the peace by fighting.” She slid a report across the desk. “It’s the only information I could find on him.” 
 
    I scanned the report. It seemed Chester and two men had come into town for some food. They were at Mechant Groceries when they ran into someone who knew Chester. The man, an elderly fellow named Alf Aguillard, demanded to know where Chester was hiding his daughter. They exchanged words and then they exchanged blows. 
 
    “Chester messed the old man up pretty bad,” Susan said. “Put him in the hospital. I found a transcript of Alf’s statement and it offers more details.” 
 
    “What’d old Alfie have to say?” 
 
    “He said his daughter, Hilda, had married Chester and they’d moved into the swamps together. He wasn’t thrilled about the ordeal, but he said Hilda would come to visit every few months, so he started to warm to the idea. Chester and Hilda eventually had three kids—two boys and a girl—and he got to see his grandkids during Christmases and sometimes on Thanksgiving. As the kids grew older, Alf began asking about their schooling. He offered to let them live with him so they could attend school in Mechant Loup, but that started a fight with Hilda. He said the kids came around a few more times after that, but then they stopped visiting altogether. He would hear from time to time that they were seen in town buying groceries or gasoline for their boats, but he would rarely see them.” 
 
    “Did Hilda stop visiting?” 
 
    Susan shook her head. “She was the only one who would visit after that, and she kept visiting for years. Alf said Hilda would talk about the kids and brag about how they were excellent hunters and could catch fish with their bare hands and how they could live off the land. But then, all of a sudden, she stopped coming around. He asked around, but no one had seen her in a long time. He had been trying to catch Chester in town, but he would always just miss him—until that day. A buddy called to say he saw Chester at the store, so Alf hauled ass over there. He immediately approached Chester to ask about Hilda. 
 
    “Chester became evasive and told Alf to leave them alone. When Alf asked if the two men with him were his grandchildren, Chester told him he didn’t have any grandchildren. The two of them continued arguing and then they started fighting. Alf said someone called the police department and they were both arrested.” 
 
    I knew from the police report that Chester had refused to give a statement. The two men who came to town with Chester were nowhere to be found when the chief of police, a guy named Beaver Detiveaux, arrived to break up the fight. Beaver…now that’s a name I hadn’t heard in a while. 
 
    “Did you see what Chester listed as his address?” Susan asked. 
 
    I glanced at the top of the report. He’d provided an address of 101 Raymond Hideaway in God’s Country, Louisiana, and he’d listed his date of birth as unknown. I grunted, amused. “Is that all we have on him?” 
 
    Susan nodded. 
 
    “What about Hilda?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing. According to Alf, she married Chester when she was sixteen and he was eighteen. She’s apparently been off the grid ever since.” 
 
    “Do we have any other info on Alf?” 
 
    “He filed a missing report for Hilda about a month later. Other than that and the arrest, he’s had no other contact with law enforcement. I did run a driver’s license check and he’s got a current DL. He still lives here in Mechant Loup.” 
 
    “We should pay him a visit and see what he’s got to offer. Maybe he’s heard from Hilda since he filed the report.” 
 
    “I’ll get on it first thing in the morning.” 
 
    I nodded, thoughtful. We needed to find out who Chester’s kids were, but how? I snapped my fingers when it came to me. “Can you get someone to check the Department of Vital Records in Northern Chateau on Monday to see if they have birth certificates for the Raymond children? If they do, it would give us Chester’s date of birth.” 
 
    “Sure.” Susan frowned ever so slightly. “Are you still planning on going out there—across Forbidden Bayou?” 
 
    “I’ve got to find his wife and kids to let them know what happened to him.” 
 
    “Just as long as you’re—” 
 
    “Back by the sixteenth.” I stood and leaned over her desk, kissed her on the forehead. “Got it.” 
 
    “Oh, and Clint,” Susan began as I started to walk out of her office. “Chester never made the court appearance for his fight charge. We’ve got a contempt of court warrant for him.” 
 
    I scowled. “Joel Baker—the ramrod from the carnival company—said he runs background checks on all of his employees. If that’s true, he would’ve known about the warrant on Chester.” 
 
    “So, he either ignored it or he lied.” 
 
    “Yeah…” I allowed my voice to trail off. If Joel was lying about the background checks, what else was he lying about? Could it be he was hiding something? If so, then what? Did he know about Chester’s groping problem—? 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Susan’s voice cut through my thoughts and brought me back into the room. I shared my thoughts with her. She agreed that it was worth exploring further. “But not tonight,” she said. “We need to get you home so you can get some rest. I don’t want you half asleep out there on the water. There’s no telling what you’ll find on the other side of Forbidden Bayou.” 
 
    It was already late, so, after running a name inquiry on Joel Baker and finding no wants or warrants, I followed her to the parking lot and then to our home on Paradise Place. Achilles appeared out of the darkness to greet us. He licked my hand vigorously, as though he were trying to convince me how much he missed me. 
 
    “I think he loves you more than he loves me.” Susan pouted. “He never licks my hand like that.” 
 
    I smiled, reflecting on how good it felt to be loved—both by Susan and by Achilles. I couldn’t remember ever being loved this much… 
 
    As quickly as my smile appeared, it faded away as I remembered Michele and Abigail. Although they’d been gone for nearly five years, my first wife and daughter were never usually far from my thoughts, but I’d actually been thinking about them a whole lot more lately. I figured it had to do with my upcoming marriage to Susan. I’d been wondering how Michele might take the news, and I wondered if I should go to her gravesite and ask permission. The last time I had visited, I’d felt as though she’d given me permission to move on with Susan, but I’d never consulted her about the wedding. Should I? Or should I just move forward on my own? 
 
    I’d broached the subject with Susan a few months ago and she’d been very supportive. She told me to do whatever made me feel comfortable. As I watched her wrestle a ball away from Achilles and then throw it down the street, I wondered how I’d feel if Susan were still attached to a dead boyfriend or husband. As I considered the meaning of my feelings for Michele, I suddenly realized it couldn’t be love. I was a one-woman man; it’s how I was built. There was only room in my heart for one woman at a time. Had I still loved Michele, I never would’ve been able to date Chloe, and then, later, Susan. 
 
    I suddenly felt a tremendous amount of relief at this self-revelation, and a calming peace fell over me. I might never let go of the guilt I felt over Michele’s murder, but I was totally, helplessly, and only in love with Susan Wilson—and that was okay. As for Abigail, I would love her until I took my last breath, and it didn’t matter if I died tomorrow or a hundred years from now. 
 
    Tomorrow…what will tomorrow bring? 
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    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Sunday, April 9 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to make Susan worry more than she was already, so I waited until she went into the bathroom to slide my AR-15 in my drag bag. I then quickly stepped outside and loaded it in my Tahoe. It was still dark outside and was cooler than usual for April. I returned to my room and grabbed a light jacket and the rest of my stuff. 
 
    Achilles followed me outside the second time and he began whining when he saw me loading my life vest. He knew it meant I was going for a boat ride, and he wanted to come along. While I loved having him on the water with me, I didn’t know what we would face out in the swamps to the east of town. No one ever ventured out in that direction and I began to wonder if it was because of the stories the townspeople used to tell their children. What if there was some truth to it all? What if there was a group of cannibals living in the thick shadows of the Forbidden Swamps? What if Chester Raymond was a part of the group?  
 
    It troubled me that I didn’t know anything about the Raymond Clan. With no background information, I didn’t know what to expect. I had no clue how they would react to our presence—they might view it as government intrusion or an alien invasion—and I certainly didn’t know how they would respond to the news of Chester’s passing. They might be so overcome with grief that they’ll blame the messengers, and Melvin and I could find ourselves in a real fight, with no backup within range. No, I couldn’t bring Achilles into such an unknown environment. “Sorry, Big Man,” I said, rubbing his ears as I spoke, “but you have to stay behind on this one. It’s not safe enough—” 
 
    “So, you admit it’s dangerous,” Susan said from the doorway to our house. She wore her night shorts, which were very short, and a thin shirt that revealed way too much of her cleavage. The patio light above accentuated the curves of her breasts and caused mysterious and sexy shadows to appear on her face, making it look as though she were summoning me for wild and passionate sex. 
 
    “How is that fair?” I waved my hand up and down in her direction. “We’re supposed to abstain from sex until the sixteenth and you walk around like that?” 
 
    She shoved both hands on her hips. “Excuse me, Mr. Clint Wolf? Are you going to stand there and pretend you weren’t walking around naked this morning while brushing your teeth? Don’t think I didn’t notice.” 
 
    I laughed. “I was doing it on purpose, but you didn’t take the bait.” 
 
    She tried to stifle a chuckle but failed miserably. She strode to me and wrapped her arms around my neck, stared up into my eyes. “It’s extremely difficult for me, too, but it’ll be worth it in the end.” 
 
    “I know.” I leaned down and kissed her for a long moment. Her lips were so soft and her tongue so moist. I felt the excitement growing and I had to pull myself back. “I need to go before we break your covenant.” 
 
    “Our covenant.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah…I’ll see you this afternoon or this evening, depending on when and if we find the Raymonds.” 
 
    “I’ll keep trying to locate Hulk and Blondie,” Susan said. “Do you want me to attend Chester’s autopsy if you’re not back in time?” 
 
    I nodded and gave her one last kiss before jumping into my vehicle and driving away. I frowned as I watched Achilles in my rearview mirror. His ears were drooping and he seemed to be frowning. I wondered how mad he would be when he realized we were going on a seven-day cruise without him. I couldn’t remember ever spending that much time away from him, and I didn’t know who would take it harder—me or him. 
 
    When I reached the beginning of Paradise Place, which was the street on which Susan and I lived, I turned left onto Main Street and headed toward the boat launch that was located along Bayou Tail Lane. Melvin had said he was pretty sure there was a small canal that connected Bayou Tail with Forbidden Bayou, and he figured the quickest way to access it was by launching there. He also said it would be a tight squeeze, so he wanted to take one of the department’s smaller boats. I wasn’t raised on the water like Melvin was, so I always deferred to his boating wisdom. However, I would’ve felt better in a larger boat. 
 
    The sun was just coming up over the distant horizon as I parked my vehicle near one of the wooden piers. Other than my vehicle, there were five others scattered around the shell parking lots along the length of the Bayou Tail Boat Launch, and all of them had empty boat trailers attached to their hitches except for one truck. It was customary for people to launch their boats on Friday, head out to their camps for the weekend, and then return on Sunday or Monday. Of one thing I was certain—none of them had headed east toward Forbidden Bayou, and it probably wasn’t a good idea for Melvin and me to be heading that way either, but law enforcement was a dangerous job and someone had to do it. 
 
    Melvin pulled into the parking lot a minute later and sped to the slip at the western end of the boat launch, kicking up dust as he did so. I grabbed my gear and dismounted. He was already backing the boat into the water when I reached him. After I grounded my gear and released the lock on the winch, I cranked it in reverse and the boat slowly slid down the skids. Before giving a final push, I disconnected the winch cable from the front cleat and grabbed the bow line, wrapping it around my wrist to hold it firm. 
 
    Once the boat was in the water and Melvin had parked his truck, we jumped onboard and headed east along Bayou Tail. I smiled as the cool breeze brushed my hair back and droplets of water peppered my face. There was a certain freedom I felt every time I was on the water. It was as though nothing else in the world mattered. All of my worries and the stresses of everyday life just melted away-well, until Melvin followed the bend in Bayou Tail to the south and then abruptly navigated the aluminum hull flatboat toward a tiny break in the eastern bank. It looked like an ancient outlaw hideout and, suddenly, I wasn’t so relaxed anymore. 
 
    I was on full alert as the boat coasted toward this tiny canal that flowed off of Bayou Tail. The edges of the canal nearly brushed against the sides of the boat and we had to duck low to make it under East Main Street. The space under the highway was as black as a coal mine. My hand drifted to my pistol and I stood poised for anything as the darkness enveloped us. The air was moist and cool. The smell of creosote was so thick that it burned my nose hairs. 
 
    As quickly as the black hole had swallowed us up, it spat us out the other side. Melvin pointed straight ahead and we continued along the narrow canal for about thirty minutes. Other than birds chirping and the low hum of the boat motor, the only other sound I heard was water gently slapping up against the sides of the hull. My head was on a swivel. My eyes strained to penetrate the thick trees that lined the banks on both sides of the canal. Gnarly branches reached down from above like witches fingers, seemingly wanting to do us harm. 
 
    “Are you sure this’ll take us to Forbidden Bayou?” I asked. It was the first time I’d spoken since we left, and my voice cracked from lack of use. 
 
    Melvin seemed to jump a little at the unexpected sound, but he recovered quickly. “Positive. If my calculations are correct, we should reach the intersection within ten minutes—give or take a few seconds.” 
 
    He was correct. The narrow canal opened into a wide bayou that ran from north to south, paralleling the lower half of Bayou Tail about five miles to the east. Melvin turned south and increased our speed. I wasn’t exactly sure where we were, but within twenty minutes I could hear the distant drone of a band playing, and I knew the fairgrounds were to the west. “Hear that?” I asked. 
 
    Melvin nodded and pointed up ahead, where a boat was pushed up against the western bank. It was tied to a tree. “There…that must be Chester’s boat.” 
 
    I scanned both banks, but everything seemed quiet. Melvin pulled up against the boat and we checked it for numbers. Nothing. 
 
    “I guess you don’t have to register your boat when you live where the law won’t go,” Melvin muttered. 
 
    I searched the interior hull of Chester’s boat, but it was empty. There was nothing inside to help us identify his family and nothing to indicate where he lived. I turned away from the boat and stared up and down Forbidden Bayou. “Which way do we go?” 
 
    Melvin was thoughtful. He shot a thumb over his shoulder toward the north. “The world is back that way, so my guess is we head south. Chester and his kind like to avoid civilization, so I say we go deeper into the jungle.” 
 
    And what a jungle it was. As we moved farther south, the trees became taller and thicker. The shadows grew longer. The temperature seemed to drop ten degrees, and I didn’t know if it was due to the trees blocking out the sun or because this place was pure evil. I half expected a large tiger to step out from the tree line at any moment— 
 
    The boat suddenly jerked sideways and I nearly lost my balance and toppled into the water. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Melvin asked, jerking his head from side to side to see what we hit. 
 
    I spun to look behind the boat, but there was nothing except waves marking our path. I peered over the edge, trying to see beneath the surface of the dark green water. I could see about a foot down and I thought I caught a fleeting glimpse of a dark mass slowly sinking out of sight…and the mass was larger than our boat. 
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    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Mechant Loup Police Department 
 
      
 
    Susan arrived at the office early Sunday morning and fired up her computer. She was not happy that Beaver Detiveaux, who was her former boss before Clint rolled into town three years ago, had not tried harder to locate and identify Chester’s two sons. Of course, there was nothing she could do about it now, considering Beaver was six feet south of the living, so she set about scouring the records in her complaint database.  
 
    It was only eight-thirty in the morning by the time she had exhausted all of her leads. She leaned back in her chair and fiddled with the button on the breast pocket of her tan uniform shirt, staring intently at the computer screen. She was hoping something would pop out at her, but nothing did. 
 
    Her mind began to drift off and she found herself thinking about her upcoming wedding to Clint. He was the first man who had ever truly excited her. He had only been working in Mechant Loup for a month when she first recognized her feelings for him. She had tried to explain the feelings away, thinking his chiseled cheeks, dark features, and muscular build were clouding her judgment. She finally realized it was something deeper that drew her to him, but it took her some time to realize what that something was. It was his strength of character, his dogged determination to complete what he started, his courage under fire, and his willingness to do the right thing no matter what. She always knew she’d need a strong man in her life, and she’d finally found him. Now, if they could only find the time to get married— 
 
    Her cell phone began ringing. Did Clint find something? 
 
    She shot a quick glance in the direction of the ring, but she couldn’t see her phone because of the mountain of files on her desk. She began rapidly shuffling the files around, moving closer and closer to the ring, and finally unearthed the damn thing. 
 
    “Hello, Clint?” she said without looking at the screen. 
 
    “No, it’s your mother.” Lisa Wilson paused for a minute—as though for effect—and then continued. “Are we still on for next Sunday or will y’all drag us along for another month?” 
 
    Susan hesitated a little too long. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? If you ask me, one of y’all is afraid to pull the trigger.” 
 
    “No, Mom, we’re still on for Sunday. It’s just that we’re real busy at the moment. We’re in the middle of a murder investigation and, well, we can’t just stop investigating.” 
 
    “Are you saying there’s a chance this will be postponed again?” she asked incredulously. “What will it take for me to finally watch my only child walk down the aisle? I’m not getting any younger, Suzie, and neither are you. You need to have a baby while you’re still young enough and I want to see my grandchild before I die. For God’s sake, hurry and get hitched so you can give me—” 
 
    “Of course!” Susan jumped to her feet. “A grandfather would know the names of his grandchildren.” 
 
    “What? Who are you talking about?” Lisa sounded confused. 
 
    “Mom, I’ll call you back. I’ve got to go find Alf Aguillard.” 
 
    “Who’s Alf Aguillard?” 
 
    “It’s nothing—it’s about this case. I’ll call you when I get a minute.” 
 
    “But we need to talk about who’s doing what at the—” 
 
    Click! 
 
    Susan didn’t mean to hang up on her mom, but she had to hurry and find Alf. He would know the names of his grandchildren and that would provide more information for her to research. If she could find a record with a real address, she would know where to find Chester’s next of kin, and Clint wouldn’t have to go traipsing all over the swamps looking for them. Hell, Alf might even know how to get to Chester’s place. 
 
    Susan pulled up the original complaint and slid her finger through the information. Got it…102 Orange Way. Just a couple of blocks away. 
 
    After snatching up her keys, she rushed through the dispatcher’s area and toward the door, calling over her shoulder to Beth Gandy, “I’ll be on my radio!” 
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    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    102 Orange Way, Mechant Loup, Louisiana 
 
      
 
    Susan had no trouble finding Alf’s house. It was a modest brick home located at the corner of Willow Lane and Orange Way. A driveway extended from Willow to a two-car garage, but Susan elected to pull off of Orange Way and park in the grass in front of the house. 
 
    It was a sunny and beautiful day, but instead of enjoying it, she felt rushed and anxious about the outcome of the case. She also had to stop in at the festival to make sure everything was running smoothly. 
 
    “Not enough hours in the day,” she grumbled, knocking on the door. She was standing on a small concrete porch and it was cool in the shade. She knocked a second time, then winced. Maybe I’m being impatient. 
 
    Finally, the knob rattled for a few seconds and the door slowly creaked open. A man in his eighties stood there looking Susan up and down with eyes that were cloudy and gray. His gaze stopped on her nametag. “Chief Wilson.” He nodded his approval. “I heard a lot of good things about you. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I’m here about your son-in-law, Chester Raymond.” 
 
    “That bastard! What did he go and do now?” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry to say he went and died.” 
 
    Alf seemed unmoved. “Well, if I’m being honest, I must say I’m not sorry to hear that. Maybe now my baby girl will come back home.” He leaned over to see past Susan. “Speaking of Hilda, where is she?” 
 
    “I was hoping maybe you could tell me.” Susan went on to explain how Chester had been murdered. “We need to find his wife and children so we can make the death notification. I was hoping you could tell me where to find her.” 
 
    “How would I know where to find her? That no-good dummy’s been coming to town every few months for years now, but he won’t let Hilda and my grandkids come visit me.” A deep frown pulled at Alf’s face. “My wife died while waiting and praying for our baby to come back home. I swear, Chief, if I were a young man, I would’ve killed him myself if I would’ve thought it would bring my family back together—and I would’ve done it long before my wife passed away. You know, she fell when she was seventy-six and broke her hip. She had never been the same since. They say once that happens, it’s all over, and they were right.” 
 
    “I’m real sorry to hear that, Mr. Aguillard.” Susan shifted her feet. “Do you have any idea where I can find Hilda?” 
 
    “If I knew, she would already be here. That man kept her from her family because he knew we wouldn’t approve of the way he was caring for them. They live like savages in them swamps. They don’t send their kids to school, they don’t go to no dentist or doctor, and they certainly don’t get to visit with friends and family. If you ask me, that Chester is running a cult. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s more like him out there and if they’re holding people hostage, forcing them to do all kinds of ungodly things.” 
 
    As Susan jotted down what Alf said, she grew more concerned about what Clint might find. “What about your grandkids? How many are there and what are their names?” 
 
    “Well, let’s see…there’s Chester Junior, who’s the oldest, and then Dickie, and Patricia’s the youngest.” 
 
    “How old would they be, if you know?” 
 
    “Junior has to be around thirty-nine now, and they were all two years apart. So, Dickie would be thirty-seven and Patricia thirty-five.” 
 
    Susan nodded and studied the elderly man. “When’s the last time you saw them?” 
 
    “It was about ten years back, when I was much younger and in better health. I saw Chester in Mechant Groceries and my grandsons were with him. I asked him about Hilda, but he wouldn’t tell me how she was doing. I demanded he tell me where she was and I told him I wanted to see her immediately. Well, one thing led to another and—like I said, I was in much better health back then—I socked him one in the face. We got to fighting and he ended up getting the best of me.” He hung his head. “I still think if I could’ve beaten him, I could’ve forced him to tell me where to find Hilda. I just couldn’t whip him. He was too young and strong.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve got two officers out there in the swamps looking for them now and—” 
 
    “Wait, they went out to Forbidden Bayou?” 
 
    Susan nodded. 
 
    “No one goes out that way.” 
 
    “Well, they’re out there as we speak, and, knowing Clint like I know him, he won’t stop until he finds them.” 
 
    “Clint…ain’t he the fellow who was with Dexter when he lost his arm?” 
 
    Susan pursed her lips. Clint would not like being remembered in that way. He felt guilty enough over the incident that he didn’t need townspeople reminding him about it. She finally nodded. “Yep, he’s the one who saved Dexter’s life by shooting Godzator a bunch of times and distracting him.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Alf said, “that’s what Dexter told me. He said if Clint hadn’t been there, he would’ve lost more than his arm—it would’ve been his life.” 
 
    Susan missed Dexter, and she said as much. 
 
    “We all do. It’s a shame that the good ones have to leave this earth first, but I believe it’s so they can help prepare a better place for us in the afterlife.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” Susan glanced over her notes. “Is there anything else you can think of that might be useful?” 
 
    Alf was thoughtful. “Well, before my wife died, she said she heard that Chester was two-timing Hilda with some gal from town. She never said who this woman was or how she learned of it, but she was sure he was cheating on our baby girl.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking…when did your wife die?” 
 
    “We lost her last January.” He hung his head again. “It killed me that Hilda couldn’t be at the funeral. She loved her mom more than anything…well, almost anything. It seems she loved Chester a little more than she loved her mom.” 
 
    Susan thanked Alf and made her way back to her fully marked Tahoe. Once she was inside, she checked her phone to see if Clint had called. He hadn’t, but there was a missed call from the office. 
 
    “This is Susan,” she said when Beth answered. “Did you call?” 
 
    “I did.” Beth seemed excited. “Mayor Cain called a few minutes ago. She said she was working the ticket booth at the fair and she was talking to another lady in the booth. She said they were talking about the awful shooting that happened yesterday. Well, anyway, she said she described the killer couple to the lady working the booth and the lady said she knew them.” 
 
    “Did she say who they were?” Susan’s pulse quickened. 
 
    “Alastair and Courtney Albert. They’re from La Mort, but the woman said she spoke to them earlier and they were coming back to the fair today. She said they usually show up around the time the bands start playing, because they like to dance and show off.” 
 
    Susan glanced at the clock on her dash. It was almost ten. The band would start cranking up around eleven and play until nightfall. She needed to get there in a hurry. 
 
    As she raced to the fair, she tried calling Clint on the police radio, but there was no response. Knowing that the dispatcher’s radio had more range than her handset, she called Beth and asked her to reach out to Clint. Beth tried three times but got no response. 
 
    Worried, Susan called Clint on his phone and then she tried Melvin’s, but they both went straight to voicemail. Maybe they’re out of the cell service area and out of radio range. She nodded to try and reassure herself. That’s all it is. 
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    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Somewhere along Forbidden Bayou 
 
      
 
    In one deft motion, I’d stripped my AR-15 from the drag bag and thumbed the selector switch to fire. “Did you see that?” I asked in a hushed tone, scanning the water on both sides of the boat. 
 
    “No, but whatever it was, it nearly capsized the boat. It had to be huge.” Melvin’s tanned face had lost a shade of color. He glanced in my direction, whispered, “Do you think it’s Godzator?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure, but I think so.” I suddenly wondered if I’d regret letting the giant alligator live. We’d seen nearly a hundred alligators floating in the water since hitting Forbidden Bayou, but most of them disappeared as soon as we got close. I did notice that many of the ones we encountered were larger than the average ‘gator I’d seen west of town, and it made sense that Godzator had moved into this environment. Out here, he would rule the day and he wouldn’t have to contend with humans looking to do him harm. 
 
    Another thought occurred to me and I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. What if this was where Godzator had originated? What if ‘gators that big were the norm out here and not the exception? 
 
    I gripped my rifle and studied our surroundings. The banks of Forbidden Bayou were barely discernible anymore. The solid ground had given way to a massive pool of swamp water where ancient cypress trees grew, and it appeared none of them had ever seen the blade of a tree saw. They were so massive the bases of many of them were as wide as our boat was long. I looked up toward the Heavens, but the cover was so thick the sun’s rays could barely filter through to where we were. 
 
    “Where in God’s name are we?” I asked, stealing a glance at Melvin. His face looked troubled. “Have you ever heard of this place?” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like anyone’s come this deep in the swamps in a while.” He shook his head slowly. “Hell, I don’t think anyone’s ever laid eyes on this place. We might be the first humans to be seeing it. I doubt if Chester’s family lives out here. I don’t think anyone lives out here.” 
 
    While it felt like we were treading on forbidden ground, I was drawn to the mystique of the place and wanted to continue on. “Let’s go a bit farther and see if we can’t locate some kind of homestead,” I said. “We’ve come this far already and it would be a shame if we turned around too early.” 
 
    Melvin swallowed hard, but only nodded. As he steered the boat with his left hand, his right hand drifted to his holster. I thought I saw his trigger finger twitch just a little. 
 
    We were traveling slow enough that the boat motor barely made a sound as we glided across the water. We approached a low-lying tree that was covered in Spanish moss and we had to duck to pass under it. One of the branches was about eight inches from my face and I nearly sucked in my breath when a large snake fell from the thick limb and landed at my feet. 
 
    I didn’t move as I tried to visually identify it. When I saw the diamond shaped pupils and the pits between the eyes and the nostrils, I remained frozen as I reached for an oar. Although I was wearing boots that came up a little over my ankles, I didn’t want to risk getting bit by a venomous snake a week before my wedding. 
 
    Melvin waved me off. “Don’t move,” he said. “I’ll get it. If that thing bites you and ruins your wedding, Chief Wilson is gonna push-kick me to the throat.” 
 
    I wanted to say something about the wedding comment, but the water moccasin was coiled up several inches from my leg—facing me and looking angry—so I didn’t want to risk vibrating and providing a target for his fangs. 
 
    I watched as Melvin pulled some snake tongs from a compartment at the front of the boat. He then slowly made his way to where I was standing and leaned over the bench seat. When the snake caught movement from behind, it turned to face Melvin, opening its mouth to reveal the pure white interior as it did so. Melvin slowly slipped the bottom band under the body and then clamped the top band on top. He lifted the thick snake slowly from the hull of the boat and dropped it over the side. The moccasin splashed into the water and then shot off across the surface, zigzagging its way toward a thick patch of twigs and brush near the shore. 
 
    “That was a close call,” I said, wiping a bead of sweat from my forehead. I hadn’t realized how tense I was until Melvin tossed the snake out of the boat. He was sweating, too, and I began to wonder if the place was starting to spook us both. Neither of us was using our outside voices, and we both kept looking over our shoulder as though we thought we were being watched. 
 
    With my fingers wrapped firmly around the pistol grip of my AR-15, I dropped to the bench seat and tried to penetrate the deep shadows all around us with my eyes. It was only about ten in the morning, but had I not known better I would’ve sworn it was dusk. 
 
    We had traveled another twenty minutes when Melvin jerked his head toward the right. He suddenly killed the engine and drew his pistol. “Did you see that?” His voice was a hoarse whisper. 
 
    I followed his gaze, but couldn’t see anything. Everything was deathly quiet. The only sound I heard was the water gently lapping against the sides of the boat. “What was it?” I asked softly, the words barely reaching Melvin’s ears. 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    The boat’s momentum continued to carry us forward and we were heading for a thick patch of lilies along the left side of what might be the edge of Forbidden Bayou. I just couldn’t be sure, because we were in a giant sea of water now, with no solid land in sight. 
 
    Melvin’s eyes never left the spot to the right. He was squinting now, determined to find out what it was that had grabbed his attention. I glanced ahead of us and nearly choked on my tongue when I saw it. I must’ve made a sucking noise, because Melvin glanced in my direction. 
 
    “What?” he hissed. 
 
    I pointed straight ahead, not believing what I was seeing. Melvin turned and cocked his head to the side. “What the hell is that doing way out here?” 
 
    Directly in front of us—sprouting up from out of the water—was the largest cypress tree I’d ever seen. Hell, it looked big enough to drive an eighteen-wheeler through, but that’s not what had shocked me. Just to the left of the tree, there was a primitive-looking camp built up in the trees. It was square, with a tin metal roof. A large screened-in porch took up the entire width of the front of the camp. It was suspended in the trees by large beams that were secured to the surrounding cypress trees, and it had to be twenty feet above the water. 
 
    “Do you think that’s Chester Raymond’s place?” Melvin asked. 
 
    I nodded slowly, a thought starting to burn a hole in my brain. There was a camp in front of us, and that camp might be occupied by a person, or persons. If it was, and if what Melvin had seen back there was also a person who wanted to do us harm, we were now surrounded and in grave danger. 
 
    I opened my mouth to tell Melvin to get us the hell out of there when I heard the faintest rustle of water behind me. I whirled around and gasped when I saw an alligator’s head coming straight for the boat. There was something strange about it, but it didn’t register until the head emerged from the water and rose to about four feet above the surface. Beneath the alligator head was a human body—that of a woman—and she was holding a double-barreled shotgun that was aimed directly at my torso. 
 
    A quick glance over my shoulder revealed a second figure—that of a man—on the opposite side of the boat. He was also wearing an alligator head and he was pointing a pump-action shotgun at Melvin. I could see the look in Melvin’s eyes and I knew he was thinking what I was thinking—we might not make it out of here alive. 
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    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Mechant Loup Spring Festival 
 
      
 
    It was eleven o’clock at the fair and the band was just starting to play. Susan was leaning against a metal post near the food booths staring out at the crowd of people who were milling around. To her left at the back of the nearest booth, two men were standing over large fryers tending to the catfish, while an elderly lady with big hair and a dark blue apron was shoving basket after basket of the fried fish to customers. 
 
    Susan glanced to her right, where the rides were located. Beyond the rides stretched one of the grassy fields that served as a parking lot. Takecia was somewhere in the lot waiting on Blondie and Hulk. Susan picked up her police radio. 
 
    “Anything, Takecia?” 
 
    “Negative. Many people are now coming in, but I do not see our blonde lady and the big man.” 
 
    Susan allowed her eyes to drift back toward the left, stopping only long enough to quickly take in the faces of every person in that area. Her gaze had almost reached the dance floor area when she caught sight of a red tank-top pushing his way through the thick crowd. Directly behind him was a tall blonde with what looked like napkins for shorts, a matching tank-top, and oversized sunglasses. 
 
    “That’s got to be them!” she said out loud. After radioing Takecia that she’d spotted them, Susan began ambling toward that area of the dance floor, which was where they seemed to be heading. She had just stepped out into the sunshine when she saw Mayor Cain shaking hands with some people near the ticket stand. 
 
    Mayor Cain had always been one to wear elegant clothing, so it was different to see her sporting around in faded jeans and cowgirl boots. She looked up when Susan got closer and Susan gave a solemn nod. Pauline immediately cut her conversation short and approached Susan. 
 
    “They’re here,” Susan said, indicating with her head toward the couple who had just stepped onto the wooden dance floor. 
 
    “What’re you going to do?” Pauline asked, wringing her hands as she stood beside Susan. 
 
    On the way to the fair earlier, Susan had called Beth and asked her to run a records check on Alastair and Courtney Albert. It turned out that there were contempt of court warrants for Alastair, because he failed to appear for his arraignment on domestic battery charges. There was also a restraining order in place against Alastair relative to the same charges, and the victim was Courtney. 
 
    “I’m going to wait until they head back to their vehicle and then I’ll arrest him and take them both to the police department,” Susan said firmly. “Hopefully, Clint will be back by then and he’ll be able to interrogate them about the murder.” 
 
    “What if Clint’s not back by then?” Pauline asked. 
 
    “I guess I’ll have to do the questioning.” 
 
    “What if they fight?” 
 
    “Then you’ll have to pay their medical bills.” Susan smiled and walked away, meeting Takecia near the edge of the pavilion. There were three deputies from the Chateau Parish Sheriff’s Office on duty at the fair, and Susan got on the radio to let them know her plan. Although she wanted to take Alastair down in the parking lot away from the crowd, she still had to be ready in case he tried something. As far as she knew, he could be a murder suspect, and she needed to keep him contained. 
 
    Once the deputies confirmed receipt of her traffic, Susan and Takecia spread out a little and waited for Alastair and Courtney to finish partying and head for their car. Susan was hoping they wouldn’t keep dancing until the fair shut down, but as the minutes dragged by it was clear this would be a long day. 
 
    After about thirty minutes of nonstop boogieing, Courtney leaned over during a break in the music and said something in Alastair’s ear. He nodded, turned away from the stage, and headed for the sidelines, nearly pulling Courtney behind him. They pushed through the crowd and passed the beer stand. 
 
    They’re taking a bathroom break! Susan walked briskly in their direction while trying to get a bead on Takecia’s location. She couldn’t see her officer through the thick crowd, so she jerked the radio from her belt. “Takecia, we’re heading for the portable bathrooms.” 
 
    There was no reply. Susan continued walking after the couple. She hopped a little as she walked to gain some height and was finally able to see Takecia through the crowd. Takecia was scanning the dance floor. There was a puzzled expression on her face. 
 
    Susan realized Takecia must not have seen the couple leave the dance floor. With the amount of people at the festival, it was easy to lose track of someone. Susan continued following Alastair and Courtney until they reached the portable toilets. She kept calling for Takecia as she trailed the couple, but it was no use. The noise was too great where Takecia was standing and she would never hear the radio over the loud music. 
 
    Susan stopped near one of the fair games—this one advertised a chance to win a stuffed animal by hitting three out of three balloons with darts—and watched out of the corner of her eye as Alastair opened the door to one of the bathrooms. He held it open for Courtney to enter, and then he stood back to wait. 
 
    The area was mostly clear of people because the band was playing. Many of the nearby rides were empty, because most of the thrill rides the kids liked were on the opposite side of the fairgrounds. Susan gauged the distance between them. It was no more than fifty feet. If Alastair didn’t notice her on the approach, she would have the advantage and might be able to take him down before he knew what hit him, but if he saw her, she might be in a desperate fight. 
 
    Susan gave one last call over the radio for Takecia. When there was no answer, she took a deep breath and stepped out from behind the game and started walking nonchalantly toward Alastair. The man’s shoulders were as wide as a truck and his hands looked like balls of ham. It appeared he lifted a lot of weights and Susan knew that would serve as an advantage for her. Large muscles required more blood and oxygen to operate, so he would tire out easier. Additionally, the larger muscles would slow down his movements, and it would be easier for her to slip his strikes and maneuver around him as she broke him down—well, if it came to that. 
 
    Susan was still twenty feet away from Alastair when he turned and saw her approaching. She must’ve had an intense look in her eyes, because he instinctively took a half step backward. She quickly smiled and nodded. “How are you, sir?” 
 
    Confused, Alastair looked around. When he didn’t see any other officers, he seemed to relax a bit. “I’m good…how are you?” 
 
    “Never better.” Ten feet away now. Susan shot a thumb upward. “Weather’s beautiful, isn’t it?” 
 
    Alastair glanced upward, then caught himself and quickly focused on Susan again. “Yeah, I guess…whoa, what are you doing?” 
 
    Susan was closing in quickly now, a look of determination in her eyes, and Alastair began backing away. 
 
    “Alastair Albert, I’ve got a warrant for your arrest—” 
 
    “The hell you do!” Alastair turned and bolted in the direction of the parking lot. He was a lot quicker than Susan expected him to be. His thick legs pumped like pistons on a muscle car and he quickly left her in his dust. Although her right fibula had healed from when she broke it, she hadn’t regained full strength in the muscles of her right leg and she couldn’t run as fast as she used to. 
 
    “Damn it,” she muttered out loud, running as fast as her legs would carry her and worrying that she would lose him. 
 
    When they hit the grassy parking lot, she saw him falter a little. A devilish grin played out across her face as she realized what was happening. The big man’s getting tired! 
 
    Susan’s wind was always excellent and she was not even close to breathing hard from the short and explosive exertion. She had been trained to breathe through her nose and exhale through her mouth while fighting, and this helped to keep her heart rate under control. Now, as this hulk of a man was slowing down and she would have to fight him, she knew she would need all the help she could get. 
 
    Alastair suddenly took a sharp right and ran between two rows of tightly-parked cars. He was stumbling now and bounced off of several cars like a pinball, causing a dent in one and a long scratch on another. Susan made a mental note to remember to charge him for criminal damage to property. She would have to come back and run the plates to get the victim’s names— 
 
    “Oh, shit!” 
 
    Alastair’s scream brought Susan to a sudden halt as she watched the big man break through the rows of cars and crash into the driver’s side quarter panel of a bright orange Dodge Charger. The car shook violently, but Alastair didn’t seem bothered by the collision. He spun to his right and was about to take a step in that direction when Susan caught him. 
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    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Somewhere in the Forbidden Swamps of Louisiana 
 
      
 
    Water dripped from the long red hair that flowed beneath the alligator head attached to the woman who held the double-barrel shotgun on me. She stood waist deep in the water. Although I couldn’t accurately estimate how tall she was, she had to be at least five-six. The white shirt she wore was drenched and it revealed most of what God had given her, but she didn’t seem to care. 
 
    My AR-15 was angled downward. While action was quicker than reaction and I figured I could get off the first shot, I wasn’t confident my bullet would incapacitate her instantly. If it didn’t and she let loose with those two barrels, she could just about cut me in half. 
 
    “We don’t want any trouble,” I said slowly. “We’re looking for the family of Chester Raymond.” 
 
    The girl’s jaw was set and her wide mouth was turned downward at the corners. “You’re trespassing on private property,” she said in a clear and cool voice. “We could end you right here and it would be a free killing.” 
 
    I wanted to explain that it was against Louisiana law to use deadly force to defend property, but I didn’t think it was a good time for a teaching moment. So, instead, I said, “We’re here on official police business.” 
 
    I stole a glance toward Melvin. He was studying the shirtless man in front of him. The man’s long hair was pulled back into a single braid and there was a nasty scar over his right eye. He was also up to his waist in water and he held his shotgun with confidence. His right index finger was pressed tightly against the trigger, and I knew the slightest pressure would send a blast of twelve-gauge madness directly into Melvin’s body. 
 
    I couldn’t see Melvin’s face, but I knew by his stance that he was weighing his options and that he planned on going down fighting. I hoped like hell it wouldn’t come to that, because I figured we’d all end up dead. 
 
    When the woman didn’t speak again, I turned back to her and asked if she knew Chester. “You actually kind of favor him. Are you his daughter?” 
 
    The barrel of her shotgun didn’t waver, and neither did her expression. 
 
    “Look, my name is Clint. I work for the Mechant Loup Police Department. I have something to tell the family of Chester Raymond, but it’s private and can only be told to them. If you’re not his daughter, just shake your head and we’ll slowly back away and never come here again. You have my word.” 
 
    Still nothing from the woman. It was as though she had turned into a statue. 
 
    “Okay, then,” I said, gambling. “Since you didn’t shake your head, I’m going to assume you are Mr. Raymond’s daughter. In that case, I can share the information with you.” I stole another glance in the direction of Melvin and the man, then turned once more to the woman in front of me. “I don’t know if you know it or not, but your dad was working at the festival in town. From all accounts, he’s a very hard worker and everyone loves him.” 
 
    I paused for a moment and searched her face for the slightest hint of emotion. Anger, fear, curiosity—anything. But there was nothing. I continued. “While we don’t know exactly what happened, it seems there was a disagreement between your dad and another man. Your dad hid out in a portable bathroom and…” 
 
    I allowed my voice to trail off, wondering if these really were his family. The woman seemed disinterested and the man hadn’t moved a muscle since emerging from the water. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know if it was the man involved in the disagreement, but I’m so sorry to have to tell you that someone shot your dad while he sat in the portable bathroom.” 
 
    The muzzle of the shotgun dipped slightly and I thought I saw the woman’s eyes widen ever so slightly. This is his daughter. 
 
    “I hate to have to tell you this, but he didn’t make it, ma’am. Your father succumbed to his injuries yesterday evening.” 
 
    Although her expression remained fixed, a single tear slid from her left eye and rolled down her cheek, where it dropped from her face and splashed silently into the water at her waist. 
 
    “What the hell did he just say?” the man asked from behind me. “Did he say Pops is dead? Patricia, is Pops gone?” 
 
    Patricia tilted her head to look past me and pursed her lips. After staring at the man for a moment, she gave a slight nod. “Yes, Junior, it’s what he said.” 
 
    “No!” Junior’s voice was deep and angry. The surrounding trees seemed to shake at the thunderous sound of his outburst. “I’ll kill the bastard who hurt Pops!” 
 
    “We’re real sorry about this,” I said, addressing Patricia again. “We tried to find contact information for y’all last night, but no one knew how to get in touch with y’all.” 
 
    “Who was it?” Patricia asked, lowering her shotgun. “Who was this man who killed my father?” 
 
    I relaxed my grip on the AR-15. “We’re not positive. We’re still trying to identify the man who started trouble with him. When we find him, we’ll interrogate him and, if he did it, he’ll go to jail.” 
 
    “No!” Junior bellowed from behind me. I could hear him splashing through the water as he drew nearer. “What’s his name? I want his ass! I want the man who killed Pops! I want to know his name and I’m going to find him and I’m going to kill him.” 
 
    “Settle down, Junior.” Patricia held up a hand. “You heard him—they don’t know if this man did it. We can’t go into town and start attacking people. We have to let the law do its job.” 
 
    I was surprised by how calm and in control Patricia seemed. She tossed her shotgun over her shoulder and waded through the water, not at all worried about the many alligators that roamed beneath the surface. She strode past our boat and waved for us to follow. 
 
    “Please,” she said over her shoulder, “come inside so we can talk about what happened.” 
 
    I glanced at Melvin, who hesitated. Patricia and Junior were approaching the camp, wading effortlessly through the water. They were certainly in their element. 
 
    “Should we follow them?” Melvin asked. “What if it’s a trap?” 
 
    Although he whispered the question, Patricia heard him. “It’s no trap,” she said just as she reached the area underneath the camp. She stopped and turned toward us. She had removed the alligator head and hung it from a peg on a nearby post, but her face still looked spooky in the darker shadows of the structure. “We’re grateful y’all made the trip out here to carry the news about what happened to my father. I didn’t know anyone from town would be willing to do such a thing for us. I didn’t know anyone cared enough.” 
 
    A sheepish grin spread across Melvin’s face. He apologized and massaged the throttle, pushing us gently forward. He stayed a dozen feet behind Patricia and Junior. While I relaxed a bit, I still maintained a healthy level of awareness. Melvin was right to question whether or not this was a trap, and my head was on a swivel. 
 
    Patricia and Junior neared a wooden dock and began to slowly ascend from the murky water as though they were angels floating into the Heavens, but I quickly realized there was a flight of steps under the water that led to the dock. Another flight of steep steps extended upward from the dock and, because of the underside of the camp, it was hidden from our view. To the right on the dock was a large metal bar-b-cue pit, which I imagined was where they did most of their cooking. 
 
    As we drew deeper into the shadows under the camp, I noticed a network of boardwalks extending through the trees behind the camp. They were connected to the wooden dock and they disappeared deep into the swamps. I had no idea where they went or what was connected to them, but I figured it was probably best not to ask. 
 
    Patricia disappeared up the steep flight of steps, while Junior stood on the dock waiting for us. 
 
    Melvin pulled back on the throttle to slow our forward momentum just as we reached Junior, and the boat bumped to a stop against the wooden dock. I tossed the line to Junior and he grabbed it, tied it to a cleat on the dock. Once it was secure, he nodded for us to follow him. 
 
    We did and when we reached the landing at the top of the stairs the back door to the camp opened and the entire deck shook when a large man stepped out. He wore overalls that were made from countless raccoon pelts. His legs looked like tree trunks and his arms were the size of my thighs. With calloused hands, he pushed back his long and matted hair. 
 
    “Who is these men?” He was clearly not as educated as Patricia and Junior, but the lever-action rifle looked at home in his hands. The muzzle was leveled at my stomach. “Why they here?” 
 
    Patricia’s eyes softened as she approached the huge man. She put one hand on his shoulder and lowered the rifle barrel with the other. “It’s okay, Dickie. These men are our friends. They came to bring word about Pops.” 
 
    “Where Pops is at?” Dickie was looking past Patricia and staring directly into my eyes. 
 
    I turned to Patricia, hoping she would answer, but I quickly averted my eyes when I noticed that her small breasts were clearly outlined by her wet shirt, which was now see-through. I noticed Melvin staring and I wanted to ask him how his wife, Claire, was doing, but resisted the urge. 
 
    I glanced around, wondering if Hilda would be appearing next. If I could at least make contact with her, we could settle that missing person— 
 
    “Where Pops is at?” bellowed Dickie. “I want to see him now!” 
 
    I glanced at Junior, who was tearing up. 
 
    “Pops is gone,” Patricia said in a soothing voice. 
 
    “When he’s coming back?” 
 
    Patricia hesitated, then frowned. “He’s not coming back again, Dickie. He’s with Mother now.” 
 
    “No! They not our friends!” Dickie lifted his rifle and aimed it right at me. “They took Pops and won’t give him back!” 
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    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Mechant Loup Spring Festival 
 
      
 
    Susan drove her right shoulder into Alastair’s ribs and she heard his lungs deflate with a grunt. He hit the ground hard. Before he knew what was happening, she jerked one arm behind his back and then the other. Smashing the fingers of both of his hands together with one hand, she removed her cuffs with the other and applied them in one smooth motion. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” he asked, coughing as he tried to regain his breath. 
 
    “You were hit by a truck,” called a middle-aged man, who was clearly drunk. His wife slugged him playfully in the arm. 
 
    “It wasn’t a truck that hit him, it was a car—an orange one, at that.” 
 
    “He hit the orange car, the car didn’t hit him. And after he hit the orange car, that’s when he was hit by the truck.” The man’s speech was slurred, but he knew what he wanted to say. He began to laugh. “The Chief was the truck. She plowed right over that idiot!” 
 
    His wife began to laugh at him and they walked off, leaving Susan to do her job. 
 
    Susan could hear that the band had stopped playing momentarily, so she quickly called for Takecia on the radio, giving her location and requesting that Takecia respond to transport Alastair to the police department. 
 
    While waiting for Takecia, Susan made Alastair sit on his butt near the orange car and she took the owner’s information for the police report. Alastair soon realized she was taking a damage report and that he would be responsible. 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute,” he protested. “That car hit me, so how am I responsible for the damage?” 
 
    “You came out of nowhere and smashed into my car,” said the short, stout woman who had been driving the car. “What kind of grown man runs through a parking lot like that?” 
 
    Susan stifled a chuckle, said, “You’re responsible for everything bad that happens while you’re resisting arrest.” 
 
    “Resisting arrest? What am I being arrested for? I didn’t do a damn thing.” 
 
    “You failed to appear in court for your domestic battery charges.” 
 
    “But…” Alastair’s oversized forehead crinkled as the large man became thoughtful. While he didn’t look very smart, Susan knew something was floating around in that noggin of his. “How’d you know about that? How do you even know who I am?” 
 
    “We’ll talk about that later.” Susan turned when she heard the humming of a car engine approaching and saw Takecia pull up in her marked patrol car. “For now, you’ll be heading to the police department with Officer Gayle.” 
 
    Takecia walked over and helped Alastair to his feet, then secured him in the back seat of her cruiser. Once Takecia was gone, Susan finished collecting information from the victim of the damage and then headed for the portable toilets, where she found a bewildered Courtney Albert walking around. Susan wanted to ask Courtney if she didn’t think she was too old to be wearing those tiny shorts, but decided against. Instead, she approached her and held out a hand. 
 
    “Courtney Albert? I’m Chief Susan Wilson.” Susan shook Courtney’s slim hand firmly. “I guess you’re looking for your husband, Alastair?” 
 
    Courtney’s expression turned to confusion. “Um, yes, but how did you know? And how do you know my name and his name?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve got your husband at the police department.” 
 
    Courtney’s mouth fell open. “Police department?” she echoed. “Why? What did he do? He was just right here.” 
 
    “We have a warrant for his arrest for contempt of court. When I tried to arrest him, he resisted.” 
 
    Courtney looked Susan up and down, then smirked. “Wait, are you telling me you arrested him all by yourself?” 
 
    “I hate to break it to you, but it turns out your husband isn’t all that tough after all.” Susan frowned. “Why are you with him? There’s an active restraining order against him for beating you up, yet you’re out here acting like nothing’s wrong.” 
 
    Tears formed in Courtney’s eyes. “It’s just…we have a child together, you know? She would never forgive me if I sent her dad to jail.” 
 
    “You’re not sending her dad anywhere. He did it to himself.” 
 
    “But how am I supposed to pay the bills while he’s in jail? I stay home and take care of our daughter while he works.” 
 
    Susan made a mental note to give Courtney a lesson on reclaiming her independence, but at the moment she had work to do. “Well, he’s going to be locked up for a while, unless he can bond out, so you’ll have some time to think about your options. I need to head to the station to speak with him—” 
 
    “Wait a minute—you’re serious!” 
 
    “I’m very serious.” 
 
    Courtney looked to the left and then to the right. “What am I supposed to do? I came here with him. He’s got the keys. I don’t even know how to get back home from this place. I’ve only been to Mechant Loup a couple of times before for the fair and I’ve never paid attention on the drive over here.” 
 
    “I’ll give you a ride to my office,” Susan offered. “From there, we’ll get you the keys to your car and I can print up some directions to help get you back home.” 
 
    “I can’t drive Al’s car. He’d never allow it.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have a choice. It’s either you drive it or we have it towed from the fairgrounds.” 
 
    “I’d rather you tow it.” She pulled a cell phone from where it was sticking out of her tight front pocket. “I can call my mom to come get me.” 
 
    “Well, I’d still like you to come by the station with me.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “I’d like to ask you a few questions.” 
 
    Courtney’s brow furrowed. “About what? I haven’t done anything wrong.” 
 
    “No, but you might’ve been the victim of an inappropriate touching.” 
 
    “Do you mean by the guy working the ride? The giant swing ride?” 
 
    Susan nodded. “That’s the one.” 
 
    “Yeah, that guy was a real creep! He rubbed his arm all up on my breasts as though it were some kind of accident.” She grunted. “He’s lucky Alastair didn’t find him.” 
 
    “How do you know Alastair didn’t find him?” 
 
    “Because we’d all know about it if he had.” 
 
    Susan cocked her head slightly to the side. “How could we all possibly know about it?” 
 
    “He would’ve killed that old pervert.” 
 
    “Well, then,” Susan said slowly. “I think Alastair did find him.” 
 
    Courtney’s face turned pale under her thick makeup. She hesitated as though she was afraid to ask the question, but she finally did. “Why…what makes you say that?” 
 
    “Because someone did kill that old pervert.” 
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    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    The Chester Raymond Homestead 
 
      
 
    While I knew I should’ve been scared at that moment—with the muzzle of Dickie’s rifle just inches from my face—I calmly stared into his wild eyes with only two things on my mind. First, I figured he wouldn’t do a thing without Patricia’s approval. Second, I wanted to know more about what had happened to Hilda. 
 
    “Dickie, put down the gun.” Patricia’s voice was soothing and stern, all at the same time, as though she was speaking to a child. 
 
    “But he took Pops and he won’t bring him back.” 
 
    The muzzle of the rifle dipped a little. I knew I could snatch the rifle from his grip in an instant, but I remained patient, allowing Patricia to do her thing. After all, I needed their cooperation and didn’t want to do anything to make them angry. 
 
    In my peripheral vision, I could see Melvin’s hand on his pistol. I knew if he thought for a second that Dickie would pull the trigger, he would draw his gun and end the man’s life immediately. I was really hoping he didn’t think Dickie would pull the trigger. 
 
    “Come on, Dickie, give me your rifle,” Patricia was saying. “It’s okay. I’m going to find Pops and bring him back, one way or the other.” 
 
    Dickie let out a weird grunting sound and lowered his head in a deep pout. He handed his rifle to Patricia and turned to walk inside, where I was sure he was going to sulk. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that,” Patricia said. “I hope you don’t plan on arresting him for assault. He doesn’t handle his emotions well.” 
 
    “You seem to be able to handle him,” I said. “He listens to you.” 
 
    “Not always.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh out loud, more from exasperation than humor. “You mean you didn’t know if you could talk him down?” 
 
    She sighed. “I wasn’t sure.” 
 
    “Damn, I gave you more credit than I should have.” The smile quickly left my face and I followed Patricia to a homemade picnic table on the upper deck and sat across from her. “Before we discuss your father, can I ask what happened to your mother? Hilda’s her name, right?” 
 
    One of Patricia’s red eyebrows rose high on her forehead. “And how would you know that?” 
 
    “I read a report that was filed by your grandfather, Alf Aguillard. He claimed your mother was missing.” 
 
    Patricia’s eyes softened and she lowered her head. “I love Gramps. We haven’t seen him in years. My father was convinced Gramps would try and take us away and force us to live with other people. He said the state would take us away if they found out we weren’t attending their schools, so we had to stay away from town until we turned eighteen. I went to see Gramps with my mother a few times before she died, but he didn’t understand my father’s way of life and I didn’t like the way he spoke about him. Gramps felt like you had to work for some company to get ahead in life and make a living. He never did realize we were the ones who were truly living, while he was a slave to his job.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking, why’d your dad object to y’all going to school in town?” 
 
    “My father didn’t trust anyone who wasn’t family.” Patricia asked me to excuse her and she disappeared inside for a few minutes. 
 
    I glanced over at Melvin, who was keeping a watchful eye on Junior. 
 
    When Patricia returned, there was a map in her hands. She unfolded it and pointed to a small island west of Lake Berg. “This used to be our family’s land until the state came in and stole it. They said the island was no longer habitable, so they moved in and forced everyone off the island. Moved them to a tiny piece of wasteland in Eastern Chateau. There were no waterways, no swamps—just a large piece of dry and barren land.” She paused to shake her head. “My father’s parents were having none of it. They took my father, his four brothers, and his three sisters and headed east through the thickest swamps they could find. They wanted to make sure no one would follow them. They kept going deeper and deeper until they found this piece of property, and this is where they settled.” 
 
    I started to ask a question, but Patricia stabbed at the map and interrupted me. “Do you know the real crime here?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “They turned the island into a tourist attraction.” 
 
    I leaned close and squinted at the blip on the map, suddenly recognizing what it was. I remembered wandering off in that direction back when I was doing swamp tours. There was a restaurant, a shrimp shed, and some souvenir shops on the tiny island. 
 
    “You know the place.” Patricia said it more as an accusation than an observation. 
 
    “I do. I’ve been there before…briefly.” 
 
    “Imagine someone coming in and stealing your home under false pretenses. Only then might you understand why my father would not want me attending school in your town.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that. 
 
    “You sound very educated,” I said. “If you didn’t go to school…?” 
 
    “I read a lot.” 
 
    I looked out in the direction of the boardwalks, not able to see very far because of the dense cypress forest. “The boardwalks—do they lead to more camps? Is that where your dad’s sisters and brothers branched out?” 
 
    Patricia hesitated, wondering if she had already said too much. Finally, she nodded. “They’re out there, minding their business and making a living off the land like we do. They don’t bother anyone, just like we don’t bother anyone. We only ask to be left alone.” 
 
    “I can respect that.” I leaned my arms on the rough and splintery picnic table. “So, what happened to your mom?” 
 
    “She passed away.” 
 
    I apologized, but Patricia waved me off. 
 
    “It was a long time ago, maybe ten years.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side. “Um, did y’all have a service? A funeral?” I glanced out over the soupy swamps. “There’s no way y’all buried her out here.” 
 
    “We have our own cemetery…our own way of doing things.” 
 
    My mind began racing, wondering what else they were doing out here in their “own way”. They couldn’t just bury a dead person in the back yard anymore. There were procedures that had to be followed. Deaths had to be reported and investigated. Death certificates had to be filed and vital statistics had to be maintained. As far as anyone knew, Hilda Raymond was still alive and well, and that wasn’t cool. Laws had been broken and there could be legal consequences. I decided against sharing that information with Patricia. Instead, I opted to ask her how her mom had died. 
 
    “She took ill. We all cared for her in shifts. Junior took the boat into town and bought some medicine, but it wasn’t enough. We couldn’t break her fever and she ended up passing away in the night while she was sleeping.” 
 
    “Why didn’t y’all bring her to a doctor?” I winced inwardly when I realized my tone had been judgmental. She didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “I already told you…my father didn’t trust the townspeople.” She lowered her head and frowned deeply. “I guess he was right not to. I just don’t understand why he kept going to work for that fair.” 
 
    We all sat quiet for a long moment, and then I told her the coroner would have to perform an autopsy—surprisingly, she knew what an autopsy was—and I explained the procedures for claiming Chester’s body. 
 
    “Will you allow us to bring his body back here to be buried with my mother?” 
 
    I pondered her question, staring deep into her soft eyes. There was pain in those eyes, that I could see, but there was also a determination that made me shudder just a little. Something told me I didn’t want to be on the wrong side of a dispute with her and her brothers. 
 
    “I won’t try to stop you,” was all I said. 
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    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Two hours later… 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going to lie,” Melvin said, wiping a stream of swamp water from his face as he pushed the boat’s engine as fast as it would go. “I was happy to leave that creepy place. I swear, I thought they were going to kill us and bury us out there. And did you see Patricia’s clothes? She didn’t even care that we could see right through her wet shirt. The weirdest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    I nodded and turned to stare toward the Forbidden Swamps that were slowly fading to solid black on the horizon. I was still shocked by what we had found. I never expected to find a whole family of folks living off the land as they did. Before we’d left, Patricia had told us there were lush patches of high land scattered throughout the swamps where grass grew thick enough to keep a small herd of cattle fed. 
 
    “And how much do you want to bet they rustled those cows?” Melvin continued. “There’s no way they just stumbled upon them running wild in the swamps. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised to find some of Sheriff Turner’s cattle in their herd. I heard he’s had a half dozen head that disappeared over the past three years, never to be seen again. I bet the Raymond clan got them, and that’s why she never offered to let us see the herd. Hell, she showed us all those chickens laying eggs and the wild pigs they kept for meat. Why not take us to the cow pasture?” 
 
    “If you’d like,” I said wryly, “you can come back with a search warrant and see if you can find them. I bet Sheriff Turner would be very grateful.” 
 
    Melvin’s eyes widened and he shook his head so violently the boat dipped to the left and we both lost our balances a little. He quickly got us back on course and said, “I’m never going back there again. If you or anyone tries to make me, I’m quitting and going work as a door greeter—” 
 
    My phone suddenly exploded with beeps and dings. I jerked it out of my pocket and grunted. It became apparent that we had been out of cell service for most of the morning, because I had over twenty missed calls and at least as many text messages. When I pressed the icon for my message folder, I quickly searched for the most recent. It was from Susan. 
 
    “Can this boat go any faster?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe—why?” 
 
    “They got them, so we need to get to the police department as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Got who?” 
 
    “Hulk and Blondie,” I said. “They came back to the fair and Susan took Hulk—whose name it Alastair Albert—into custody for an outstanding warrant for domestic abuse battery.” 
 
    “So, she caught the murderer?” Melvin’s wide face grew even wider as he smiled. “You’re getting married after all!” 
 
    I ignored him and called Susan, who answered on the first ring. “Where the hell are you? I thought y’all were dead.” 
 
    “Almost,” I said. 
 
    “Almost what? Did something happen?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you about it later. What’s going on with this Alastair fellow?” 
 
    She filled me in on what had happened while we were gone. “I booked him on the warrant and resisting arrest and I’m holding him in a jail cell until you get here so you can question him.” 
 
    I thanked her and said we’d be about thirty minutes longer. “What’s it look like? Do you think he could’ve done it?” 
 
    “Hard to tell, but his wife did make the comment that he would’ve killed Chester had he gotten his hands on him.” 
 
    “Did you find a weapon in his vehicle or on his person?” 
 
    “There was nothing on his person and I didn’t search the vehicle yet, except to do an inventory before having it towed here. If there would’ve been a rifle inside, I would’ve seen it, but I can’t say there were casings inside the car. I ran the registration and it comes back to him and his wife, so I asked her for permission to search it.” 
 
    “What’d she say?” I ducked low as Melvin guided the boat into the small canal that connected Forbidden Bayou with Bayou Tail. We were almost home free. “Did she give consent?” 
 
    “No,” Susan said. “She’s worried that Alastair will leave her if she gives permission to search his vehicle.” 
 
    “What? He should be worried about her leaving him for beating her ass.” I shook my head. “Okay, well, we’ll be back soon.” 
 
    Susan paused for a moment without saying anything, and I could hear her breathing on the other end of the phone. 
 
    “Hey, honey, are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah…thanks for bringing my husband back to me.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not there yet,” I joked. “You know, a lot can happen between here and—” 
 
    Click! 
 
    


 
   
 
  OceanofPDF.com





 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Mechant Loup Police Department 
 
      
 
    I could see Susan was working hard to resist the urge to run up and hug me when Melvin and I sauntered through the front door of the police department and into the dispatcher’s station. We looked a mess and, although my nose was oblivious to it, I could tell by the scrunching of Susan’s nose that we smelled like rotten marsh mud. 
 
    “I’m happy to see you, too,” I said. “Now, where’s this Alastair fellow? I’ve got some stench to lay on him.” 
 
    “I’d confess to anything just to have you walk out of here,” said Beth Gandy, “so you’ll have no problem breaking him.” 
 
    I thanked Melvin for his help and, since it was his day off anyway, Susan told him to turn in. “We’ve had a busy weekend, so go get some rest.” 
 
    Susan started walking toward the interview room, but Melvin hesitated. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “Before I head home, should I write a report on what happened? I mean, they pointed guns at us. We’re cops, and they knew it.” 
 
    “What?” Susan abruptly stopped walking and spun to face us. “Who pointed guns at y’all?” 
 
    I groaned and Melvin mouthed an apology. I shook my head to let him know it was okay. “I’ll take care of the paperwork.” 
 
    Melvin nodded and quickly disappeared down the hall. I slowly turned to Susan and gave her a brief rundown of what had happened. “I really don’t think they meant us harm. They were just afraid and defending their territory.” 
 
    “They came up out of the water wearing alligator heads and pointing shotguns at y’all, and you don’t think they meant any harm?” Her tone was incredulous and I knew there would be no arguing with her. “We need to go back there and arrest all of them!” 
 
    I’d left out the part about the see-through shirt, so I went ahead and told her that part, too. “She was educated,” I explained, “but she seemed completely comfortable being exposed. Maybe we should pile on indecent exposure while we’re out there making arrests.” 
 
    She just shook her head. “Who are those people?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I never knew they existed.” 
 
    “I knew there were families who lived in the swamps and who only came to town occasionally for supplies and to sell their catch, but I didn’t know anything about them.” After a while, she shook her head to clear it. “Well, I’ve got Courtney in Room Two and Alastair in Room One.” 
 
    “Let’s talk to Courtney first.” 
 
    After we entered the room and Susan introduced me, I began interviewing her about the incident that happened yesterday at the fair. I noticed her subtly rub her nose and lean back a bit in her chair, as though trying to create as much distance as she could between us. 
 
    “When I told Al what that old man did, he went berserk,” she said, breathing through her mouth. “He threatened to kill the man and he demanded that I tell him where to find him. I was mad and felt violated, so I took him to the ride where it happened. When we got there, a heavyset man was working the ride. Al asked him where the other fellow was, but he said he didn’t know. I thought I saw him walking through the crowd, so I pointed him out.” 
 
    “Was it him?” I asked when she stopped talking. 
 
    “I don’t know. We never did get close enough to see for sure, and then he just disappeared.” 
 
    “Where was he when you last saw him?” 
 
    Courtney pulled a lock of blonde hair to her mouth and began chewing on it. “Um…I believe it was near the porta potties that we lost him. But then I thought I saw him on the dance floor.” 
 
    “What did y’all do at that point?” 
 
    She shrugged. “We just kept looking around and when we couldn’t find him we left. My daughter was going sleep at Al’s mom’s house, so we took her there.” 
 
    “Did y’all make prior plans for her to sleep at the grandmother’s house, or was it spontaneous?” 
 
    “No, we made plans last week. We knew we’d want to come back to the fair for some dancing today, so we lined her up as a babysitter.” 
 
    After asking a few more questions to establish an exact timeline, I asked if Alastair owned a gun. 
 
    “I mean, yeah, but I don’t know what kind.” 
 
    “Is it a handgun or long gun?” 
 
    There was a blank expression on her face. 
 
    I pointed to the pistol in my holster. “Is it a small gun like that, or is it a long gun like a shotgun or rifle?” 
 
    “It’s long and skinny.” She pointed to my pistol and shook her head. “Not that small. It’s the kind you put on your shoulder and shoot. He let me shoot it when we were dating years ago, but I haven’t seen it in quite a while.” 
 
    “When you shot it, did it hurt your shoulder?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Was it very loud?” 
 
    Courtney cocked her head to the side, trying to remember. “My ears did ring a little, but I remember it not being as loud as I thought it would be.” 
 
    I drummed my index finger on the desk. Long, skinny, not very noisy…it sounded like it could be a .22 caliber rifle.  
 
    “When’s the last time you saw this gun?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, it’s been years.” 
 
    “Did he keep it in his car?” 
 
    “No, definitely not. I would’ve seen it.” 
 
    “How can you be sure? What if he kept it locked in the trunk?” 
 
    “I loaded my daughter’s clothes in the trunk before bringing her to my mother-in-law’s house. There was no gun in the trunk.” 
 
    “I’m talking about yesterday, before y’all came to the fair the first time. Did you go into the trunk then?” 
 
    She nodded. “I put the stroller and my day bag in the trunk.” 
 
    “Is it possible the gun is hidden somewhere in the trunk?” 
 
    “I mean, if it is, I don’t know where it could be.” 
 
    I was thoughtful. “Did Alastair ever leave your side? Even for a moment?” 
 
    “Yeah, he went to get some food while my daughter and I rode the big swing ride.” 
 
    “What about after that?” 
 
    “Oh, no.” She shook her head for emphasis. “After that creep groped me, Al wouldn’t leave my side. He apologized repeatedly for leaving me alone for just a moment, and he swore he’d never do it again.” 
 
    I didn’t like the way the interview was going. It was starting to look like this might not be our guy—unless she was involved and she was lying to cover for both of them. 
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    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Alastair looked up from his chair when I stepped into Interview Room One. He didn’t look happy to see me. Susan had slipped into the observatory, because she figured he wouldn’t like talking to the person who had taken him down. 
 
    “I hear you’re quite the dancer,” I lied. “Did you like the lineup of bands this year?” 
 
    Taken by surprise, Alastair just nodded blankly. 
 
    “I think they’re going to get more rock bands next year. Try to add a little variety, you know?” 
 
    He grunted. “Yeah, that would be nice. I know some great cover bands from the city. My buddy plays in one. They’d set this little town on fire.” 
 
    “Maybe when we’re done here I can get you in touch with the mayor. She might be interested in hiring your buddy’s band.” 
 
    The sour expression was slowly fading from Alastair’s face. “I can show you some of his videos on YouTube, if you want.” 
 
    I sat patiently while Alastair pulled up video after video of his friend’s band playing in different clubs throughout the city. We must’ve talked for about fifteen minutes before I finally turned the conversation to the reason we were there. By then, I’d established such a rapport with him that he was acting like we were best friends. 
 
    “So, Clint, why am I even here? I just came out to the fair to dance and eat some good food.” 
 
    “I need to talk to you about the man who groped your wife.” 
 
    Alastair’s face turned to crimson. “Had I been there when it happened, I would’ve killed him.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “How?” 
 
    “How what?” 
 
    “How would you have killed him?” 
 
    A blank expression spread across his face. “I…I mean, I don’t know. I wouldn’t have killed him, really, but I would’ve beaten his ass pretty bad, that’s for sure.” 
 
    I questioned him about his every move from the moment the incident happened until he left the fairgrounds, and his story was consistent with Courtney’s. 
 
    “Are you sure you and Courtney never parted ways after she told you about the groping incident?” 
 
    “I’m positive.” 
 
    I winced audibly, to give the impression that he’d said something wrong. He noticed, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I’m going to ask you again, and this time I want you to think real hard.” I paused to let him think about it. “Is it possible you walked away from Courtney after the groping incident—even if just for a minute or two?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I never left her side after the creep touched her. I felt horrible about leaving her alone.” 
 
    “Did you feel horrible about beating her ass?” 
 
    The question took him by surprise and he jerked back in his seat. His eyes narrowed, and I could see that he had a short fuse and a quick temper. “What did you just say?” 
 
    “You heard me.” I slid the warrant across the table. “This is a contempt of court warrant for your failure to appear to answer charges relating to you beating up Courtney. Do you feel bad about beating her up?” 
 
    “No, I—” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t feel bad about beating her?” 
 
    “No, I mean I didn’t beat her, so there’s nothing to feel bad about.” 
 
    I rested my forearms on the table, leaning closer to him. “If you’re lying about beating your wife, I have to expect you’re lying about killing Chester Raymond.” 
 
    “Chester Raymond…” 
 
    “You know who I’m talking about. He’s the man who groped your wife.” 
 
    The spray-on tan covering Alastair’s face slowly faded to a pale pink. “Yeah, I know. The sloppy guy over at the fair told me his name when I confronted him. Did you…did I hear you right? The man who groped Courtney is dead?” 
 
    “Yep, dead as last year’s sugarcane crop.” I nodded in his direction. “And you’re suspect numero uno.” 
 
    “Me?” His voice turned shrill. “I’ve never touched that man. I don’t even know what he looks like.” 
 
    “Do you own a rifle or a shotgun?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Now I’m on to something, I thought. If I could catch him lying about something I could prove, that would mean he was still in play as a suspect. It wouldn’t mean he killed the man, but it would keep the possibility open. 
 
    “I’m positive.” 
 
    “Have you ever been in possession of a shotgun or rifle?” 
 
    “Nope. Never.” 
 
    He was so sure of himself, I believed him. I pondered the information we’d learned from Courtney. Was she lying? Or…wait a minute! 
 
    “What about a pellet gun?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I’ve got a pellet gun, but I didn’t think that’s what you meant.” 
 
    “Is it long?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. “An old wooden Benjamin.” 
 
    “Has Courtney ever shot it?” 
 
    “I think so, back when we first started dating, but that was years ago.” 
 
    “Do you mind if we search your car?” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Any evidence that you killed Chester Raymond.” 
 
    “Sure, search away. I already told you, I didn’t even touch him.” 
 
    I sighed. As much as I hated to admit it, this was a dead end. If so, it meant the killer was still out there and I had to find him or her before they struck again. 
 
    I told Alastair I’d be back, and then I stepped out to go meet with Susan in the observatory. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked, studying her face in the dark room. There was only a tiny splash of light bleeding through the two-way mirror, so it was hard to make out her expression. 
 
    “I don’t doubt he’s a wife beater,” she said slowly, “but I don’t think he’s a killer—at least, I don’t think he killed Chester Raymond.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I turned and stared through the glass at the large man sitting there with his head in his hands. “I don’t think we’re getting married Sunday.” 
 
    “Don’t say that!” Susan’s voice was so loud that Alastair’s head popped up and he turned to look at the mirror. We watched as he stood to his feet and moved curiously toward us. With cupped hands, he pressed his face against the glass and tried to see through it. I knew he couldn’t, because I’d already tested it a dozen times when we first moved into the building. He finally shrugged and leaned back, but he stopped when he noticed something in the mirror. He tilted his head up and shoved his index finger into his left nostril. 
 
    “Oh, God, I’m going to vomit.” Susan pushed by me and hurried through the door. Once she was in the hall, she headed for the dispatcher’s office, talking over her shoulder as she walked. “I’m going to wrap up the report and call the jail for a transport van.” 
 
    “And I’m heading back to the fair.” My eyes drifted to her bottom, which was tucked snuggly into her uniform pants, and I groaned. 
 
    “What was that for?” she wanted to know, whirling around. 
 
    “Nothing, but if this case isn’t solved soon, I’m dragging you to the justice of the peace and we’re tying the knot that way.” 
 
    “No we’re not,” she called after me. “We’re getting the cruise wedding we paid for or none at all!” 
 
    I had reached the door when I remembered the autopsy. I cursed and turned to call for Susan, but she was already standing there watching me leave. My face felt flushed. “Were you watching me walk away?” 
 
    It was her turn to blush. “Maybe.” 
 
    I hesitated, wanting to say so much more, but realized we were in the office. “Can you catch the autopsy for me? I want to interview as many of Chester’s fellow workers as I can before they break camp and move to the next town. Once they leave, we might never find them again.” 
 
    “Just be careful.” Her eyes narrowed. “And don’t let anyone point a gun at you again.” 
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    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    When I arrived at the fairgrounds the party was still going strong. I parked near the road and headed for the portable toilets, studying the crowd as I walked. Someone brushed up against me and mumbled an apology. I turned to see a man in ragged clothes hurrying off. What if he’s the killer? 
 
    I saw a woman standing near a tent puffing on one of those electronic cigarettes. Could she be the killer? I scowled. At this point, absent a real motive, anyone could be the killer. I made my rounds and spoke to every fair worker I could find, trying to extract every bit of information about Chester I could from them. Some of them knew him a little, some knew him well, and some had never heard of him, but no one was able to tell me who might want him dead. 
 
    The sun was starting to go down and I was running out of options, as well as hours, so I headed for the Battle Swing ride to find Bart. When I found him, he was just sucking the meat off of a chicken leg. After he’d cleaned it dry, he wiped his greasy hands on his shirt. The Battle Swing had reached its highest point in the ride and the kids on it were screaming—some in delight and some in sheer terror. 
 
    I nodded and reintroduced myself. “Busy evening, eh?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” He eyed me suspiciously. “I don’t guess you came by just to talk about the evening.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” I leaned against a corner post. “Just between you and me, it turns out that big fellow isn’t the one who killed Chester.” 
 
    Bart’s face scrunched in confusion. “He didn’t? He sure said he was going to kill him.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, we investigated him and it turns out he never did come into contact with Chester.” The ride was slowing to a stop. I leaned closer so no one would hear our conversation. “You probably know Chester better than anyone here. Do you know if he had problems with anyone else? A fight, an argument…anything?” 
 
    Bart was thoughtful, then slowly nodded. I tried not to show my excitement. 
 
    “He had a fight with someone?” I asked. 
 
    “An argument. It was Friday night.” 
 
    The ride came to a complete stop and he stood to release the security bar. I waited patiently while the current riders got off and new ones took their places. Once the swing began to move again, Bart settled back into his chair. 
 
    “So, who did Chester argue with?” 
 
    “It was Joel…our boss.” 
 
    The little bastard lied twice! 
 
    “What did they argue about?” 
 
    “Well, from what I heard, Joel accused Chester of flirting with his wife. He said something about Chester offering her some homegrown marijuana in exchange for sexual favors. It’s kind of Chester’s thing. Some people say weed is the gateway to harder drugs, but Chester says marijuana is the gateway to—” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, interrupting him. “Let’s get back to the argument. Where’d this take place?” 
 
    Bart shot a thumb over his shoulder. “It was outside of Joel’s trailer, long after the fair was closed. I think they had both been drinking. A few crew members were there, too, and they were all just hanging around talking about the day. Someone said Chester asked to use the bathroom in the trailer and he was inside for quite a while, so Joel went to see what was taking him so long. There was some yelling and hollering inside and they rushed in to hear Joel making the accusation.” 
 
    “Joel told me everyone got along well with Chester,” I said. “He even told me he didn’t believe Chester touched that woman.” 
 
    Bart cocked his head to the side. “That’s strange, because he sure accused Chester of being a pervert Friday night.” 
 
    “Who all witnessed the incident?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t remember. There were a few people talking about it later that night and on Saturday, but I didn’t really pay attention to them.” 
 
    “Do you know where Joel’s at right now?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen him in a while—since about lunchtime, I believe.” 
 
    I nodded, thoughtful. Joel was quite the liar, but was he also a killer? And would he kill someone for simply propositioning his wife? I thanked Bart and headed for Joel’s trailer. It was where I’d found him last night, so it was as good a place to start as any. 
 
    As I walked through the maze of trailers and rides, heading for Joel’s place, I felt a sense of urgency growing deep in the pit of my stomach. While I knew I had to hurry and find the killer, I also knew mistakes could be made if I rushed the investigation, so I tried to suppress the feeling. 
 
    I finally spotted Joel’s trailer up ahead. A woman was sitting in a folding chair near the doorway. I almost didn’t recognize her with her clothes on, but finally realized she was the nude woman who was in the trailer last night. According to Joel she was his wife, but I already knew he was a liar. 
 
    “Hello, ma’am,” I said, nodding. 
 
    The woman was holding a cigarette between the fingers of her left hand while she tapped away at the screen on her cell phone with her right hand. She looked up from what she was doing and studied me for a long moment. “Aren’t you the policeman who came by last night?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” I looked around, but didn’t see Joel anywhere. “I was hoping to have a word with your husband.” 
 
    She flicked burnt ash from the tip of her cigarette. “He’s around here somewhere. He said he had to make a money run, but he should’ve been back by now. He makes one every couple of hours.” 
 
    “Does he have a cell phone?” 
 
    The woman frowned sarcastically. “Doesn’t everyone?” 
 
    “Do you mind giving me his number?” 
 
    “I’ll call him for you, but he doesn’t like anyone giving out his number.” The strap on the woman’s shirt had slid off her shoulder. She shrugged it back in place while calling Joel. After holding the phone to her ear for a few seconds, she finally spoke. “Joel, that cop fellow from last night is back. He said he needs to talk to you. Right. Okay. Sure.” She slid her thumb across the screen to end the call and went back to playing on her phone. Without looking up, she said, “He’ll be here in about ten minutes.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I watched her for a bit, then asked if she knew Chester Raymond. 
 
    “The guy who died?” She nodded. “I met him a few times.” 
 
    “I hear he propositioned you the other night. What night was it again?” I snapped my fingers, pretending to try and remember. 
 
    “It was Friday.” 
 
    “Right, Friday. What exactly happened?” 
 
    “Well, he came in to use the bathroom and I was sitting on the sofa watching TV. When he was done using the bathroom, he stopped on the way out and began talking about his fiancée. He told me he’d met her at one of the fairs and he asked me to guess how he met her. I didn’t really care, so I just said he met her on one of the rides. He told me I was wrong and that he met her out in the parking lot. He said he was hiding behind a large truck smoking a joint when she turned the corner and caught him. Instead of freaking out, she asked for a toke.” She shook her head. “Can you believe that? That’s how they met and fell in love…over a joint.” 
 
    “What happened after he told you all of that?” 
 
    “Oh, he then proceeded to tell me how good he was at…you know, sex and stuff. I told him I wasn’t interested and that he needed to leave. I mean, he’s like way older than me and gross, so I wasn’t the least bit curious. He then proceeds to pull out a joint and asked if I wanted a toke. He said he’d let me have one if I met him out by the ride later that night. He said it was homegrown and the best weed I’d ever smoked. I laughed and told him that bullshit wouldn’t work on me.” She shrugged. “That’s it. Joel walked in and threatened to kick his ass and he left. The next thing I know, he’s dead.” 
 
    The woman didn’t seem a bit bothered by the fact that the man her husband threatened was now dead. She wasn’t even a little curious or suspicious. 
 
    “Did it ever occur to you that Joel might’ve killed Chester?” 
 
    She stared at the tip of her cigarette and thought about it for a moment. “You know, come to think about it, Joel did threaten to kick his ass.” 
 
    “Yeah, so, do you think he might’ve made good on that promise? Do you think it’s possible Joel killed him?” 
 
    After a long moment, she snapped her eyes away from the cigarette and shook her head. “Nah, I don’t think Joel’s got it in him.” 
 
    “But you can’t know if he did it or not, because you weren’t with him, isn’t that correct?” 
 
    “I mean, I can’t tell you what he’s doing right now because I’m not with him, but I’m pretty sure he’s not off killing people. Just like I don’t think he killed anyone last night.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder. Still no sign of Joel. “Who owns this trailer?” 
 
    “We do.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I search it?” I had her full attention now. 
 
    “Why would you want to search it?” 
 
    “Just to see if there’s any evidence that might clear him of the murder.” 
 
    “Wait—what do you mean by clear him? Is he a suspect or something?” 
 
    “It looks that way, but I can probably eliminate him by making a quick search of the trailer—” 
 
    “Ain’t nobody searching my trailer!” boomed a voice from behind me. 
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    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later… 
 
      
 
    “Well, did you develop any new leads?” Susan asked when I opened the door to the autopsy room. 
 
    The Chateau Parish Coroner, Dr. Louise Wong, was bent over Chester’s body. She didn’t look up when I entered, but she mumbled a greeting. 
 
    “Hey, Doc,” I said, and then turned to Susan. “Turns out, Joel Baker got into an argument with Chester on Friday night, but he refuses to talk about it and he won’t cooperate. His wife acknowledged the fight and I think she was about to let me search his trailer when he walked up.” 
 
    Susan raised an eyebrow. “How’d that play out?” 
 
    “He said no one was searching his trailer. When I tried to question him about the incident, he said he wasn’t talking without a lawyer. When I asked him to call his lawyer, he said he didn’t have time for that and he wasn’t talking about it anymore. He said if he wasn’t under arrest, he was going inside to have sex with his wife.” 
 
    After rolling her eyes in disgust, Susan chewed on her bottom lip like she did when she was deep in thought. I knew what was going through her mind. If Joel did kill Chester and he refused to cooperate, this case could drag on for weeks, months, and even years. Since the killer had struck from a distance and hadn’t come in contact with the victim or the portable toilet, there was no evidence to link him or her to the scene. There were no shoe impressions in the rocks, no surveillance videos, no witnesses…nothing but one shell casing. 
 
    “What are we supposed to do now?” I was glad when Susan finally asked the question, because I thought she was going to chew her lip completely off if she didn’t stop soon. 
 
    “I requested a nationwide criminal history check on Joel, so I’ll see what that turns up. I also asked Takecia to keep an eye on Joel to see if he makes a move. I’ll relieve her later tonight and watch him until morning. Once they pack up the caravan and leave, there’s not much we can do about him.” 
 
    I didn’t like letting a murder suspect leave town, but without probable cause to arrest him, there was nothing I could do. Since there was no evidence suggesting he killed Chester, it was just as likely that he hadn’t done anything at all. I’d always operated off the principle that it was better to let a guilty man go free than to wrongfully incarcerate an innocent man, and, while it wasn’t always easy, I had to honor that code. 
 
    I moved closer to the autopsy table and watched as Dr. Wong packaged seven small lead projectiles into separate containers. They were badly damaged, but it was clear they were most likely .22 caliber bullets. We signed the chain of custody forms and she handed me the projectiles. 
 
    “I’ll have my report done by mid-week,” Dr. Wong said, “and I’ll get my secretary to hand-deliver it to the police department.” 
 
    I thanked her and followed Susan out into the parking lot. After a quick hug and kiss, we parted ways. I headed for the fair while Susan went home to check on the residents at the battered women’s shelter she ran down the private street from our house. 
 
    I was just parking in the now dark and empty grassy lot where the shooter had stood hours earlier when my cell phone rang. 
 
    I lifted it to my ear, wondering who was calling at this hour. “This is Clint.” 
 
    “Clint, it’s your sister.” 
 
    A smile spread across my face at the sound of Crystal Montana’s voice. I still felt a little weird about having a sister, but I was getting used to it. “What’s up, Sis?” 
 
    “Mom”—the word sounded awkward rolling off of her tongue—“called and said the wedding might be off. That’s all she would say. It sounded like she was crying. Is everything okay between you and Susan?” 
 
    I began laughing. “Yeah, everything’s fine. Susan’s mom must’ve told her we were in the middle of a case and that if we didn’t solve it we weren’t getting married.” 
 
    “Wait…are you serious? I took vacation time to come down there. If this thing doesn’t happen, I’ll be screwed out of five days.” 
 
    I wasn’t in an optimistic mood, but I tried to sound sure of myself. “We’ll solve it in time, don’t you worry. We’ve got the guest room downstairs ready for you and your family, and Garvin can have the living room.” 
 
    Although Garvin Montana was my biological father, I couldn’t bring myself to call him Dad. It just didn’t sound right. 
 
    “And what if you don’t solve it in time?” Crystal asked. “Will you still get married and go on your honeymoon? I mean, are you allowed to do that?” 
 
    I sighed. “Sure, I can do it, but I wouldn’t…I won’t.” 
 
    “Clint Wolf, you’d better make damn sure you solve that case,” she warned. “And if you don’t, you’d better do whatever you have to do to get your ass on that ship and marry that woman. I know your job’s important, but you’ve got to put your bride first sometimes—and this is one of those times.” 
 
    I knew she was right. She continued talking, but her voice was a low murmur in the background of my subconscious mind. I was busy working on a backup plan. When she finally stopped talking and asked if I was still there, I apologized and told her I had to go. 
 
    “You told me to go solve this case,” I explained, “so that’s exactly what I’m going to do.” 
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    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    I stepped out of my truck and strode across the dark field. I had received a text message from Takecia earlier telling me where she had set up surveillance, and I headed in that direction. Stars sparkled above and seemed brighter than usual, thanks to the utter darkness that surrounded me. Every now and then I heard a door slamming or a voice calling out in the distance, but, for the most part, the fairgrounds had been reduced to a ghost town. 
 
    Having worked the fair for a couple of years, I knew the place would be bustling with activity at first light. Some of the crew would begin tearing down the rides, while others would pack up the trailers, and still others would close up the mobile concession stands. Within hours of daybreak, they would be gone—as though they’d never been here—and we wouldn’t see them again until next year. 
 
    I slipped between two of the rides, keeping to the darkest shadows I could find, and made my way to a patch of tall grass at the edge of the lot where the carnies had set up camp. The clump of weeds where Takecia had bedded down was thirty yards from the nearest trailer. She moved over as I dropped to my knees and crawled the last few feet to her position. I could feel the cold dew soak through my pant legs. 
 
    Takecia pointed toward Joel’s trailer when I reached her position. She leaned close to me and whispered, “He’s inside. He came out a couple of times when workers knocked on the door to talk to him, but, other than that, he hasn’t moved.” 
 
    Before disappearing through the grass, she handed me the binoculars I’d loaned her earlier. Once she was gone, I settled into a comfortable kneeling position and lifted the glass to my eyes. That familiar yellowish light still shone from the dirty window over the door. I scanned the other trailers, but all seemed quiet. It was going to be a long night, but I didn’t mind. I needed time to think about this case. Somewhere, there had to be a piece to the puzzle that would help bring more of the picture into view, but where would I find that piece? I went over everything that had happened thus far, retracing my every step and going over every statement I’d taken, but I came up dry. 
 
    I glassed the trailer again—for the hundredth time—but nothing had changed. Everything looked exactly as it had the last time I— 
 
    Wait a damn minute! 
 
    I turned my binoculars toward the first trailer on the opposite end of the field and noticed a shadow that hadn’t been there earlier. The only thing I’d seen when I first looked there was a shadow in the shape of a trashcan and another in the shape of a small barbecue pit. This shadow was different. It was human, and it was moving toward the back door of the trailer. 
 
    I dialed my binoculars back a little to allow more light to gather, and I sucked in my breath as I watched how the figure moved. It was Patricia Raymond, and I was certain I saw the shape of a shotgun against the white siding of the trailer. 
 
    What the hell are you doing out here? 
 
    Whatever it was, it wasn’t good and I had to stop her before she did something stupid. I shoved the binoculars over my shoulder and began crawling painstakingly through the field toward Patricia, stopping periodically to raise my head and make sure she hadn’t heard or seen me. 
 
    She was focused intently on where she was going, so it gave me a bit of an advantage, but not for long. 
 
    She had low-crawled through an open area and was nearing Joel’s trailer when she stopped dead and lifted her head as though she was testing the wind with her nose. I froze. She’d either heard me or seen me, or she’d detected something else. I was within twenty yards of her location and figured it would be impossible for a person to smell another human from that distance, but what if she possessed some uncanny ability to do just that? What if her years living in the swampy wilderness had honed her senses to the point of being animalistic? 
 
    Moonlight painted the area in an eerie blue hue and I felt exposed. Patricia hadn’t turned in my direction yet, and I was starting to think she must’ve heard something else when she suddenly whirled around and leveled her shotgun in my direction. 
 
    “Whoever you are, you’d better show yourself and you’d better do it quiet-like,” she hissed, “or I’m going to light you up.” 
 
    “It’s me,” I said quickly, but quietly, lifting my hands so she could see they were empty. I was growing tired of her pointing guns at me, but it was clear neither of us wanted the carnies to know we were among them. “Clint Wolf.” 
 
    She shot a quick glance over her shoulder to make sure no one in the trailer had heard us, and then she rushed toward where I waited. “What are you doing here?” she asked. 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing,” I countered. “It’s my job to be here, but you’ve got no reason at all.” 
 
    I could see her frown against the glow from above. “This is the trailer my father was staying in while he worked here,” she explained. 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Dickie would always come with him on Thursday afternoon to get settled and help set up the rides. Father would bring him back home Friday afternoon, then return to finish out the weekend.” She let out an audible sigh. “I wanted to collect my father’s things and bring them back with me.” 
 
    I didn’t believe her for a second. I reached out in the dark and touched the barrel of her shotgun. “And what’s this for?” 
 
    “Protection.” 
 
    I glanced toward Joel’s trailer, but all was still quiet inside. I turned back to Patricia. “Were you planning on breaking in to get your dad’s stuff? That would be a felony.” 
 
    “Of course not,” she huffed. “What do you take me for—some kind of idiot? I was going to make sure things were safe and then I was going to knock on the door like any civilized person would. Now, if they refused to return his property, well, that’s a different matter.” 
 
    An evil thought crept into my mind, but I pushed it away. 
 
    I reluctantly told her Susan had caught Alastair Albert but we were wrong about him being the killer. “Turns out, he didn’t murder your dad.” 
 
    She didn’t seem as surprised as I would’ve expected. 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked. 
 
    “Positive.” That evil thought started slowly creeping back into my mind, but I tried to ignore it. “He was angry at your dad and he was looking for him, but he never found him.” 
 
    “If he didn’t do it, then who did?” 
 
    “We’re running down some other leads, but we don’t have a lot to go on at the moment. It could be anyone.” 
 
    “I see.” Her voice was low and sad. “To be honest, I didn’t expect a lot from you, or anyone here in town. I know his murder is not a priority—” 
 
    “Just a minute, Patricia,” I interrupted. “I take every murder case serious and I won’t stop until his killer’s arrested and behind bars—that I promise you.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.” She didn’t seem convinced, but I could see her shadow of a face looking around. “Why were you out here slinking around in the dark? Were you going to break into the trailer, too?” She sucked in a mouthful of air when she realized what she’d said. 
 
    I laughed quietly, shook my head. “No, I was just waiting for someone to come outside, so I could follow him.” I nodded in the direction of Joel’s trailer. “Are you sure your dad was staying in that trailer?” 
 
    “That’s what Dickie told me.” 
 
    “Why don’t you go ahead and knock on the door and ask for your dad’s stuff? I’ll wait back here and keep watching in case he leaves.” 
 
    Patricia hesitated and I knew she knew I was on to her. She was heading for Joel’s trailer because she thought he was the killer and she was planning on exacting a little revenge. But how in the hell had she found out about him? Only a few of us knew he was a suspect, but none of us had contact with Patricia or the rest of her clan. 
 
    “It’s getting late,” she finally said. “I think I’ll come back for it later.” 
 
    The evil thought reared its ugly head again. If I were to hint to Patricia that Joel refused to cooperate with the investigation, she might take it upon herself to go undercover and sweet talk a confession out of him, but I’d seen the deadly look in her troubled eyes when I’d told her about her dad’s murder. She wouldn’t try to trick Joel into admitting to something—she would probably try to beat the truth out of him. There were two problems with that tactic—first, it was illegal. Second, beating someone could illicit a false confession, and a false confession could destroy a case. 
 
    I shook my head to clear it and was about to ask Patricia about her real reason for being here when she turned quickly and hurried off, disappearing into the darkness. 
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    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    It had been a long night, and I was glad when Monday morning rolled around. Not only had I been watching for any movement out of Joel, but I also had to watch out for Patricia. If she returned and attacked Joel while I watched his trailer, it would be more than a little embarrassing for me. 
 
    I unfolded myself from the ground where I’d taken up a position. The entire right side of my body had fallen asleep, so I pushed myself up with my left arm. I slowly made my way toward the parking lot, the needles stabbing at my right foot with each step I took. I could hear movement from some of the trailers and I caught a whiff of coffee from somewhere. While I wasn’t a coffee addict, breakfast sure sounded good at the moment. The thought of food caused my stomach to growl. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten, but I decided I would stop somewhere and buy a breakfast plate before heading home to get a couple of hours of sleep. 
 
    I stopped walking and turned slowly toward Joel’s trailer, a thought disturbing me. I’d set up on the front door of Joel’s trailer. What if Patricia had broken through the back door of the trailer and killed him while he slept? His was the only trailer that didn’t have a door or window open and light and activity on the inside. “Damn it!” I said out loud. “She might’ve played me for a fool—” 
 
    “Detective, what are you still doing here?” 
 
    My hand dropped instinctively to my pistol at the sudden and unexpected sound of Bart’s voice. 
 
    “Just doing my job.” I relaxed, waiting for him to lumber down the metal steps of the trailer he was living in. “What about you? Why are you up so early?” 
 
    “They want us to get packed up and hit the road right away. They don’t even want us making breakfast before we go.” He yawned and scratched at the lower part of his exposed belly. “We don’t usually start packing up until about six. We’ve never been up at four before. I wonder what gives. They said we’ll be eating breakfast on the road today. Apparently, they want to drive straight through to the top of the boot that is the wonderful state of Louisiana.” 
 
    “Who’s they?” 
 
    “Well, Joel, really. For some reason, he’s in a hurry to leave this place. He said last night he wants to hit the road and not stop until we reach our next destination.” 
 
    “And where’s that?” 
 
    “A town called South Junction.” 
 
    “Never heard of it.” 
 
    “You’re the second person to tell me they’ve never heard of South Junction. It’s east of Alexandria and—” 
 
    “Who’s the other person?” 
 
    “What other person?” 
 
    “Who’s the other person who never heard of South Junction?” 
 
    “Oh, Chester’s daughter.” His mouth parted slightly as he stared up into space “What did she say her name was? Patty, maybe? I believe that’s what she called herself.” 
 
    “Patricia?” I took a brisk step toward Bart. “When did you talk to her?” 
 
    “It was late last night. Hell, it was only a few hours ago, come to think of it. Right after I talked to you.” 
 
    “Where’d you meet up with her?” 
 
    “We didn’t meet up. We kind of just bumped into each other. She appeared out of nowhere and approached me while I was getting some ice for my cooler.” 
 
    I glanced in the direction of Joel’s trailer again. It was still cloaked in darkness. “What did she want?” 
 
    “She asked some of the same questions you asked. You know, like, did Chester have any enemies? Did anyone get mad at him recently or had a fight with him? Basically, she’s trying to figure out who killed her dad.” 
 
    I groaned inwardly. “Did you tell her about Joel?” 
 
    “Sure. Why not? The girl deserves to know what happened to her dad.” 
 
    Another thought occurred to me. “What about the big guy from the Battle Swing ride—did you tell her he didn’t kill Chester?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did. Why? Was I not supposed to?” 
 
    It now made sense why Patricia was stalking Joel, but it was hard to get mad at Bart. “I mean, I shared that information in confidence. Remember when I said it was between me and you?” 
 
    “I didn’t think you meant it.” 
 
    You didn’t think I meant it? I forced a smile. Then why in the hell would I say it? 
 
    I pointed toward Joel’s trailer. “If y’all are leaving first thing this morning, why is his trailer still dark?” 
 
    Bart grunted. “When Joel tells us we have to get up early and pack, he doesn’t include himself. No, sir, he’ll be sleeping until it’s time to drive away.” 
 
    “He doesn’t help out?” 
 
    “God, no. He makes his rounds collecting money from all the booths and stands during the fair, and that’s it. He doesn’t do a damn thing otherwise.” 
 
    I hesitated. I wanted to know if he was still alive, but I knew Bart wouldn’t go knock on his door. I knew Joel wouldn’t be happy to see me, especially after our last conversation. He would think I was using some ploy to get inside his trailer—that is, if he was still alive. 
 
    “Well, I’ve got to get to work,” Bart said. “I hope to see y’all again next year.” 
 
    When Bart had walked off, I decided to go bang on Joel’s trailer. If he was alive, he might appreciate knowing that someone was gunning for him. If he did murder Chester and then Patricia killed him, most people would think he got what was coming to him, but I couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    My shoes were damp from the dew and they left wet shoe impressions on the steps to Joel’s trailer. After I knocked hard, I dropped from the steps and stood to the right side of the door. I could hear movement inside the thin walls and even some cursing. A minute later, the door opened and Joel was standing there wrapped in a terrycloth robe. As I figured, he wasn’t happy to see me, but I was relieved he was still among the living. 
 
    “What the hell do you want?” he demanded. “Didn’t you harass me enough yesterday?” 
 
    “I’m not here to harass you.” I took a breath and watched him relax. “It’s my duty to let you know that someone might be looking to harm you.” 
 
    Joel pulled the robe tight at the chest, as though it would offer some form of security. “Harm me? But who? And why?” 
 
    “It seems Chester’s daughter has been asking questions and looking for you.” 
 
    “Chester’s daughter?” He glanced to the left and right behind me. “What does she want?” 
 
    “Well, when she came looking for you she was carrying a twelve gauge shotgun, so I doubt she wants to talk.” 
 
    “How do you know she came looking for me? Did someone call you?” 
 
    How to put this? “Well, you see, I was hanging around the crime scene looking for clues when I saw her approaching your trailer. I stopped her and she said she was going to collect her dad’s property. She claimed he lived in your trailer when he worked here. She says her brother described the trailer to her.” 
 
    Joel fidgeted on the steps. “Maybe her brother just described the wrong trailer. I mean, Chester does have some stuff in one of the trailers”—he pointed to his right—“but it’s off in that direction. So, it’s possible she was coming to retrieve his belongings.” 
 
    “Armed with a double-barrel shotgun?” I grunted. “Not likely. Well, I fulfilled my duty by passing the information on to you. Whether you believe it or not is your problem.” I turned to walk away. “Best of luck to you.” 
 
    “Wait a minute! Aren’t you going to protect me?” 
 
    I stood studying him, then slowly nodded. “I will. Why don’t I come inside while you get ready, and then I can escort you around the fairgrounds until it’s time for you and your crew to leave. I’ll even follow y’all down the road a ways.” 
 
    “That sounds great.” Joel held the door to the trailer open until I entered, and then he hurried to a back room. “I’ll be right out.” 
 
    I heard him telling his wife what was going on, but I was only partially listening. Since I had been invited in, I helped myself to everything in plain view, searching for any weapon that could shoot a .22 caliber bullet. I glanced toward the driver’s seat and sucked in air when I saw a pistol sticking up out of the armrest compartment. It was a small black revolver and it could’ve easily been a .22 handgun. 
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    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    “I’m on my way to the crime lab in La Mort,” I said to Susan, raising my voice over the sound of the wind blowing in through my driver’s window. “I picked up the projectiles from the autopsy and I’ve got a twenty-two caliber revolver to compare them against.” 
 
    “Wait…what? You never came home last night?” She sounded half asleep and I could hear her moving around in the bed. I knew she had gone to sleep late last night because I’d texted her a little after midnight to say I’d be late, and she was still up getting things ready for the wedding and cruise. Suddenly, I felt bad for calling this early. “Where’d you get a murder weapon? What happened?” 
 
    I told her about the surveillance and how Joel had invited me in his trailer. “The gun was in plain sight, so I recovered it.” 
 
    “I bet he was mad.” 
 
    “Mad?” I laughed. “He was furious…accused me of making up the threat on his life just so I could get inside his trailer. He then accused me of disarming him so Patricia could carry out her threat.” 
 
    Susan was still groggy, but she caught the contradiction. “How could she carry out a threat that wasn’t real?” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “How are you feeling? You’ve been up for twenty-four hours. You’ve got to be tired.” 
 
    If I was being honest, I would tell her how tired I was and that I didn’t know if I could make the drive to La Mort without falling asleep at the wheel. Since I didn’t lie to her, I changed the subject and told her about my conversation with Crystal. 
 
    “What if we aren’t done with this case?” I asked. “Should I just take the time off anyway like Crystal said? I can’t see myself walking out in the middle of a murder case and leaving it sit there for a week, but I also can’t see myself letting you down.” 
 
    Susan was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was so soft I could barely hear her. “No, I can’t see you walking out on a murder case either, and neither could I. There’s no way I could enjoy myself on a cruise knowing we have unfinished business back home. Maybe we could take a break from the case to get married and then skip the cruise if it came to that.” 
 
    “Is it too late to get our money back?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. If we don’t go, we’ll lose over five grand.” 
 
    Disgusted, I sank into my seat, staring at the road ahead of me. There wasn’t much traffic, which made the drive easy, but I was in no hurry. The lab wouldn’t open for at least two hours. If I got there too early, I’d just have to wait in the parking lot. 
 
    “You still there?” Susan asked. 
 
    “I’m inwardly vomiting over the possibility of losing that much money.” I glanced at the evidence box beside me. “Let’s just hope this is our murder weapon.” 
 
    I disconnected the call and drove straight into the rising sun, trying my best to keep my eyes open. I knew if I let them close or if I blinked too long it would be over. Susan would really be pissed at me if I wrecked. 
 
    When I was halfway to La Mort, I stopped at a gas station and bought a cup of coffee—black, no sugar, no cream. I rarely drank the stuff, but I needed something to kick me in the ass and keep me awake. The first sip scalded my tongue and jolted me alert, but the effect didn’t last long. My eyelids were dragging ten minutes later and I was barely awake by the time I pulled into the crime lab parking lot. 
 
    I checked the time on my dash. I was an hour early. Damn! 
 
    With nothing else to do, I pushed my seat back and closed my eyes. It felt so good to finally let my eyelids slide shut. 
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    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Mechant Loup Police Department 
 
      
 
    Officer Amy Cooke was just stepping out of the bathroom when Lindsey hollered her name from the dispatcher’s station. Amy had been working for the Mechant Loup police department for just under two years and she loved her job. She had originally worked for the Chateau Parish Sheriff’s Office, but she had been assigned to the detention center and she was itching to work the road. After a chance meeting with then-Police Chief Clint Wolf at Cig’s Gas Station early one morning, she expressed an interest in working patrol and Clint hired her over a cup of coffee. Two weeks later she was roaming the streets of Mechant Loup and having the time of her life. 
 
    Amy made the corner and approached Lindsey. “I’m here.” 
 
    Lindsey set aside the book she’d been reading and grabbed a sticky note, handing it over. “I know it’s almost time for you to knock off, but some guy called from the boat launch to say he just got back from his camp and he discovered that his truck had been stolen.” 
 
    “Terry Smith. What an original name.” After examining the note, Amy hitched up her gun belt and turned for the door. “See you in a bit.” 
 
    She trudged to her marked cruiser and stepped inside, frowning as she pulled the door closed. She’d heard about the murder at the fair and was upset that she was off. She loved how quaint and quiet her town was, but if there was action, she wanted to be a part of it. She was keenly aware that every case was important to the person who was victimized, regardless of how small the crime, but she had to admit she’d rather be working the murder than some theft case. 
 
    The boat launch was only a couple of blocks from the police department, so her response time was as near instant as it could be. Mr. Smith wasn’t impressed. 
 
    “It’s about damn time!” he said, hitching up his loose jeans. The man was at least mid-fifties and he had a little tuft of hair left at the top of his crown. His shirt was stained and his hands were rough and cracked. “I’ve been waiting here forever.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” Amy said patiently. “Now that I’m here, let’s see if we can’t find your missing truck.” 
 
    “My truck’s not missing,” Terry retorted, pointing his finger toward a red Dodge Ram pickup truck that was parked on the far corner of the boat launch parking lot, near a children’s play area. “It’s over there.” 
 
    Amy frowned. “I thought Lindsey said you reported your truck stolen?” 
 
    “I did.” Terry pointed to the very spot they were standing, which was in the middle of the gravel lot. “This is where I parked it when I launched my boat on Friday, and that’s where I found it when I got here this morning. Moreover, you see that boat trailer in the grass near the launch?” 
 
    Amy turned and looked where he pointed, shielding her eyes from the sun’s rays. She nodded when she saw an empty boat trailer sitting all alone in the middle of a patch of grass. 
 
    “That’s mine,” Terry said, “and it was hitched to my truck when I left it parked here.” 
 
    “So,” Amy said slowly, trying to process the information on the fly, “you docked your boat on Friday, parked your truck and empty trailer right here, and when you arrived this morning, the trailer had been removed from the truck and the truck was parked in a different location?” 
 
    Terry nodded his head up and down vigorously. “That’s right.” 
 
    “Why on earth would someone do that?” Amy said quietly, more to herself. She wanted to ask Terry if he’d been drinking, but decided not to. Instead, she walked over to the truck and visually examined the exterior. There was no damage and no signs of forced entry. Terry had followed her, so she turned to him and asked about his keys. 
 
    He shuffled his feet in the gravel, stared down at the ground. “Well, um, I usually leave them in the gas flap.” 
 
    Pulling a latex glove from her back pocket, Amy walked to the gas flap and—only touching the very edge so as not to smear any latent prints—used the glove to gingerly open the flap. It was empty. 
 
    “Damn,” Terry said. “How am I supposed to get home now?” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out.” Amy turned and walked toward her car to retrieve her camera. 
 
    “How long will this take?” Terry asked. “I’ve got shit to do.” 
 
    “I have to thoroughly document the scene and collect all the evidence I can, so we can increase our chances of finding the person who did this.” Amy shoved a hand on her hip, squinted. “An hour, maybe two?” 
 
    Terry grumbled something she couldn’t understand and then stormed off to sit in his boat and wait. 
 
    After getting overall shots of the parking lot, Amy moved toward the boat trailer, which was closer to her location. She examined it from one side to the other, dusting for fingerprints as she went, and was successful in locating four decent prints. She was almost finished dusting the trailer when she heard tires scrunching against gravel. She looked up to see Melvin driving through the parking lot toward her. 
 
    “I heard there was a problem at the boat launch, so I came by to see what’s up,” he said, dropping from his truck. He walked around the boat trailer, and then looked toward the dock. “I saw this trailer here when Clint and I went out to Forbidden Bayou yesterday morning.” 
 
    “I heard about that,” Amy said. “Was it spooky?” 
 
    Melvin shuddered involuntarily. “To be honest, I didn’t think we’d make it out alive. Probably the scariest thing I’ve ever done on the job. My wife told me I’m not allowed to go back there, no matter what…and that’s one order I’m inclined to obey.” 
 
    Amy chuckled, then turned back to the task at hand. “So, is this how it was yesterday morning?” 
 
    Nodding, Melvin shot a thumb toward Terry. “What did old boy have to say?” 
 
    Amy repeated what Terry had said. “It doesn’t make sense why someone would disconnect an empty boat trailer and move the truck from one side of the parking lot to the other.” 
 
    Melvin looked up and down the parking lot. “Maybe they wanted to go for a joy ride?” 
 
    “Then why not leave the trailer attached to the truck? Wouldn’t that be more fun?” 
 
    “Actually, it would.” Melvin grabbed Amy’s crime scene box and helped her lug all of her equipment from the boat trailer to the truck. While Amy began photographing the truck, Melvin wandered off to the bayou side, walking along the edge of the water. 
 
    “Looking for the keys?” Amy asked when she moved to the passenger’s side to take a few more pictures. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Once she was done with the pictures, she began the painstaking process of fingerprinting the truck, beginning with the most likely places the thief would’ve touched and working her way to the least likely spots. She was almost done when she heard Melvin call out in excitement. She stood from where she was squatting near the front bumper and peered over the hood of the truck. 
 
    “I found the keys!” Melvin was about a hundred yards away. He was waving one hand in the air and pointing to the ground with the other. 
 
    Amy gathered up her camera and an evidence bag and rushed over to where he stood. There, in the wet grass near the water’s edge, was a key ring with five keys and a car remote attached to it. There was a Dodge emblem on the remote and also on one of the keys.  
 
    “Good find.” Amy collected the keys for evidence and returned to the truck. Once she had finished processing the exterior of the truck, she hit the unlock button on the remote and heard the audible click of the locking mechanism. “This is it.” 
 
    While Melvin held her camera, Amy opened the back passenger’s door first and studied the interior of the truck. “It looks good as new,” she said, shining her flashlight on the floorboard and the back seat. “At least they didn’t do any damage.” 
 
    Once she was sure the back area was clear, she carefully opened the front passenger’s door and stood on the running board to better see inside the truck. 
 
    “Wait…” she said slowly, pointing, “what in the hell is that doing there?” 
 
    Melvin gasped when he saw what she was pointing at. “We need to call Clint right away!” 
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    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    La Mort Crime Lab 
 
      
 
    I was instantly awake, but I didn’t open my eyes, nor did I move. Something had stirred me from my sleep and I wanted to be sure of what it was before— 
 
    Bang! Bang! Bang! 
 
    Someone was knocking on my window. I opened my eyes and squinted against the bright light. A uniformed officer was bending over outside of my driver’s window. 
 
    “Code four?” he asked, holding up four fingers. It was the universal police sign that meant everything was okay and no further assistance was needed. 
 
    I nodded and waved my thanks, leaning forward to release my seat. I glanced at the clock on my dash. I’d only been asleep for five minutes. “No, I’m not code four,” I mumbled to the parting officer. “I need you to not knock on my window when I’m trying to sleep.” 
 
    Other cars were starting to arrive—most of them lab employees—and I figured I wouldn’t be getting anymore rest, so I stepped out of my Tahoe and walked toward the building. There were some concrete benches in front of the lab, so I sat there and waited. I must’ve dosed off, because a soft voice snapped me to awareness. 
 
    “Damn, Clint, you look awful.” 
 
    I looked up to see Tracy Dinger, an old friend of mine from the police department, standing over me. She cradled a large bag in front of her and there was a look of concern on her face. 
 
    I rubbed my eyes and pushed myself upright. “I’m just tired. I’m waiting to see a firearms examiner. I recovered a possible murder weapon and the suspect is about to leave town. I need it examined as soon as—” 
 
    “Say no more.” Tracy walked to the door and punched in her code. “Follow me.” 
 
    I scowled, hesitated. “When did you transfer to the lab?” 
 
    “I was reassigned about three years ago, after I got my baccalaureate degree in forensic science. I finished my apprenticeship six month ago and I’m now doing firearms examinations on my own.” 
 
    “Oh...” I held up my evidence bags. “Can you look at these for me?” 
 
    “Anything for an old friend.” Tracy led the way down a long corridor and to an elevator. We then rode up to the second floor. While we were in the elevator, she asked how things were going, and I knew she was referring to the loss of my wife and daughter. 
 
    “Things are great. I’m actually about to get married.” I was suddenly wide awake as I told her how amazing Susan was and how we were planning a cruise ship wedding. I kept talking as we walked out of the elevator and into the examination room. I got the sense she was growing tired of me gushing about Susan, but I didn’t care. I only stopped when she had set up her work station and began filling out the chain of custody forms. After we each signed them, I followed her to the shoot tank, where she test-fired the weapon, and we then returned to her work station. 
 
    While she began doing her examination, I settled back in a nearby chair and tried to keep my eyelids from drifting shut. A few other examiners came in and out, and one of them scrunched her nose as she walked by. It was then that I remembered I hadn’t showered in two days. I reached for my face. The stubble was growing thick. 
 
    “Where’s your bathroom?” I asked. 
 
    Without removing her eyes from her microscope, Tracy pointed toward the doorway to the left. It was a double door that opened automatically when a red button was pushed. Once I walked through it, I ambled down a hallway until I found the restroom that had the male figure on it, and I stepped inside. I grunted when I saw my reflection in the mirror. “You look like an alcoholic who just crawled out of a landfill.” 
 
    “What’d you say?” called a voice from one of the bathroom stalls. 
 
    I stifled a chuckle and mumbled an apology. After splashing cold water on my face and tucking my shirt in my pants, I found my way back to the lab just in time to see Tracy turn away from the microscope. She shook her head. 
 
    “These projectiles were not fired from this revolver, and neither was the casing.” 
 
    My heart sank. “Are you sure?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow and glared at me. I quickly apologized. “I’m not questioning your findings. I was just hoping for a break in the case.” 
 
    “Well, keep trying.” She handed me the package containing the revolver. “If you’d like, I’ll hold on to the projectiles and the casing in case you find another weapon to test.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I handed her my card. “You can fax the report to the number on the bottom.” 
 
    She then led me to the parking lot, where we talked a little more, and then I walked to my Tahoe. Once I was seated behind the wheel, I just stared out into nothingness, wondering what to do next. “If Alastair didn’t kill Chester and Joel didn’t kill Chester, then who did? And why is Joel in such a hurry to leave town?” 
 
    A possibility occurred to me. I had been in such a hurry to bring the revolver to the crime lab that I hadn’t run it through the National Crime Information Center’s (NCIC) database. Joel told me he had papers for it and I had taken him at his word. I pulled out my cell phone and called the police department. 
 
    “Mechant Loup Police Department, how may I help you?” asked Lindsey. 
 
    “You can start by putting down the book,” I said in a rough voice, trying to keep from laughing. Lindsey was always reading some kind of book, mostly crime fiction. I’d once told her she should write her own book about the time she got shot, but she said she’d rather forget that day altogether. 
 
    Lindsey laughed. “You can’t disguise your voice from me, Clint. What can I do for you?” 
 
    Reading from the evidence form, I gave her the serial number of the revolver and asked that she check to see if it was stolen. Her fingers went right to work stabbing at the keyboard. 
 
    “How’re things in town?” I asked. 
 
    “Other than an auto theft at the boat launch, everything’s quiet.” 
 
    “Who’s handling the theft?” 
 
    “Amy’s primary, Melvin drove over to assist her…” Lindsey’s voice trailed off and I could hear her reading to herself. “Hmm,” she finally said, “it’s stolen out of Mississippi and they have a warrant for the suspect. His name is Joel Barker and—” 
 
    I shoved my thumb against the screen and ended the call before she could finish. That’s why the bastard wanted to haul ass out of here and that’s why he’s using a fake last name! 
 
    I quickly called Mayor Cain and asked if she was at the fairgrounds. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re cleaning up,” she said, sounding a little out of breath. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Did the carnival workers leave yet?” 
 
    “Yeah, they packed up and left first thing this morning. They were gone before I even got here, which is kind of weird. They don’t usually pull up until ten or eleven.” 
 
    I thanked her and called Lindsey, asked her to send the warrant information to the South Junction Police Department. “Can you also let Mississippi know we recovered the revolver? And put out a BOLO (Be On the Lookout) for Joel Barker and his caravan. Put a note that he’s going by the last name of Baker. Send it to every agency between here and South Junction, as well as the state police.” 
 
    I had barely hung up with her when my phone rang. It was Melvin and he sounded excited. 
 
    “Clint, where in the hell are you?” 
 
    “La Mort…why?” 
 
    “You’ve got to get to the boat launch. There’s something you’ve got to see.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Just get here as quick as you can.” 
 
    I hesitated, then told him I’d be there as soon as I could. As tired as I was, I needed to make one more stop, but he didn’t need to know about that…no one did. 
 
    


 
   
 
  OceanofPDF.com





 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    After taking care of some personal business, I made the drive back to Mechant Loup in record time. When I skidded into the gravel parking lot of the boat launch, I quickly took in the scene. Amy’s marked patrol car was parked near a red Dodge pickup truck, Melvin’s truck was parked near an empty boat trailer, and Susan’s Tahoe was behind Amy’s car. There was a boat tied to the dock and a man was seated in the back of Amy’s car. Crime scene tape was wrapped around the boat trailer and the red truck. 
 
    I stepped out of my vehicle and approached Melvin and Amy, who were standing near the open driver’s door of the red truck. The windows were tinted extremely dark and there were skull and crossbones stickers on the windows. 
 
    Susan was sitting in her cruiser nearby on her cell phone. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, craning my neck to see into the truck. “What was so important that I had to nearly kill myself to get here? And who’s that guy in the back of Amy’s car?” 
 
    “That’s Terry Smith,” Amy explained, stepping up, “and this is his truck.” 
 
    “Terry Smith…” I scratched my head as I approached the back of Amy’s car. “Who’s Terry Smith and why is he locked up? Does this have something to do with Chester Raymond’s murder? Is that what all the excitement is about?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Susan said, walking up with a notepad in her hand. “We might’ve just gotten a huge break.” 
 
    I was confused. “That name hasn’t come up in the investigation. How do we know he’s connected to the case?” 
 
    “We don’t know if he’s connected, but…” Susan walked toward the red truck and ducked under the crime scene tape. “Have a look on the floorboard.” 
 
    It was dark in the shadows of the dashboard, so I took Susan’s flashlight and aimed the beam of light toward the floor. I sucked in a mouthful of air when I saw a spent brass shell casing near the accelerator. It was a .22 caliber casing! 
 
    My mind was racing now. Susan pointed out another casing under the seat, and then another up on the dash, and then four more. There were seven casings in all…eight if we counted the casing we located in the parking lot at the fair. 
 
    “Eight shots were fired,” I said, “and we’ve now got eight shell casings.” 
 
    “This can’t be a coincidence.” Susan pulled out her phone and scrolled to a picture she’d taken of the first shell casing at the fairgrounds. “They’re all twenty-two longs and they’ve all got the same information on the head stamp.” 
 
    I walked around the truck and peered in through the passenger’s side, searching under the seat for a handgun or rifle. There was nothing in plain sight. “Did y’all toss the truck yet?” I asked. 
 
    Susan shook her head. “We were waiting on you to process the interior before doing anything else. Amy recovered some prints from the exterior and also from the trailer.” 
 
    I stepped back and turned toward where the man was locked in the car. “What’s his story?” 
 
    “He claims he launched here on Friday and then returned today to find his truck moved and the boat trailer unhitched.” Susan shrugged. “It wouldn’t be the first time someone reported a vehicle stolen in order to cover up a crime.” 
 
    “Where’d he go when he launched the boat?” I asked. 
 
    “He told Amy he went to his camp, but she asked him that when he was the victim of a theft and not the suspect in a murder case, so she didn’t ask if there were people who could verify his whereabouts or anything. Once they found the spent casings, they asked him to sit in the back of Amy’s car and Melvin called you right away.” 
 
    I turned to Amy. “Good work.” 
 
    Her face lit up when she smiled. “Thanks. Do you want me to put Mr. Smith on ice until you’re done here?” 
 
    I nodded and walked toward my unmarked Tahoe and started to climb inside. As Amy opened her door some distance away to leave, I heard the man call from the back seat, “Why am I locked in the back of this cop car? I’m the victim here!” 
 
    “We just need to question you further about the theft of your truck,” I could hear Amy say before pulling her door shut. 
 
    Since the victim of the theft might become a suspect in our murder case, I got on my laptop and began typing up an electronic search warrant for the truck and boat. Melvin hung around for a few minutes while I articulated my probable cause, but he then left to go home. Once the warrant was completed, I emailed it to the duty judge. Susan sat with me while I waited for him to either approve it or deny it. 
 
    “You’re handsome, but you look like shit,” Susan said after a while. I could detect a bit of concern in her voice. “You really need to get some sleep.” 
 
    “I feel okay now…just hungry as all hell.” I glanced sideways at her. “If this guy’s our killer, I’ll be resting enough on the pirogue.” 
 
    “It’s a ship, not a pirogue,” Susan said with a sparkle in her eye. “But let’s not get our hopes up. He did report it stolen, so there is that possibility, and there could be a perfectly good explanation for the bullet casings.” 
 
    “Like what—he was hunting from his truck? That’s still a crime.” 
 
    “But it’s not murder.” 
 
    “If those casings match the casing we recovered from the fairgrounds, he’ll have a lot of explaining to do.” 
 
    “Maybe, but instead of reporting his truck stolen to cover up a crime, wouldn’t he have just cleaned it out and gone home? That seems simple enough.” 
 
    “Not if he’s worried that someone saw his truck at the fairgrounds. Chester was killed in broad daylight, for God’s sake. Someone had to see something.” 
 
    She nodded, deep in thought. “But what would his motive be?” 
 
    “I’ll have to find out what his connection is to Chester.” I looked out toward Bayou Tail. “I sure wish Chester’s kids lived in town—or at least had cell phones. I don’t want to go all the way out to Forbidden Bayou just to find out if they know this Terry Smith.” 
 
    “Maybe Melvin can go while we’re processing the truck,” Susan offered. 
 
    I grunted. “He said he’s never going back out there again. I think it scared the crap out of him.” 
 
    My laptop chirped and I glanced down to see that I’d received an email. It was from the judge. 
 
    “We’ve got the green light,” I said. “Let’s go toss this thing.” 
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    It took Susan and me nearly two hours to process the truck and boat. We searched them both for evidence and a weapon. Other than the seven spent casings, a few fingerprints, and a badly worn Polaroid of a naked woman sunbathing, we found nothing useful in the truck. In the boat, I found a shotgun and a .357 revolver, but they had nothing to do with the murder. 
 
    After securing the boat to the trailer, I had the truck and trailer towed to the police department. Once there, I followed Susan up the stairs and inside to the dispatcher’s station. 
 
    Lindsey shot a thumb toward the interview rooms. “That man is some obnoxious. I smiled when he walked in with Amy and asked how he was doing, and he told me to wipe the fake smile off my face. I almost threw my book at him.” 
 
    Susan shook her head, then asked if I wanted her to bring the shell casings to the lab while I interviewed Terry Smith. “I can be there within the hour, so you should have the results while he’s still here.” 
 
    “Good idea.” I signed the shell casings over to her and also handed her the fingerprints Amy had recovered. Once she was gone, I headed for the interview rooms. 
 
    Amy was stationed outside of room one. “I couldn’t stand to be in there with him for one moment longer,” she said. “He’s all yours.” 
 
    I walked inside and greeted Terry with a somber look on my face. “I won’t lie to you, sir, it’s not good…not good at all.” 
 
    My approach took him off guard and I saw worry lines appear on his forehead. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “For starters, I need to know everything you did since launching your boat, so we can get a good timeline of events. It seems your vehicle was involved in some bad business.” 
 
    “Well, um, like I told that smoking hot blonde of yours—” 
 
    “To you, that would be Officer Cooke.” I said it with a sternness that surprised him. 
 
    “Um, okay then…like I told Officer Cooke, I launched my boat on Friday, went straight to my camp, stayed there all weekend, and came back today to find the trailer disconnected and my truck moved.” 
 
    I questioned him about his activities while at his camp, and he gave me the blow-by-blow of his fishing exploits, complete with photographic documentation from his cell phone. I studied the date and time stamps on his pictures and realized he hadn’t taken any pictures Saturday morning. The first picture he’d taken on Saturday was at four o’clock. 
 
    “Are you sure you never left the camp to come back to the dock?” I asked. 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    “Can anyone verify that?” 
 
    “Verify what? That I didn’t come back to the launch?” 
 
    “Yeah. Was anyone with you at the camp who can verify you never left?” 
 
    “I mean, Old Man Boudreaux was at his camp, but I didn’t see him much. He lives out there permanently and he only comes to town to get the essentials. I usually make a grocery bill for him a few times each year, but I didn’t bring him anything this time.” Terry turned his hands up. “I guess you’d have to ask him if he noticed what I did. Why do you keep asking about what I did and where I was?” 
 
    “Do you own a twenty-two rifle?” 
 
    “Of course I do.” He shrugged. “Doesn’t everyone?” 
 
    “Where’s that rifle now?” 
 
    “It’s at my house, with my fifteen or so other guns. Why? Is it a crime now to own a twenty-two?” 
 
    “So, your rifle stayed at your house while you went to the camp?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    I drummed my pen on the table. “Did anyone at your house have access to your rifle?” 
 
    “I mean, I guess so. Why? What’s this all about? And why aren’t you answering any of my questions?” 
 
    “You know how I said your truck was involved in something bad?” 
 
    Terry nodded his head and waited. 
 
    “Well, it’s possible someone used your truck to commit a murder.” I watched the color drain from his face. “In fact, it’s more than possible—it’s more likely than not.” 
 
    “Are you saying someone stole my truck and used it to kill somebody? But who? When? And how? I didn’t notice any damage to it—and believe me, I checked.” 
 
    “It appears they used it to drive to the scene, and then they shot the victim from the front seat.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re asking about the twenty-two?” 
 
    I nodded. “We found spent casings in your truck that we believe will match a spent casing found at the murder scene.” 
 
    Terry’s mouth was hanging open. He leaned forward and rested his head on the desk. “I can’t believe this is happening to me.” 
 
    “Well, it is, and that’s why it’s important that you tell me everything you know.” 
 
    Terry threw himself back in his chair. “But I don’t know anything! I’ve told you everything I did this weekend. Other than that, I don’t know anything. Where’d the murder even happen?” 
 
    I ignored his question. “Are you willing to let me examine you rifle and test it against the casings we found?” 
 
    “Sure, I’ve got nothing to hide.” 
 
    “If I run your name, will I find any other twenty-two rifles registered to you?” 
 
    “Nope, there’s only one. I don’t really like twenty-two rifles. I prefer my guns with a little more kick to them, if you know what I mean. I’ve got that rifle for rodents around the house. I never take it out.” 
 
    As I sat there studying him, I found myself believing him, and that troubled me. It meant the killer was still out there and I had no idea who it could be. 
 
    “Any idea who might want to steal your truck?” 
 
    “You’re the police—ain’t it your job to figure that out?” 
 
    “It is, but it’s helpful to learn if our victims had enemies or if there are people who knew their habits. For instance, how many people know you leave your keys in the gas flap when you park your truck at the launch?” 
 
    “Everyone.” 
 
    “Everyone? How so?” 
 
    “Everyone knows I do it, because we all do it. Go flip any flap open in that parking lot and you’ll find a set of keys hiding inside.” He scowled. “There was a time when we could toss our keys in the gas flaps when we went to the camp and we could come back to find our shit still in order. Apparently those days are over.” 
 
    I was running out of questions. “Do you know Chester Raymond?” 
 
    Terry was thoughtful, but then he shook his head. “The name doesn’t sound familiar.” 
 
    I drummed my pen on the pad again, then asked if we could take a ride to his house to retrieve his rifle. “With your permission, I’d like to send it to the lab and test fire it for comparison purposes. If what you’re saying is true, it won’t match. Unless…” A thought occurred to me. 
 
    “Unless what?” 
 
    “You mentioned there was someone with access to your rifle at your house. Who would that be?” 
 
    “I mean, my wife has access to my guns, as well as my son and daughter. They don’t live with us anymore, but they come over almost every day. We’re a close family.” 
 
    “How old are they?” 
 
    “Twenty-three and twenty-six.” 
 
    “Have they ever borrowed your truck before?” 
 
    “Yeah, all the time, but they ask permission to use it. They don’t go stealing it from the boat launch.” 
 
    I asked a few more questions and then we left to go to his house. His wife came to the door and threw her hands to her throat when he told her a little bit about what was going on. I followed him inside to get the rifle and his wife attacked me with questions. 
 
    “Is this involving the murder that happened at the fair?” Her eyes widened when I didn’t immediately deny it. “Oh, my God, this isn’t good!” 
 
    “What murder at the fair?” Terry asked over his shoulder as he reached his hand into his gun cabinet. 
 
    I didn’t answer his wife, as I was too busy keeping a wary eye on Terry’s every move. When he pulled the rifle free, he turned the butt toward me and handed it over. 
 
    “It’s not loaded.” 
 
    I checked anyway. After confirming it was empty, I filled out a receipt and gave it to him. I was about to leave when Susan called my cell phone. I answered while I was still in the house. 
 
    “They’re all a match,” Susan said. “His truck was definitely involved.” 
 
    “What is it?” Terry asked when he saw the expression on my face. “Did they use my truck in the murder?” 
 
    “Yeah, it appears they used your truck to murder Chester Raymond at the fairgrounds on Saturday.” 
 
    Mrs. Smith hit the floor hard. 
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    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Mechant Loup Police Department 
 
      
 
    It was nearly five o’clock when I arrived at the police department. Takecia was hanging around the office waiting for Melvin to come on for the nightshift. 
 
    Susan had made it back to the office before me, but not by much. She was complaining to Lindsey about the traffic in La Mort when I shuffled into the dispatcher’s station. They both stopped talking to stare at me. I was so tired I was starting to feel delirious, and I knew I couldn’t look much better than I felt. 
 
    “You look like a walker from The Walking Dead,” Lindsey said, “and you smell like one, too.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I tapped the book she was reading. She was only halfway through it. “The wife isn’t dead, by the way. She’s hiding in an old barn. She was sleeping with the husband’s best friend and they made it look like the husband murdered her to get rid of him.” 
 
    “No!” Lindsey lurched back in her chair. “There’s no way! You’re lying!” 
 
    I smiled wryly and stabbed my chest with an index finger. “This walker read that book about ten years ago while on a babysitting detail at the hospital. If you don’t believe me, check out the last page.” 
 
    Lindsey hurriedly thumbed to the last page. “I can’t believe you just spoiled this book! And for the record, spoiling a book ending is worse than being called a walker.” 
 
    I stopped her before she could start reading the last page. “I’m joking. I read the book, but I don’t even remember how it ends.” 
 
    She eyed me suspiciously. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Susan walked up to me, but stopped when she was about ten feet away. She scrunched her nose and I knew she didn’t like how I smelled, but she didn’t mention it. 
 
    “Why was an ambulance called out to Terry Smith’s house?” she asked instead. 
 
    “When I told them what you said about their truck being used in the murder, Terry’s wife dropped like she’d been shot in the brain stem—” 
 
    I burst out laughing at the memory of Terry’s wife going stiff and dropping to the floor like a mop handle. 
 
    Susan and Lindsey both gasped out loud. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re laughing,” Susan scolded. “What if she’s hurt?” 
 
    At the time it happened, I’d been overcome with concern and had sprung into action to help her. But when I found out she was okay and didn’t require medical attention, I suddenly wished I’d recorded it with my phone. 
 
    “She’s not hurt. She refused medical treatment.” When they continued staring at me like they thought I was the devil, I apologized for laughing at poor Mrs. Smith and asked about the lab workup. 
 
    “So, this Tracy person—who seems to know an awful lot about me—compared all of the casings to the one we recovered at the murder scene, and they’re all a positive match. Whoever stole Terry Smith’s truck also killed Chester Raymond.” 
 
    “I need to run Terry’s name sideways to Sunday and see if I can’t find some kind of connection between him and Chester.” It was then that I remembered the prints. “Any hits on the fingerprints Amy recovered?” 
 
    Susan shook her head. “We ran them through AFIS, but there were no matches.” 
 
    I cursed inwardly. Of course it couldn’t be that easy, I’m getting married in six days. 
 
    Since we didn’t get a hit on the AFIS machine, it meant the killer had never been arrested, so the only way we’d get a match was to develop a suspect and recover his or her prints. I was too tired to think about the case anymore, so I told Susan I was going home to sleep. “And Lindsey, don’t wake me up unless the building’s on fire.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me right now?” Susan gave me a stern look and I knew it was about the old police department burning down. 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant that I didn’t want her calling me unless—” I clamped my mouth shut and groaned. There was no use explaining it. I was so tired I didn’t even know if I understood what I wanted to say. “I’ll be home. I might not even take a shower before I go to bed.” 
 
    “You’d better,” Susan called from behind me. “You smell like you’ve spent a week in the marsh.” 
 
    I waved her off, not caring how I smelled. I had been running on pure willpower for the past few hours. Now that I knew sleep was just around the corner, it was all I could do to keep my eyes open. As I drove, I started to think I’d never make it home. 
 
    But I did, and I was greeted by Achilles. He ran beside my Tahoe as I drove down Paradise Place and turned into the driveway. When I shut off the engine, he dropped to a seated position and waited for me to exit my vehicle. 
 
    It felt so good to be sitting still that I almost didn’t get out, but his begging face was so pitiful I couldn’t deny him. I finally dropped from the driver’s seat and he rushed to my side, sniffing aggressively at my hand. I rubbed his cold nose and stumbled toward the front door. Once I opened it, I allowed my forward momentum to carry me into the living room—not even bothering to close the door behind me—and I dropped onto the sofa. 
 
    Achilles whined and shoved his nose against my face. I opened my eyes briefly and scratched his ears to let him know I was okay. “I’m not dying, Big Man…I’m just trying to get some sleep.” 
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    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Tuesday, April 11 
 
      
 
    My face felt wet, but I didn’t know why. I slowly opened my eyes and stretched. Everything was blurry at first, but the living room finally came into view. I turned my head and saw Achilles sitting patiently beside me. Ah, that’s why my face is wet. 
 
    I rubbed my cheeks dry and sat upright on the sofa. I didn’t know how long I’d slept, but it was definitely long enough. I felt rejuvenated and ready to pound the pavement again. 
 
    The tantalizing smell and sound of bacon frying greeted me when I stepped into the kitchen. My stomach began to grumble in anticipation, but it was nothing compared to the stirring in my gut when I saw Susan prancing around the kitchen in her panties and a night shirt. 
 
    “God, this is torture!” 
 
    She turned and smiled. “Glad to see you’re still alive. When I got home last night, Achilles was standing over you like he was mourning your death.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you wake me up so I could come to bed with you?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? I wasn’t about to bother you.” Turning down the fire on the eggs, she walked over and kissed my neck. “Are you feeling better?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s amazing what a little sleep can do.” I walked to the stove and helped her finish up breakfast. “Did I miss anything while I was dead?” 
 
    “Well, I got this strange call from the coroner’s office. They said a lady by the name of Shelly Smith came by wanting to make arrangements for Chester Raymond’s funeral. They told her the body hadn’t been released yet and they asked for her relation to the victim. She claimed to be his fiancée.” 
 
    “Joel’s wife did say that Chester had a fiancée.” I shoveled a large helping of scrambled eggs into my plate and paused, thinking. “I wonder if Shelly Smith is related to Terry Smith.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing.” Susan took the chair next to me and sidled up close, her bare leg brushing against my arm. “I didn’t want to jump into your investigation, though, so I figured I’d tell you when you woke up and you could go find out.” 
 
    I dropped my fork and placed my hand on her knee, then ran it down her smooth leg. “I can’t wait until Sunday.” 
 
    She leaned close and kissed me softly. “Neither can I.” 
 
    I shuddered when she rubbed her fingers across the back of my neck. I had to force myself to pull away and concentrate on breakfast. When I was done, I showered, shaved, and got dressed for work. Susan had already left, so I decided to head straight to Terry’s house. 
 
    I stopped to spend some time with Achilles before jumping in my vehicle and driving off. Terry lived in town, so he was five minutes from everywhere, including my house. He didn’t look surprised to see me when I knocked on his door. 
 
    “Did you find out who stole my truck?” 
 
    I told him I hadn’t and asked if his wife was okay. 
 
    “She’s fine.” He shook his head. “It’s not the first time she’s fainted on me, and I’m sure it won’t be the last. In fact, the first time she fainted was for our wedding. I thought it meant she was having second thoughts about marrying me, but then her mom explained it’s happened before. Usually when she’s under a lot of stress.” When he stopped talking, he glanced around. “So, what’s this about if you haven’t found out who stole my truck?” 
 
    “Do you know a Shelly Smith?” 
 
    “Yeah.” His brow furrowed. “She’s my daughter. Why?” 
 
    “Where does she live?” 
 
    “Off of Lacy Court—the second house on the right. Why?” 
 
    “Does she have a fiancé?” 
 
    “She’s got a boyfriend, but they’re not engaged.” 
 
    “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Um, well, we’ve never really met him. He’s from out of town and he works a lot, so I understand why she hasn’t brought him around. Based on what she’s said, it’s nothing serious anyway.” 
 
    “Do you know his name?” 
 
    “You know, I don’t remember if she said his name or not. She must have, but I don’t remember right off. Excuse me for a minute…” Terry disappeared inside and I could hear him talking to his wife. When he returned, he snapped his fingers. “I remember now…it’s Chet.” 
 
    “And you say he’s from out of town?” 
 
    Terry nodded. 
 
    “Do you know where?” 
 
    “Nah, she never said where he was from. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Do you know how old this guy is?” 
 
    “I mean, she’s twenty-three, so I’d expect him to be around the same age. Maybe twenty-four or twenty-five?” 
 
    “When’s the last time you saw Shelly?” 
 
    “She came by last week.” 
 
    “And when’s the last time she asked to borrow your truck?” 
 
    Terry eyed me suspiciously. “It’s been a while, maybe a month, or so. Why? Please tell me you don’t think she stole my truck? She would never do that.” 
 
    “Does she own a twenty-two rifle?” 
 
    “I doubt it. If she needs a gun, she usually asks for one of mine.” 
 
    I glanced down at the doorknob. Pointed to it. “Does she have a key to your house?” 
 
    “Sure, both my kids have a key to the house. Why?” 
 
    I thanked him and hurried off his front porch. 
 
    “What’s going on, detective? Why are you asking about Shelly?” 
 
    I waved him off. “It’s just routine police follow-up. Nothing major.” 
 
    I called Susan as soon as I got in my Tahoe. She picked up on the first ring. 
 
    “Well?” she asked. “Is she related to Terry?” 
 
    “She’s his daughter, and get this…she has a fiancé named Chet.” 
 
    “Chet…isn’t that a nickname for Chester?” 
 
    “It sure is. I’m heading to the office to sign Terry’s rifle out of evidence and then I’m bringing it to the crime lab. If it matches the casings, Shelly Smith’s got some explaining to do.” 
 
    “No!” Susan said it so forcefully that it surprised me. “You need to go find this Shelly person. I’ll bring the rifle to the lab.” 
 
    I was about to argue when she cut me off. 
 
    “You’ve got five days to solve this case. Otherwise, we’re not getting married or having sex.” She took a breath. “I don’t need you wasting your time driving back and forth to La Mort. I can do that while you’re searching for the killer.” 
 
    I knew she was right, so I thanked her and slid my thumb across the screen. I whipped my Tahoe around and headed for Lacy Court. Within a few minutes, I was pulling up to the second house on the right. It was a barn-style building with two windows on the top floor and a large door on the bottom floor. The top half of the building was brown and weathered, while the bottom half was painted light gray. It looked as though whoever painted it didn’t have a ladder, so they just reached as high as they could and then quit. 
 
    I stepped out of my Tahoe, but froze when I detected movement from the shadows of the trees to my right. What the hell are you doing here? 
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    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    An hour later… 
 
      
 
    Susan carefully removed the evidence box containing Terry Smith’s rifle from the back of her marked Tahoe and cradled it under her arm. The parking lot at the crime lab was full, so she was forced to park across the street. After waiting for the traffic to clear, she hurried across the busy street and slowed to a normal pace when she reached the sidewalk. She huffed when she saw a few crime scene units back out of parking spots and race out of the lot with their sirens blaring and lights flashing. 
 
    “Just a few more minutes and I could’ve had a sweet spot.” She shook her head and pushed through the entrance. A female detective wearing a La Mort detective shield was sitting in the waiting room and Susan glanced at her to see if she was in line. The detective smiled and waved Susan toward the intake officer. “I’m waiting for DNA.” 
 
    The intake officer was a large man who had a paper plate filled with donuts. Susan started to make a wise crack about cops and donuts, but the man didn’t look like he could take a joke. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Chief Susan Wilson from Mechant Loup.” She placed the rifle box on the counter. “I was hoping to meet with Tracy Dinger again. She’s been helping us with a murder—” 
 
    “Sorry, but Mrs. Dinger is on an emergency call at the moment. You’ll have to leave the evidence with me. I’m sure she’ll get to it as soon as she can.” 
 
    Susan hesitated. She needed the rifle worked up as soon as possible. “Is there anyone else who can work it up? I just need it test fired and compared to some casings we brought in earlier.” 
 
    “Sorry, but they’re all heading to a gang-related shooting.” The man slid a clipboard containing evidence submittal forms in Susan’s direction. “Multiple shooters and multiple victims, so it’s all hands on deck.” 
 
    Susan thought about taking it to the state police crime lab, but figured Tracy could probably get to it sooner. Snatching an ink pen from her shirt pocket, she filled out the forms and turned over the rifle box. After thanking the intake officer, she turned and walked outside. She noticed the detective had stood to her feet and was following her. 
 
    Once she was outside, Susan glanced over her shoulder. The detective smiled again and held out her hand. “I’m Jennifer…Jennifer Duval.” 
 
    Susan tried not to look surprised. She simply smiled and introduced herself. She’d heard of Jennifer from Clint. Apparently, Jennifer and Clint had had a fling a bunch of years ago—back before he had married Michele—and he thought she still had feelings for him. Susan wasn’t surprised and she sure didn’t blame her. 
 
    “I heard you say you’re from Mechant Loup.” Jennifer shifted her feet and hooked her thumbs in the front pockets of her dress slacks, stood a little taller. “My ex-boyfriend used to be the chief of police there. Do you know him?” 
 
    Susan was smart enough to know Jennifer knew exactly who she was, and she knew what Jennifer was trying to do. Instead of playing the game, she smiled again. “I do know him.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a shame he left the big city.” Jennifer stared down at her boots. “He was the best homicide detective we had. He had a nose for it, you know what I mean?” 
 
    Susan nodded. 
 
    “I just don’t know what he sees in that small town. He had so much going for him out here in the city, and to just give it all up for some dead-end hellhole…” Jennifer allowed her voice to trail off as she shook her head. “I hope he comes to his senses one day and gets back to doing what he loves—” 
 
    Susan held out her hand. “It was very nice meeting you, but I’ve got to get back to work.” She turned and walked toward her vehicle, leaving Jennifer standing there in mid-sentence. 
 
    Once Susan had driven out of the parking lot, she headed for the interstate. Her mind was whirling, not about Jennifer, but about the upcoming wedding. She felt there was something she had to do, and this might be her last chance to do it before Sunday. 
 
    When she had barely left the city, she turned down the old road that led to a place she had visited nearly two years ago. Although ice-cold air was blowing from the vents in her car, her hands were sweaty on the steering wheel. The tires scrunched loudly against the shells that covered the parking lot. She glanced to the far end of the lot, where she’d seen Clint’s Tahoe that morning so long ago. The fear, the uncertainty, the desperation…all of the raw emotions she experienced that day came flooding back. 
 
    After taking a deep breath, she stepped out of her vehicle and walked across the parking lot. She pushed through a rusted metal gate and strode down a long row of tombstones. She stopped when she reached the large oak tree with the heart-shaped scar cut into it. Her hands were trembling. Maybe I should go back? 
 
    She hesitated and looked over her shoulder. Her Tahoe seemed small where it stood all alone in the cemetery parking lot. She started to go back, but then took a breath and exhaled forcefully. “Come on, Susan, you’ve got this.” 
 
    She continued onward and then turned right, where she walked about another hundred yards along a grassy lane. The lane came to an end at two headstones. One displayed the name of Michele Wolf and the other displayed the name of Abigail Wolf. The date of their death was inscribed beneath their names. 
 
    Susan stared at her boots as she stood there, not sure what to say. She glanced around to make sure no one was watching her. When she was sure she was alone, she cleared her throat. “Hey, Michele, I’m Susan. I…um, I figured it might be a good idea for me to come over and say hello…introduce myself.” She licked her dry lips. “I just want you to know that I love Clint and I’ll treat him right. I know if you’d still be alive he’d be with you and I’d never stand a chance. I guess it’s not fair that you’re not here to—” 
 
    Susan scowled when she saw something flapping in the wind on the edge of Michele’s tombstone. She drew closer and leaned forward, curious. Attached to the headstone was what appeared to be a photograph. It was so faded that Susan couldn’t be sure until she tugged it away and held it to the sunlight. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Her mouth fell open when she realized what it was. On many occasions over the years, she’d seen Clint pull a picture of Michele and Abigail from a small pocket in his wallet. He would stare at the picture for long periods of time, and once or twice she thought she heard him crying softly as he spoke to the picture. This was the same picture, but only half of it. It had been ripped down the middle. The half with Michele on it had been stuck to the headstone with a piece of gum. She held the piece of gum to the light. 
 
    “This is the kind of gum Clint chews.” The implications of what she had found sent a wave of emotions flooding over her that brought tears to her eyes. The picture was still in good shape, so it had been recently placed there, and she knew the only opportunity Clint would’ve had to do it was when he’d gone to the crime lab. 
 
    Susan dropped to her knees and wept at the thought of Clint shutting that chapter of his life for her. She felt a tinge of guilt because Michele hadn’t gotten a vote in what had happened to her, but she was also deeply moved by the gesture. 
 
    After what seemed like too long, Susan dried her eyes and carefully returned the photograph to the exact spot she’d found it. Through blurry eyes, she made her way out of the cemetery and through the parking lot to her Tahoe. Once inside her vehicle, she took a moment to compose herself. She then drove away. 
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    The shadows under the trees were thick, but there was no mistaking Patricia’s figure tucked up near the trunk of a large pine in the yard adjacent to Shelly’s property. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    She scowled when she saw me. I caught movement behind her and Junior appeared from out of the shadows. His expression was equally sour. I didn’t know exactly what they were doing there, but I wasn’t afraid to put my money on a reason…and that reason had to do with Shelly Smith. 
 
    “You keep turning up everywhere my investigation leads me,” I said, approaching Patricia. “I don’t think it’s a coincidence.” 
 
    Patricia wore a pair of faded cut-off jean shorts and a white tank-top. While she seemed to blend better with the people in town, there was a hint of wildness in her eyes that reminded me she was not a domesticated cat. Junior wore coveralls with no shirt, and he was barefooted. Patricia wore brown sandals. 
 
    “We just want to have a word with my father’s fiancée,” Patricia said. “Someone from town killed him and she’s from town, so I thought she might have some ideas.” 
 
    So, she is Chester’s fiancée. Now I knew why Shelly never told her dad about Chester. He was old enough to be her dad—probably older— 
 
    and that wouldn’t set well with Terry. 
 
    I noticed Junior was eye-balling me and I nodded in his direction. “What’s going on with you?” 
 
    He folded his arms across his chest and I noticed there was a silver revolver strapped to his belt. “Patricia told me you let the guy who killed Pops get away scot-free. I don’t think you care much about what happened to Pops. What if it would be your family? Would you let the killer leave like that?” 
 
    “Turns out, he wasn’t our guy.” Junior appeared angry with me, so I kept my hand near my pistol. “Look, I want you to understand that I’m your detective. I work for you. You and I, we’re on the same team and we both want the same thing—to catch the person who killed your dad.” 
 
    “I don’t want to catch the person who killed Pops,” Junior said. “I want to kill him.” 
 
    Patricia nodded. “We both do—and so does Dickie.” 
 
    Dickie…I’d forgotten about him. I surveyed the area behind Patricia and Junior, but didn’t see him anywhere. Could he be behind me? 
 
    “So, where is Dickie? Did he come to town with y’all?” I resisted the urge to look behind me, although it was a strong urge. 
 
    Patricia shook her head. “He stayed back at the camp, just in case…” 
 
    “Just in case what?” I asked when she didn’t complete the sentence. 
 
    She shifted her feet, but didn’t answer. “We’d just like to have a word with Shelly and then we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “Can I have her first? I’d like to talk to her about a few things. It might help clear up some issues with the case.” 
 
    “We got here first, copper,” Junior said. “She belongs to us.” 
 
    “It might be true that you got here first, but you’ve got no authority to be here. She could tell you to get lost and there’s nothing you could do about it. In fact, if she called me and wanted to press charges on y’all for trespassing, I’d have to honor her wishes—and I know how y’all feel about trespassers.” 
 
    Patricia shot a glance at Junior and nodded. “We’ll return later.” 
 
    They turned to walk off, but I stopped them. 
 
    “How’d y’all get here?” 
 
    “We walked,” Patricia said simply. 
 
    “From the camp?” 
 
    “No, silly, from the boat launch.” 
 
    “Where are y’all heading now? In case I need to find y’all.” 
 
    “We’ll be at the launch with our boat.” 
 
    “Why don’t I have the daytime officer come by and give y’all a ride to the station? That way I can talk to y’all when I’m done with Shelly.” 
 
    “We’re not going anywhere with any officer.” Patricia waved for Junior to follow her. “We’ll be in touch.” 
 
    I watched them walk down the street and I didn’t turn toward Shelly’s house until they had disappeared around the next block. What if they doubled back and tried to take out Shelly? The last thing I needed right now was for them to go all vigilante in town right before the wedding. For a split second, I thought about putting a tail on them, but figured that might piss them off. If Shelly was the killer and they found out about it, I’d definitely have to place her in protective custody. 
 
    Before I could knock on the door, it opened just a little and a young woman stuck her head through the crack. She was very thin-framed and her black hair was accentuated by her pale complexion. “Are they gone?” 
 
    “You mean Patricia and Junior?” 
 
    She nodded, her dark eyes wide. 
 
    “Are you afraid of them?” 
 
    “Well, they’re not happy right now, that’s for sure, so...yeah, I’m a bit afraid of them at the moment.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Not out here.” She pushed the door wider and grabbed my arm to usher me inside. Once the door was closed, she threw the bolt and shuddered. “I went to the coroner’s office this morning to make arrangements for Chester’s funeral, but they told me they weren’t ready to release his body yet. They demanded to know my relationship to him and when I told them I was his fiancée, they told me I couldn’t make any decisions because I wasn’t family.” She stuck her chin out. “Can you believe that? I’m his fiancée but that doesn’t count for anything!” 
 
    “Well, they have rules, you know?” 
 
    “Whatever.” She waved her hand dismissively. “Anyway, when I stepped outside at the coroner’s office, I saw an old gray car drive up and Patricia got out of the passenger’s seat. She didn’t look happy to see me and she asked what I was doing there. I told her I was claiming my fiancé’s body, but that they wouldn’t release it yet. She told me I had no right to be there and she accused me of killing him.” She sighed. “That was when I learned he’d been murdered. I had spoken with someone from the fair and they told me he’d died and the coroner had his body. I just thought he had a heart attack or something, you know? He never did go to the doctor and he was always smoking pot, so I figured it was some medical condition that hadn’t been diagnosed.” 
 
    “So, what happened with Patricia?” 
 
    “Oh, she accused me of having something to do with his murder. At first, I was shocked, but I didn’t want her to think she knew more than I did, so I pretended to already know he’d been murdered. I went on to tell her that I had no reason to kill him, because he had already left everything to me in his will.” She snorted. “Well, let’s just say I didn’t like the look in her eyes when I mentioned the will.” 
 
    That got my attention. “What will?” 
 
    “The will Chester signed two weeks ago. He left everything to me—the camp, his boats, and all of his property.” 
 
    “What about Patricia and all? Did he leave them anything?” 
 
    “Well, I promised I’d let them live there as long as they wanted to.” She ran her hands across the front of her summer dress, as though she thought there were wrinkles that needed straightening. “I had visions for the place and Chester liked my ideas. The kids didn’t like me and they thought I was just using him for his land, but they were wrong.” 
 
    I’d seen Chester, and now that I’d seen this young and attractive girl, I could easily see how an older man like him could be smitten by a younger woman like her. I didn’t mean to be cynical, but I actually agreed with Patricia and her brothers. 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” I said, “I’d like to finish this conversation at the office, where we won’t have any interruptions.” 
 
    “Interruptions?” Shelly cocked her head to the side. “What interruptions?” 
 
    “Well, we don’t want Patricia and Junior coming back over here, now do we?” 
 
    Shelly shook her head and reached for her purse, which was hanging from the back of a nearby chair. “I’d like you to tell them they’re not welcome back on my property.” 
 
    “Your property here?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not any of it. After the way Patricia looked at me, I don’t want her living at the camp anymore. I’d like you to evict her.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “Let’s just go to my office where we can sit down and sort this all out.” 
 
    Shelly headed for the door when I stopped her. 
 
    “And, while we’re at it, why don’t you bring the will?” 
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    Once Shelly and I were seated in an interview room, I asked if I could see the will that Chester had signed. She nodded and pulled it from an envelope in her purse. She handled the envelope like it was a bomb and carefully slid it across the desktop. 
 
    Exercising the same level of care and caution, I eased the envelope open and removed a folded sheet of paper from inside. Pushing the envelope aside, I unfolded the page and studied it. It was signed and dated two weeks ago, on Sunday, March 26th, and it was completely handwritten. The writing was rough and difficult to read because of the many misspelled words and poorly formed letters, but it was clear that Chester was leaving everything he owned to Shelly. I turned over the will, which is known in Louisiana law as an olographic testament, and checked the back of the page. Nothing. 
 
    “So, the kids get nothing?” 
 
    Shelly frowned. “It’s sad, really, but they didn’t support his vision for the property. While he loved coming to town and mingling with the townspeople, his children wanted nothing to do with it. They’d rather hang out in the swamps and live the life of a recluse.” 
 
    I was thoughtful as I studied the will. There were no witness signatures, but they weren’t required, so it didn’t mean the will was invalid. However, I was curious to know who witnessed the creation of the will, so I asked Shelly. 
 
    “He and I were alone at my apartment when he wrote it.” 
 
    “What prompted Chester to write a will at this stage of his life?” I asked. “His kids are all grown and, according to his children, there have been no major events to cause him to reflect upon his death. I mean, I could understand if he had a near death experience, but he’s just been rolling along enjoying life.” 
 
    “I don’t know what prompted him to write the will.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me about the night he wrote it?” 
 
    “Well, it was a Sunday night, that much I remember. He had come to town and spent the weekend with me. He told me during the visit that his kids didn’t approve of our relationship. He said they accused me of marrying him just to get my hands on his property, so he told me he would take that option off the table.” 
 
    I scowled. “It seems to me the only way to take that option off the table was to make you sign a prenuptial agreement.” 
 
    Shelly smiled. “Chester had a knack for doing things in his own way. I called it the Chest-way. By creating this will leaving everything to me, he was showing his kids I already had control of the property, so that was not the reason I was marrying him. Since I already had ownership of everything, the only other reason I would marry him would be for love.” 
 
    It was some twisted logic, but who was I to judge what an older man would do for the love of a younger woman? Personally, I’d always dated close to my own age, but I knew some people liked dating those who were older or younger than they were. I didn’t care unless it violated the law, and there was nothing wrong with what Chester and Shelly were doing. 
 
    I pulled out my cell phone. “Mind if I take a picture of this?” 
 
    “Knock yourself out.” Shelly leaned back in her chair and folded her arms across her chest. “I know why Patricia and Junior were at my house, but I’m hoping you were there to tell me you caught the person who killed my Chester.” 
 
    “We have some suspects, but nothing solid at the moment.” I pulled out my notepad and sat there with my pen poised over the top page, which was blank. “We’re currently getting with everyone to see when they last saw Chester and to get a good timeline of everyone’s activities. Can you start with the last time you saw Chester?” 
 
    “Sure, it was Saturday morning. I stopped by the fair at around eight to see him before heading out of town with my best friend. We didn’t get back until late last night. I texted with him until around lunchtime on Saturday. After that, I couldn’t get in touch with him. I’d even tried calling him several times, but he never answered his phone.” 
 
    “Wait a minute…Chester’s got a phone?” 
 
    Shelly nodded. “It’s actually a smart phone, but he made it dumb, because all he did was text and talk with it.” 
 
    I drummed my pen on the desk. We hadn’t recovered a cell phone from Chester’s pockets, the portable toilet, or his boat. “Do you know his number?” 
 
    “Of course I know his number. What kind of question is that?” 
 
    I wasn’t embarrassed to acknowledge I didn’t know many phone numbers anymore. “Everyone’s programmed into my contacts, so I never dial the number,” I explained. “I figured it might be the same for you.” 
 
    She gave me his number and I made a note to check with the portable toilet company to see if they’d found a phone when they cleaned out the waste tank from where it was being stored at the sheriff’s office. It was the only place I hadn’t checked. Even if I knew it was down there, I would’ve passed on going in to retrieve it—I would’ve been happier taking a bullet to the kneecap. 
 
    I turned back to the interview and asked Shelly what she did when she couldn’t get in touch with Chester. 
 
    “It wasn’t unusual for him to let the battery die on his phone,” Shelly said, “so I wasn’t too worried. He knew I was going to be out of town until yesterday and we had made plans for him to meet me at my house last night. When he didn’t show I started making calls. I finally got in touch with one of the girls I knew who traveled with the fair. She told me she’d heard a worker had died at the fair. I asked her to find out who it was and she told me she would do so and call me back.” Shelly paused to wipe a tear from her eye. “It was the longest ten minutes of my life.” 
 
    I studied her closely. While the tear was real, I wondered if she’d refrained from blinking to make her eyes water. She didn’t seem terribly upset over Chester’s murder, and I wondered if it was because she had a hand in it or if she had only been with him for his property and the murderer had inadvertently handed her everything Chester owned. 
 
    “Please, go on…” 
 
    After taking a labored breath, Shelly explained how she’d received word that it was Chester who had died. “First thing this morning, I hauled ass to the coroner’s office to make arrangements for his funeral.” 
 
    “What about his family?” I asked. “Did you think about consulting with them?” 
 
    “I knew they wouldn’t know what was best for him, so I thought I’d make all the arrangements and then let them know what we were doing.” She leaned forward, resting her arms on the table. “If I’m the only person mentioned in his will, don’t I have rights to his body?” 
 
    I glanced down at the will. “I don’t see any mention of you having control of his body after he’s dead.” 
 
    “That just doesn’t seem right. I’ve been his fiancée for years and I should have the final say on what happens to him. His kids don’t care about him.” 
 
    “Okay, well, let’s get back to your activities over the weekend.” I glanced over my notes. “You said you and your friend went out of town. Where’d y’all go?” 
 
    “We went to Biloxi for the weekend. We stayed at a casino hotel and we spent most of the time playing the poker machines. I won five hundred dollars.” 
 
    “Which hotel did y’all stay in?” 
 
    “The Hard Rock. We were on the Billy Idol floor.” 
 
    “I’ll need your friend’s name and number to verify your alibi.” 
 
    “My alibi? Are you saying I’m a suspect?” 
 
    “Everyone’s a suspect until I eliminate them.” I smiled, but she didn’t seem reassured. I glanced at the time on my phone. I’d hoped Susan would have the results from Terry’s rifle by now, but she hadn’t called. I turned my attention back to Shelly. “That friend’s name and number, please?” 
 
    She gave it to me—it was a young woman named Tammy—and then I asked her if she remembered the last time she’d borrowed her dad’s truck. 
 
    “I don’t really remember. Two weeks ago, maybe? I had asked him to borrow it this weekend to go to Biloxi, because his truck is more reliable than my car, but he said he needed it to haul his boat to the launch. I think he spent the weekend at the camp.” 
 
    “Speaking of your dad,” I began slowly, “does he know about Chester?” 
 
    Shelly’s face reddened. “No, and I’d like it to remain that way.” 
 
    “What about your mom or your brother?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No one knows.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you told them?” 
 
    “They wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    “What wouldn’t they understand?” 
 
    “How I could love a man who was so much older than me. They’re old fashioned when it comes to dating and marriage. My dad would stroke out if he knew how old Chester was and that I was dating him. Seriously, I don’t want him to find out about this.” 
 
    “What do you think he’d do if he found out about you and Chester?” 
 
    “I don’t know…” Shelly’s eyes slowly narrowed. “You don’t think my dad did this, do you? He would never!” 
 
    “What if he found out and got mad at Chester for taking advantage of you?” 
 
    “Chester didn’t take advantage of me—” Shelly said it with such confidence that I half expected her to say she was the one taking advantage of him, but she stopped short.  
 
    “Well, do you think your dad would go after Chester if he found out about y’all?” 
 
    “Maybe to beat him up, but not to kill him.” 
 
    “What if he went to beat him up and things got out of hand?” 
 
    “No way. My dad’s not a killer.” 
 
    “What about you? Could you kill someone?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Not even if they were trying to kill you?” 
 
    “Maybe then, but only if it was to protect my own life.” 
 
    “Are you sure you were in Biloxi?” 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    “What if I go to the casino and hotel and request footage from their surveillance cameras?” 
 
    “Then you’ll know I was there all weekend and I had nothing to do with my fiancée’s murder.” 
 
    “Does your brother know about you and Chester?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What about Tammy?” 
 
    She nodded. “Tammy knows everything about me. We’ve been friends since the second grade.” 
 
    “How close are y’all?” 
 
    “We’d do anything for each other.” 
 
    “Does that include murder?” 
 
    Shelly’s eyes narrowed. “No, it does not.” 
 
    “Shelly”—I leaned closer to her, studying her eyes closely—“did you kill Chester Raymond?” 
 
    “No, I did not.” 
 
    “Do you know who did?” 
 
    “No, I do not.” 
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    I stepped out of the interview room, leaving Shelly Smith alone, and called Susan from my cell phone. “Well?” I asked when she answered. “Anything on the rifle?” 
 
    “Tracy wasn’t in. Apparently, the whole team got called to investigate a major shooting, so I left the rifle with the intake officer.” 
 
    I wasn’t happy about the news, but I was suddenly distracted by the tone of her voice. She sounded giddy happy. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “You sound different…happier than usual.” 
 
    “I’m just very excited about us.” Her voice was low and sensual. “I can’t wait to see what the future holds for us. Even if our wedding plans are disrupted by this case, it’ll be fine. It’s only one day out of the rest of my life that I’ll get to spend with you. I love you.” 
 
    I smiled broadly. If anyone would’ve seen me right at that moment, they would’ve thought I’d just won the lottery. In a way, I had won the lottery…the lottery of life. 
 
    I was still beaming when we hung up and I returned to the interview room. With no concrete reason to hold Shelly, I told her she was free to leave. 
 
    “But what about my step-children? What if they come after me?” 
 
    “We’ll make regular passes by your house.” I glanced at the envelope that contained the will, pointed to it. “Do you mind if I hold on to that for a bit?” 
 
    She hesitated. “Will I get it back?” 
 
    “Sure, just as soon as we’re done with the investigation. Besides, I think it’ll be safer in our evidence locker than at your house. I imagine Patricia will be looking for it.” 
 
    Shelly’s eyes widened and she nodded. “You’re right! She wasn’t happy about it and I’m sure that’s why she was at my house earlier.” 
 
    Once I secured the will in a locker, I drove Shelly home and then headed for the boat launch. When I pulled into the parking lot I saw an old gray car parked near a large boat. The boat was topped with a canopy to provide its occupants with shade from the sun. There were three people in the boat, but I only recognized Patricia and Junior. The third was an older gentleman, and I figured he owned the gray car, which was no doubt the same vehicle that had given Patricia a ride to the coroner’s office. 
 
    I approached the trio and waved a greeting. They stood and exited the boat to meet me near a large pine tree. Patricia introduced the elderly man as her grandfather, Alf Aguillard. I shook the man’s hand and patted his shoulder. 
 
    “So, I guess they told you about your daughter?” I asked. 
 
    “They did.” The wrinkles in his face were deep and he looked tired, but there was a glint of fire burning in his eyes. “I know Chester and I had our issues, but I believe them when they tell me how much he loved Hilda. It’s really nice to finally be reunited with my grandkids, but these are troubling times and I want to help them get justice for their dad.” 
 
    “Good, we can use all the help we can get.” 
 
    “Shelly killed Pops,” Junior said. “She’s been wanting to turn our land into some kind of tourist thing for years. She calls it a ‘tourist action’ or something.” 
 
    “Tourist attraction,” Patricia corrected. “He’s right—Shelly’s been trying to convince our father to give boat tours to the Forbidden Swamps. She had plans to sell off some of the land to raise money to build a restaurant on the water. She’s not the first woman to waltz in with big plans for our land, but Father never even considered any of it. Our land is the only thing we have and he was determined to keep it in the family.” 
 
    “So, Shelly isn’t the first woman your dad dated after your mom died?” 
 
    Patricia shook her head. “Mother suspected him of cheating on her with different women in town before she died, but she could never prove it. After she died, he grieved for a time, but then he started seeing these women from town openly. He would sometimes bring them back home with him, but they never stayed for more than a week or two.” 
 
    I glanced at Alf while she talked. His fists were clenched and his jaw was set. I wanted to ask if he still thought Chester loved his daughter, but didn’t. 
 
    “I really didn’t think Father was entertaining Shelly’s plans for our homestead,” Patricia continued, “because he never really showed support for them. He would just let her babble on and he wouldn’t say anything in agreement.” 
 
    “Pops never said much anyway,” Junior said. “He used to say if you told everyone everything you knew they would know more than you.” 
 
    “Yeah, but if he thought her ideas were good for the family, he would’ve said something.” Patricia wiped some sweat from her face. “That’s why I was so surprised to hear about the will. He knew what she wanted to do with our land, so if he left everything to her in the will, that means he was in agreement.” 
 
    “I don’t believe he wrote a will and left everything to her,” Junior said. “I think it’s false. I don’t think he would give away our land. I mean, he would know we’d have nowhere to live if she owned everything. Pops knew she didn’t care too much for us. He wouldn’t do that to us.” 
 
    “But wait a minute,” Alf said, “that land doesn’t belong to Shelly, because Chester died before they could get married. It’s not community property yet, right?” 
 
    “It’s not about community property,” I said. “He can leave his property to whomever he wants.” I crossed my arms and leaned back against the tree. A breeze was blowing and it helped to keep us a little cooler in the shade. “Have either of you ever filled out any paperwork with your dad relating to the property? Are either of you on the property deed?” 
 
    Patricia and Junior shook their heads in unison. 
 
    “Did your dad talk about making Shelly sign a prenuptial agreement before the wedding?” 
 
    “No,” Patricia said. “And do you know how I know she was using him? She told him she was pregnant and then she proposed to him—all at the same time. Father was raised in a traditional way and she knew it. She heard him tell Junior and Dickie that if they ever got a girl pregnant, they would have to marry her, so they shouldn’t sleep with any woman they weren’t willing to marry—” 
 
    “Wait, is Shelly pregnant?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “Nope,” Patricia said. “That’s how I know she’s using him, because it was a lie. If she really loved him and he thought he loved her, she wouldn’t have to trap him with a baby.” 
 
    “But how do you know she isn’t?” 
 
    “It’s been three months and her stomach is flatter than mine.” 
 
    That made sense. I turned to Junior. “Why do you think the will’s a fraud?” 
 
    “Because Pops wouldn’t do that to us. His land is important to him. Our family was removed from our land once before and he would never do anything to make that happen again.” 
 
    “Marrying her would put your land in jeopardy,” I pointed out. 
 
    “The will is a lie,” Junior said doggedly. 
 
    I mulled on it, then said, “Well, if the will is a fraud, we’re going to need some evidence.” 
 
    “What kind of evidence?” Alf asked. 
 
    “We’d never be able to prove the will was written while your dad was under duress, because he’s not around to say so and I doubt there would be any willing witnesses available to testify, even if it was true.” I turned to Patricia. “The only way we can prove the will is a fraud is if it’s not written in your dad’s handwriting, but we’ll need known samples of your dad’s writing. Do you have any?” 
 
    Patricia nodded. “He keeps detailed logs of his alligator catch, and he keeps a journal for his garden.” 
 
    “Would you recognize your dad’s handwriting if you saw it?” 
 
    “Yes, I would,” Patricia said. 
 
    “Great, before y’all retrieve his logs, I’ll need you to view the will.” I pushed off of the tree and headed for my Tahoe. “Y’all can ride with me.” 
 
    “I’m staying with the boat,” Junior said. “We heard about the truck that was stolen, so…” 
 
    I wondered if they’d also heard the truck in question was Shelly’s father’s truck and that it was related to the murder of their dad. If they hadn’t, I certainly wasn’t going to be the one to tell them. I didn’t want to be the reason they killed Shelly and her whole family. 
 
    After she followed me to my vehicle, I drove Patricia to the police station and showed her to the interview room while I retrieved the will from the evidence locker. If it was her dad’s handwriting, they would soon find themselves homeless. 
 
    Patricia’s face was as pale as freshly-fallen snow when I stepped into the interview room with the envelope. I carefully opened it and removed the document. Once I’d unfolded it, I turned it so it was facing Patricia. The color immediately returned to her face and her eyes flashed with anger. 
 
    “That’s not his handwriting! The bitch forged this will and killed him to steal our land!” 
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    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later… 
 
      
 
    Patricia promised to return to the Bayou Tail Boat Launch later that evening with her dad’s handwritten journals, and I headed to the office after dropping her off with Junior. Alf had already left. Junior said the elderly man had headed home to change, because he wanted to travel with them to visit his daughter’s gravesite. 
 
    “He’s supposed to be here any minute now,” Junior had said. “I promised we wouldn’t leave without him.” 
 
    I had wanted to tell them I didn’t have time for that, but resisted the urge. 
 
    Susan was booking a prisoner when I returned to the office. It was a young kid with an ugly disposition. I wanted to step in and warn him not to try anything with Susan, but I figured some lessons were better learned the hard way. 
 
    “Damn, Susan didn’t waste any time,” I said to Lindsey. 
 
    “No, she stopped him right when she got back into town from La Mort.” Lindsey was standing in the hallway—up on the tips of her toes—staring through the window to the booking room. 
 
    “What’d he do?” I asked. 
 
    “DWI.” She shook her head. “Can you believe it—he was already drunk and it’s not even lunchtime yet.” 
 
    Before I could answer, Lindsey spun around and brushed by me. “Oh, I almost forgot, I’ve got a message for you.” 
 
    I followed her to the dispatcher’s station, where she tore a message from her pad. “A police sergeant with Lafayette PD called to say he stopped the caravan of fair workers and he’s got Joel in custody.” 
 
    “No way!” I took the note and hurried to my office. The door was closed and I realized I hadn’t been in it since Friday. I pushed through but stopped when I saw a large stack of compact discs on my desk. There had to be a hundred of them. Names, dates, and times were scribbled on all of them. “Lindsey,” I called cautiously, “why do I have so many discs on my desk?” 
 
    “Oh, Melvin put those there.” She walked to my door and looked in. “He handed out CDs at the fair and asked everyone to download all of their photos and videos from the night of the shooting. He said a few people told him to go to hell, but most of them were happy to help. He went out and collected them earlier.” 
 
    I stared first at the note in my hand and then at the stack of discs. I didn’t have time to go through all of them, but I figured I could start tackling the pile while I made the call. I grabbed the disc at the top of the stack and slid it into the CD bay on my computer while dialing the sergeant’s number. 
 
    When the sergeant answered, I told him who I was and why I was calling. 
 
    “I understand you’re working a murder case involving this Joel Barker,” the sergeant began. 
 
    I was about to answer when the video began playing on my computer and Cajun pop music blared through the speakers. I quickly leaned forward and muted the sound. “Sorry about that.” I leaned back and began watching the video play out. A young girl was filming herself walking around the fairgrounds. Every now and then she thought it was important to show the crowd, but, for the most part, she was the star of her own video. “Yes, Joel Barker was a suspect in a murder case, but I don’t have much to go on.” 
 
    “Are you looking for a murder weapon?” 
 
    “I am.” I started to say I had a possible weapon in our possession, but decided to keep it simple. For all we knew, Terry’s rifle had nothing to do with the case. Until I knew for sure I had the murder weapon, I was still looking. 
 
    “Well, I recovered a thirty-thirty lever-action rifle and a twenty-two semi-automatic rifle from this joker.” 
 
    I jerked to attention. “The murder weapon was a twenty-two caliber firearm!” 
 
    “Well, I’ve got one right here…and it’s a beauty. We located both rifles under a mattress in a back bedroom of Joel Barker’s camper.” 
 
    My mind raced, wondering how I could get that rifle to La Mort. “My evidence from the murder case is at the La Mort Crime Lab,” I explained. “If I could get someone to come down there—” 
 
    “Say no more,” the sergeant said. “I’ll have it delivered to the lab before they close today. We do a lot of business with their firearms division. Their turn-around time is phenomenal.” 
 
    I thanked him profusely and hung up the phone. Since I had already started watching the first disc, I decided to continue. The girl was very active and must’ve had an all-day pass, because she rode every ride at least twice, and if she liked it, she went back several times. I kept watching to see if she rode the Battle Swing and, finally, she did. The time stamp on the video was a little after ten in the morning on Saturday, the day Chester was murdered. 
 
    I leaned closer to the screen when Chester came into view. He was dressed the same as he was when we found him on the toilet, except he was actually wearing his clothes. The image of Chester was fleeting, but I backed up the video and paused it to get a better look at what he was doing. 
 
    “Damn!” I stabbed at the screen with my index finger. He had his head bent and he was playing with a cell phone. When I tried to enlarge the image it got too grainy to tell what kind of phone he had, but it was a phone nonetheless. 
 
    I looked at the date on the bottom right-hand side of my computer screen. My wedding was in five days. It would take at least double that amount of time to get cell phone records back on Chester’s phone, but I needed the GPS coordinates to find it. Unless… 
 
    I called the portable toilet company and asked for the owner. I knew him from a damage case I’d worked at his business several months ago, and he remembered me. 
 
    “Hey, detective, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “Have you had a chance to head over to the sheriff’s office and clean out the waste tank on the unit that was involved in the murder at the fair?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, we did. Were you looking for something in particular?” 
 
    “You didn’t find a phone in there by any chance, did you?” 
 
    “We didn’t, but if we had, it wouldn’t have been the first time.” He chuckled. “You’d be surprised the kinds of things we find in the tanks.” He suddenly stopped chuckling and his tone grew somber. “I once found a baby stuffed up in there. It was the worst day of my life…” 
 
    After listening to him describing the horrific event, I told him goodbye and returned the handset to the cradle. Before I could apply for a search warrant, I needed to know the name of Chester’s service provider because I needed to know who to name in the search warrant. An idea occurred to me. 
 
    I turned to my notes and searched them until I found Shelly’s number. She picked up on the first ring. “Did you find out who killed Chester?” 
 
    The name of the police department must’ve shown up on her caller ID box. “No, but I’m thinking you might be able to help.” 
 
    “Me?” She sounded hesitant. “How?” 
 
    “Do you know the name of Chester’s cell service provider?” 
 
    “Yeah, I went with him to get it. I even put him on my account and paid for the phone. What do you need to know?” 
 
    I explained that I wanted to retrieve the GPS coordinates so I could locate the phone. 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy. I’ve got one of those apps that can track his cell phone.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Yeah, as long as the phone isn’t shut off.” Her voice sounded distant. “I’m pulling up the app now…” 
 
    I could hardly hear what she was saying, and it was obvious she’d removed the phone from her ear and was looking at the screen. I waited about two minutes before her voice sounded loudly in my ear again. 
 
    “Got it! It shows that his phone’s in town.” 
 
    “Can you get me an address?” 
 
    “It doesn’t show an address, but I can see the street name and a satellite image of the house it’s at.” 
 
    “What street is it on?” 
 
    “Coconut Lane.” 
 
    That was four blocks away. Could the killer have taken his phone before shooting him? “Can you take a screenshot of the house and send it to my cell phone?” I gave her my number. 
 
    “Sure.” Shelly began mumbling in the background again and then my cell phone chirped on my desk. 
 
    I grabbed it and checked the satellite image she’d sent me. The house was located on Coconut Lane, but on the section west of Main Street. “Can you tell if it’s being used?” 
 
    “It’s got eighty percent battery life, so someone’s been charging it.” 
 
    My heartbeat quickened when I realized I might be looking at the house where Chester Raymond’s killer was living. 
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    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    “Are we going in hot?” Susan asked when I turned onto Coconut Lane an hour later. 
 
    While she had finished booking her prisoner, I’d run an address inquiry through our database and learned that our officers had been called to the house in question three times over the past few years. Two of the complaints had been because keys were locked in a car, and the other complaint involved a kid named Trent egging the neighbor’s house. While I hadn’t anticipated problems, we didn’t know who we were dealing with, so we’d called for Takecia to drive up the street behind the house and take up a position in the back yard. 
 
    “I think we’ll just walk up and knock on the door.” I slowed when we reached the location. It was a light gray house trimmed in white. The yard was well-maintained. An old cistern was positioned to the right side of the house and an American flag flew proudly over the front porch. “If our killer does live here, we don’t want him or her to think we’re on to them.” 
 
    I was about to step out of my unmarked cruiser when I saw Shelly driving by slowly in her car. I hurried to the road when she stopped in front of the house. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I hissed. 
 
    “I wanted to see if they killed Chester.” 
 
    “Please,” I said, as calmly as I could, “go back home. I’ll call you as soon as I know something.” 
 
    Shelly pouted, but she drove off. 
 
    “She doesn’t act like someone who killed her fiancé,” Susan commented as we walked toward the front porch. 
 
    “Her actions might be deliberate.” I pointed when I saw that the main door to the house was open. There was a screen door, which was common in southeast Louisiana, and it was closed. “Can you see inside?” 
 
    Susan was a step ahead of me. She nodded. “I can see through to the back yard. Someone’s sitting on the sofa in the living room.” 
 
    Before we could make it up the brick steps, a small-statured woman approached the screen door and stood there watching us. Susan waved and took the lead on the questioning. 
 
    “Hello, Diana, how are you?” 
 
    “I’m good.” Diana looked from Susan to me and then back at Susan again. “Is there a problem? Is it Trent?” 
 
    Trent was the kid I’d read about who egged the neighbor’s house. 
 
    “Well, we’re looking into this case and we got a weird reading on some phone records,” Susan explained. “You see, the records indicate the cell phone we’re looking for is inside your house.” 
 
    “Wait—here? Inside my house?” 
 
    “Weird, I know.” Susan rested her elbow against her firearm and gave a casual wave of her opposite hand. “We don’t think it’s here, but we were wondering if we could just have a look around.” 
 
    Diana stepped back cautiously. “Sure, I mean, I don’t have anything to hide.” 
 
    She didn’t sound sure of herself, and I figured she was probably wondering if her son had been up to no good. 
 
    I followed Susan and Diana inside, our boots echoing loudly on the hollow floor. I glanced around the living room. The place was small, but there were things everywhere. It would take us forever to search this place. Not wanting to make it harder than it had to be, I pulled out my phone and dialed Chester’s number. 
 
    Diana’s head snapped around when she heard a ring from the back of her house. “What is that?” she asked. 
 
    I held up my cell. “I just called the number of the phone we’re looking for and it started ringing.” 
 
    Her shoulders drooped. “That’s Trent’s bedroom.” 
 
    “May we?” Susan asked, pointing in that direction. 
 
    Diana nodded and led us to the back. She pushed open a door with a sign that read, No trespassing! Violators will be shot! She stepped back and allowed us to enter the messy room. Model cars, airplanes, and ships were everywhere. Empty potato chip bags and a half dozen Coke cans were scattered on a desk. 
 
    Amongst the clutter on the desk was a cereal box. When I called the number again, the cereal box began ringing. I moved forward and flipped the flaps open, stared inside. It was half filled with cereal. I tilted the box and shook it. Sure enough, there was a cell phone at the bottom of the cereal. 
 
    “Dear Lord,” Diana said when I pulled the phone out of the cereal box. “How much trouble is he looking at? 
 
    “It depends on what he tells us,” I said, pressing the button to open the screen. It wasn’t pass-protected, so I was able to easily get in and look around. The first thing I did was look at his text messages. They were all to the same number, and I recognized it to be Shelly’s. Every message between the two of them seemed cordial, and most of them were downright raunchy. They were carrying on like two teenagers sneaking around behind their parents’ backs. 
 
    Next, I checked the call log. Like the text messages, all of the calls were to and from the same person, Shelly. The missed calls from Shelly to Chester confirmed her earlier statement, as did her text messages letting him know where she was along her route to Biloxi. 
 
    Of course, it could all be a ruse…like the will. I would need the GPS coordinates on her cell phone that corresponded with those messages to be certain. 
 
    After going over the call log, I then checked to see if the internet had been accessed. I grunted when I saw the last few search terms. I waved Susan over. Thinking I’d found something significant, she closed the gap between us quickly and looked at the screen. She groaned when she saw the search terms for various parts of the female anatomy—none of which had anything to do with the medical field. 
 
    “What is it?” Diana asked. “Did you find something? Is Trent in trouble?” 
 
    “It’s nothing major,” I said, “just a boy being a boy. Is Trent in school right now?” 
 
    She nodded. “He attends the middle school down the street.” 
 
    “How old is he?” 
 
    “Fourteen. He’ll be fifteen next month. He should be in high school, but they held him back a grade because they didn’t think he was ready for the rigorous curriculum.” Her eyes had clouded over. “I’ve tried so hard to raise him the right way after his dad left us, but it’s so hard being a mother and a father to a young boy.” 
 
    “You don’t have to explain anything to us, ma’am.” I frowned, unable to imagine how difficult it was to raise a child alone. “When will he get back home from school?” 
 
    “In about two hours. They get out at two-twenty-five and it usually takes him five or ten minutes to ride his bike home.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll be back, but I don’t want you to worry,” I said in a soothing voice. “We’re just going to ask him about where he got the phone and what he saw while he was out at the fair this past weekend. He’s not in any trouble.” 
 
    She seemed to relax a little when I told her Trent wasn’t in trouble. I didn’t want to tell her the reason he wasn’t in trouble, because she’d probably end up on the floor like Mrs. Smith. Since the victim was dead and not available to testify about his stolen phone, we couldn’t charge Trent for theft of that phone. I didn’t think Diana could handle any news about a dead person at the moment. 
 
    When we stepped back out into the sunshine, Susan radioed Takecia and let her know we were leaving the residence. 
 
    “Where to next?” she asked. 
 
    “What about a date?” I offered. “It’s been a while since we had lunch together.” 
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    Over lunch at Bad Loup Burgers, which was just down the street from the police department, Susan and I discussed the case and wondered who the killer might be. 
 
    “What do you think is up with the will?” Susan asked. “Do you think Shelly made it after she found out about Chester’s murder?” 
 
    “Could be. She thought she was getting everything he had by marrying him. When that fell through, I guess she went to her backup plan.” 
 
    “Do you think this kid had anything to do with anything?” 
 
    “No. Somehow, though, he got his hands on Chester’s phone, and we need to find out how.” 
 
    Susan glanced at her watch. It was still too early, but I could tell she was starting to get a little stressed. Her mom had already called three times today to find out if we’d solved the case. My mom had rung my phone twice, but I’d ignored the calls. I knew what she wanted and the answer was the same as I’d given her yesterday—I’ve got no clue if the wedding is still on. 
 
    “The smart money would be on Joel Barker,” Susan said. “He’d just had a beef with Chester the night before, he lied to you several times, he gave a false name, there was a twenty-two rifle hidden under his mattress, and he left town in a hurry. He was also at the fair all day, so he had the opportunity.” 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully as I chewed a mouthful of juicy burger. When I swallowed and wiped a stream of ketchup and mayonnaise from my mouth, I said I wasn’t convinced it was Joel. “A lot of things point to him, but it just doesn’t seem to fit.” 
 
    “What more do you need—a video tape of the murder?” 
 
    “That would be nice.” I dragged a French fry through the mound of ketchup on my plate and shoved it in my mouth. Susan had stopped eating and was sitting there staring longingly at the rest of her burger. I pushed her plate closer to her. “Just eat it.” 
 
    “No, I need to stay at this exact weight. The dress fits perfectly and I don’t want to do anything to change that.” 
 
    “Baby, you’re perfect and beautiful—burgers and all.” 
 
    She smiled her thanks, but the smile quickly faded when I challenged her theory. 
 
    “If Joel’s the one who killed Chester, how’d the bullet casings get in Terry’s truck?” 
 
    “Maybe Joel’s the one who stole the truck.” 
 
    “What are the chances that Joel would steal a truck that just so happened to belong to Chester’s fiancée’s dad?” I shook my head. “I think it’s too much of a coincidence. And you know what I say, I—” 
 
    “…don’t believe in coincidences when it comes to murder investigations.” 
 
    “We’re not even married yet and you’re already finishing my sentences.” I stopped eating and stared longingly into Susan’s dark brown eyes. They sparkled with moisture and the cute dimple in her cheek was pushed deep by her smile. “I love that I get to wake up next to you for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “Me, too,” she said simply, reaching across table to brush the outside of my hand with the tips of her fingers. “I love that I get to wake up next to me for the rest of my life, too.” 
 
    We both laughed, but it was short-lived because her competitive nature kicked in. “If you’re so sure Joel didn’t do it, then who did?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Since Terry’s truck was used, it had to be either him or Shelly.” 
 
    “Why would Terry kill Chester though? He didn’t even know his daughter was dating him.” 
 
    “Maybe he found out.” 
 
    Susan was starting to warm to the idea. “I guess that’s a possibility. Unless…” 
 
    “Unless what?” I asked when Susan didn’t continue. She was just staring down at her half-eaten burger with a weird expression on her face. 
 
    “Didn’t you say Terry had a son?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “What do we know about him?” 
 
    “He’s twenty-six, he visits his parents every day, and he has access to Terry’s guns.” 
 
    “And what about Mrs. Smith?” Susan pressed. “What if she fainted for a different reason? Maybe the heat was a little too close to comfort for her.” 
 
    I sighed. We knew a lot, but we were still a long way from knowing enough. 
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    Susan and I arrived back at Diana’s house on the west side of Coconut Lane and we found her and Trent sitting on the front porch. It was obvious she had fussed him and that he knew we were coming. I didn’t like seeing him so bummed out, so I smiled from the moment I stepped out my unmarked vehicle and kept it plastered on my face until I reached him to shake his hand. 
 
    “How are you, buddy?” 
 
    “I’m okay,” he mumbled. 
 
    “Do you know why we’re here?” I asked. 
 
    “Mom said you found that phone in the cereal box. I swear I didn’t steal it. I found it.” 
 
    “Okay.” I pointed to a spot on the porch next to him. “Do you mind if I sit?” 
 
    “It’s a free country.” 
 
    “Trent!” Diana said. “If you don’t mind your manners, I’m going to punish you for two months instead of one.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    I felt bad and wanted to tell Diana it was okay, but I also didn’t want to usurp her authority. Instead of saying anything, I took my seat next to him and asked if he had fun at the fair. The question surprised him, but he went with it. 
 
    “Yeah, it was fun. Me and my friend rode every ride at the fair.” 
 
    “Can I ask where you found the phone?” 
 
    “It was on the ground next to the old man’s chair. He left it there when he ran us off.” 
 
    “What do you mean he ran y’all off?” 
 
    Trent pursed his lips. “We had a Friday wristband on and it was Saturday, so he didn’t let us ride the Battle Swing. No one else gave us any trouble except him. He was an ass.” 
 
    “Trent! One more time…” Diana’s face was red, more from embarrassment than anger. 
 
    “At what point did you find the phone?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, I saw him put it down when he ran us off. And then we saw this big guy come around to replace him. I knew him from another ride and he was cool, so we were going to get back in line for the Battle Swing when I noticed the phone was still there. I picked it up and I was going to give it to him—I swear it—but then, well, let me back up.” 
 
    I smiled and told him to take his time. 
 
    “Before he ran us off, he started messing with this tall blonde lady with giant—” 
 
    “Think real hard about what you’re going to say next, son,” Diana warned. “And I’m not joking.” 
 
    “Um, he was messing with this tall blonde lady before he ran us off and she came back with her husband. The husband was huge and he started asking around for the old man. We thought they were going to fight, so we followed the big man and his wife.” Trent paused and frowned. “He couldn’t find the old man, so we stopped following them and went back to the Battle Swing.” 
 
    “Where were you when you stopped following them?” I asked. 
 
    “We were by the toilet houses.” 
 
    “Did you see anything or hear anything that might’ve captured your attention?” 
 
    Trent cocked his head to the side. “Like what?” 
 
    “Anything out of the ordinary. Anything that seemed out of place.” 
 
    Trent threw a hand to his chin and was thoughtful. After a full minute, he nodded. “Well, there was a truck that drove into the parking lot to the right. I remembered it because it had some skulls and crossbones on the windows and the windows were really tinted dark.” 
 
    I kept my poker face on. “What was out of place about this truck?” 
 
    “Nothing, really, I guess, but the driver’s side window went down real slow and I got scared. I didn’t know if they saw me take the phone or what.” 
 
    “Son, what color was this truck?” 
 
    “Red.” 
 
    In my peripheral vision, I could see Susan nod. 
 
    Now for the next question…the crucial one. “Did you happen to see who was driving the truck?” 
 
    “Nah, I got out of there when I saw the window going down. I didn’t know why they would put their window down if they were getting out at the fair, so I left in a hurry. Like I said, I thought they saw me take the phone and were coming after me. I thought it could even be under-covers, because the windows were so dark.” 
 
    “What about your friend? Do you know if he saw the driver or any passengers in the truck?” 
 
    Trent shook his head. “He didn’t see anything. He ran before I did.” 
 
    I pondered this new information. Not only did we have spent shell casings from the murder scene in the truck, but now we had an eye witness who could place the truck at the scene. 
 
    “Mister Detective, am I in trouble?” Trent’s voice quivered a little. “I’m really sorry for taking the phone. I would’ve given it back had I found the old man.” 
 
    “You’re okay, kid. We’ll be in touch if we need anything more.” 
 
    Diana had been listening intently as I spoke with Trent, and her brow had slowly furrowed. “Does this have anything to do with the murder at the fair?” 
 
    I nodded slowly. 
 
    Trent’s face turned pale. “Is the old man the killer? Will he come after me for taking his phone?” 
 
    I put a hand on his shoulder and shook my head. “No, buddy, no one is coming after you.” 
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    I was going to drive to the Smith residence next, but Lindsey called us over the police radio to say we had company back at the office. When Susan called to ask who it was, Lindsey told her it was an old man with two people who looked like they stepped out of one of her historical horror novels. 
 
    “It’s got to be Patricia and Junior,” Susan said as she ended the call. “Do you think they’ve got Chester’s handwriting samples?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping.” I whipped the Tahoe around and headed for the police department. “If the will is a forgery, Shelly’s got some serious explaining to do.” 
 
    We didn’t say much more on the short drive to the office, each of us wondering what revelations might be revealed and if this would bring us closer to solving the case…and to our wedding. 
 
    Once parked, we hurried up the steps and into the lobby where Patricia was sitting with Junior and Alf. A worn leather-bound book was in her lap. I pointed toward her lap. “Is that it?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Follow Chief Wilson,” I said. As Susan led them to the conference room, which was on the opposite wing of the building from the interview rooms, I retrieved the will from the evidence locker. Once we were all seated around the large table, I placed the will on the table in front of me and took the book from Patricia. 
 
    “He logs everything in that book,” Patricia explained. 
 
    I noticed she was speaking about her dad in the present tense, as though he was still alive. I felt bad for her and her brother. As I flipped to the first page of Chester’s journal, I asked about Dickie. 
 
    “He’s too upset to travel,” she said. 
 
    I didn’t know what else to say, so I told her how sorry I was for them. Two things stood out right away when I saw Chester’s writings. First, his handwriting was messier than mine. Second, he used short and simple words to describe things, and many of those words were misspelled. Pulling the will close to the open journal, I grunted and shook my head. 
 
    “What is it?” Patricia asked. 
 
    “I’m no handwriting expert, but it’s painfully obvious this will is a forgery.” 
 
    “I knew it!” Junior said. “I knew that gold-digger was trying to steal our land!” 
 
    I leaned back in my chair and studied Chester’s children. Patricia’s eyes revealed the pain and anger she felt, and I knew I’d better get my hands on Shelly before she did. “What are you plans for this evening?” I asked. “In case there’s a break in the case, I want to be able to notify you right away.” 
 
    Patricia looked from Junior to Alf and then back to me. “I don’t really know.” 
 
    “They’re staying at my place tonight,” Alf said. “I’ve got plenty of food, running water, and an apple pie that needs some attention.” He nodded in my direction. “You’ve already got my number.” 
 
    I liked that idea. If they were with Alf, they might not get into trouble. “Great. I’ll let y’all know as soon as we find out something.” 
 
    Susan and I walked them out, but we didn’t wait for them to leave before jumping in my Tahoe. I needed to get to Shelly quick—before Patricia decided to go after her. 
 
    We drove straight to Shelly’s barn on Lacy Court and I knocked on the door. Nothing. I banged again, this time harder. Still nothing from inside. 
 
    “Maybe she went to her parents’ house,” Susan suggested. 
 
    I knew there was no way Patricia had gotten here yet and I didn’t think she knew where Terry Smith lived, so I felt a little better. We drove to the Smith residence next. There were two cars parked in the driveway. I hadn’t seen either of them when I was here the first time, so I figured one had to belong to Shelly. It turned out I was right, as she was the one who answered the door. 
 
    “Hey, can we talk?” I began. “There have been some developments with the will.” 
 
    She hesitated, but let out a long sigh and nodded. “Let me get my purse.” 
 
    I took a half step forward and watched her walk through the living room to a loveseat. She bent over and came up with a brown purse, said something to someone I couldn’t see, and then came back to the door. 
 
    “How long will this take?” she asked when she scooted into the front seat, where Susan could watch her from the back. 
 
    “As long as it takes for you to tell me the truth about that will you forged—and any other crimes you’re involved with.” My tone was stern and I could tell it surprised her. “That’s exactly how long it’ll take.” 
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    Shelly didn’t say a word on the drive to the police department, or when we walked inside. In fact, she didn’t open her mouth until I advised her of her Miranda rights. 
 
    “Why are you reading my rights?” She was in a panic. “Am I under arrest?” 
 
    “Not at the moment,” I said, “but you’re a suspect in a forgery, which is a felony, and you could end up in jail. If I find out you had a hand in murdering Chester, you’ll die in prison—either by lethal injection or old age.” 
 
    Shelly was shaking her head from side to side as the tears flowed freely down her cheeks. “I had nothing to do with Chester’s murder. You’ve got to believe me. I loved him. I wanted us to spend the rest of our lives together. We had plans…dreams. It was supposed to be great.” 
 
    Susan reached over and handed Shelly a box of tissues. She pulled one loose and began wiping her eyes. 
 
    Her crying didn’t move me. I folded my arms across my chest and leaned back in my chair. “How can I believe you about the murder when you’re lying about the will?” 
 
    “I’m not lying about the will,” she said weakly. 
 
    I stood and left the room. When I returned, I dropped Chester’s journal on the desktop. I flipped it open to a random page and stabbed at the writing with my index finger. “This is what Chester’s handwriting looks like. It’s nothing like that forged document you turned over to me.” 
 
    Holding a tissue against her mouth with both hands, Shelly just stared down at the journal. 
 
    “Look, you can continue denying it and force me to send it off to an expert, who would testify in court that this is a forgery, or you can tell me the truth.” I took my seat and rested my elbows on the desk. “Those are your choices. If you continue to deny it, I’ve got to believe you forged the will and then killed Chester so you could steal all of his property and make your little bed and breakfast or whatever it was you wanted to do with his property.” 
 
    “But I didn’t!” she wailed. 
 
    “Of course you did. You forged the will and stole your dad’s truck to murder him.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “You forged that will and then shot him to death while he sat on the shitter.” 
 
    “No!” Tears leaked down her face and sprayed off her breath when she spoke. “Please, you’ve got to believe me!” 
 
    “I don’t have to do anything but close the book on this case, and the final chapter is going to say you wrote that will and then murdered poor Chester to steal his land.” 
 
    “Stop it! Stop saying that!” 
 
    “Why? It’s true.” 
 
    “No, it’s not! I didn’t kill him.” 
 
    “Do you swear it?” 
 
    “I do!” 
 
    “Say it—say you swear you didn’t kill him.” 
 
    “I swear I didn’t kill him.” 
 
    I stared at her for a moment, watching her sob and shake, and then I let out an audible sigh. “Are you sure you didn’t kill him?” 
 
    “I’m positive!” 
 
    “So, you wrote the will but didn’t kill him?” 
 
    “Yes, please, you’ve got to believe me.” 
 
    She hadn’t even realized she’d just admitted to writing the will, so I didn’t make a big deal about it. “When did you write it?” 
 
    She hesitated, stared around the room as though looking for a place to hide. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “It’s out in the open. We all know you wrote the will. Now, all we need to do is prove you didn’t kill Chester.” Of course, I wasn’t convinced she hadn’t, but I wasn’t going to tell her that at this point. I needed her cooperating so I could get down to the bottom of this case. If she did kill Chester, I needed the evidence to convict her. If she didn’t kill him, I needed to move on to someone else. “So, what day did you write the will?” 
 
    She had stopped sobbing and just sat there breathing heavy, dabbing repeatedly at her eyes with the tissue. “Um, I don’t remember exactly, but it was after I found out he had been killed.” 
 
    “Why’d you make the will after he died?” 
 
    “Because I wanted to fulfill his wishes—it’s what he would’ve wanted. We were supposed to get married and use that property to make a life for ourselves. He believed in my ideas and supported them. They became his ideas. We were going to make something useful out of the Forbidden Swamps. For the first time in our lives we wouldn’t have to worry about money. With his land and my plans, we were going to be a part of something special—something great.” Her mouth twisted into a sneer. “And then someone went and killed him and robbed me of all my dreams.” She snapped her fingers. “Just like that, they stole away everything I’d worked so hard to get. Finally, I was going to amount to something, and they just took it all away from me. It was so unfair. I just had to do something about it. I couldn’t sit idly by and watch my dreams fade into the dark night like he did.” 
 
    I was a little stunned by her revelation. Her emotions were raw and she was surprisingly candid. “So, you drew up the will to make sure you got his property?” 
 
    “It was already mine.” She sniffled and stood a little straighter. “We were engaged to get married, so he’d basically already given it to me. I mean, if he would’ve died after the wedding, it would’ve all been mine anyway, and he knew that. I was just honoring his wishes by making sure the property went where he wanted it to go. His children sure weren’t going to see to it that his dreams were realized by developing the property.” She scoffed. “They were against it from the beginning, trying to tell Chester I only wanted him for his land.” 
 
    I sat and studied this woman, who unapologetically detailed how she’d attempted to steal the Raymond family land from Chester’s children. She sincerely thought she deserved the land. While I was repulsed by her greed, I had to admit it was unlikely she killed Chester. Had she wanted him dead to steal his land, it would’ve been easier to wait until after the wedding. No, someone else killed Chester Raymond…but who? 
 
    “I want the names of everyone who knew about your relationship with Chester.” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side and stared up at the ceiling, trying to remember. “Let’s see…well, of course Dickie, Junior, and Patricia knew about us. So did some of the people who worked with Chester at the fair. Um, my mom knew about us—” 
 
    “Wait a minute”—I traded glances with Susan—“your mom knew about Chester?” 
 
    Shelly nodded. “I made her swear not to tell my dad, because I knew he wouldn’t approve. You see, he’s ten years older than my mom, so he’d always had a thing about me not dating older guys. He would’ve been especially angry to know I was dating someone old enough to be my dad.” 
 
    “Is it possible your mom told your dad?” I asked slowly. 
 
    She shook her head. “No way—she’d never give me up.” 
 
    “What about your brother? Did he know about Chester and you?” 
 
    She nodded. “I tell him everything.” 
 
    “You tell your mom and your brother everything, and the three of y’all keep secrets from your dad, is that right?” 
 
    “My dad just gets too uptight about things. He’s so judgmental. He expects us to live our lives the way he wants us to, rather than allowing us to live them how we see fit. I love him, don’t get me wrong, but he’s hard to handle sometimes.” 
 
    I remembered what Susan had said earlier about Mrs. Smith fainting for a reason. She had access to her husband’s .22 caliber rifle and his truck, and she was connected to Chester through her daughter. 
 
    “I’ll need to interview your mom,” I said, “and as soon as possible.” 
 
    “My mom?” Shelly’s mouth fell open. “Why? What’s she got to do with this?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but I want to cover all of my bases…” I allowed my voice to trail off when Susan’s phone rang. 
 
    She quickly walked out of the interview room to take the call. She was only gone for a few seconds. When she stuck her head back into the room, I didn’t like the look on her face. “Can I see you for a second?” she asked. “You’re not going to like this.” 
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    I sank against the wall in the hallway when Susan told me she’d just gotten off the phone with Tracy from the crime lab and the two rifles didn’t match the spent shell casings. 
 
    “If it isn’t Joel and it isn’t someone connected to Terry,” I said out loud, “then who in God’s name killed Chester?” 
 
    Susan just stood there shocked, shaking her head slowly. “I really thought Joel’s rifle was the murder weapon, but if not, I figured it had to be Terry’s.” 
 
    My head was spinning, going over every piece of evidence we’d collected and every interview we’d conducted up to that point. Had I missed something? Could this really be a random act committed with a stolen truck? 
 
    “What do we do now?” Susan asked, interrupting my thoughts. 
 
    “Since Chester’s dead, I guess we have no choice but to release Shelly. Since the victim’s dead, he won’t be able to testify against her in a forgery trial.” I rubbed my forehead, stopped to squeeze the bridge of my nose. “As far as the murder goes, I’m not sure—” I pushed off of the wall. “Look, just because the rifles don’t match, it doesn’t mean Shelly’s clean in all of this. She could’ve used another gun, or her brother could’ve done it. For all we know, he might have ten twenty-two firearms. We need to get in his house and search it, and we need to interview her mom—” 
 
    “Clint.” 
 
    I looked up to see Lindsey standing in the hall. “There are more people here for you.” 
 
    “What do they look like?” 
 
    “Well, one looks like a lawyer and the other two look like they could be related to the girl in the interview room.” 
 
    While Susan reentered the interview room, I strode to the lobby. Sure enough, Mrs. Smith was standing there with her son and a lawyer. I introduced myself and informed them I wanted to interview Mrs. Smith and her son, but the lawyer smiled curtly and shook his head. “These are my clients and they won’t be giving any statements today.” He looked past me toward the dispatcher’s station. “And Shelly Smith won’t be giving a statement either.” 
 
    “Shelly’s already given a statement, at which point she confessed to a crime—a felony.” 
 
    The lawyer’s face fell slightly. “Is she being booked?” 
 
    I paused for a long while, watching Mrs. Smith squirming in my peripheral vision. Finally, I shook my head. “Not today, but that’s not to say I won’t be getting a warrant for her in the future.” 
 
    “Well, if she’s not under arrest, I’d appreciate it if you released her immediately.” 
 
    “It’s actually her call, not yours, but we’re done with her. Wait here.” I closed the door to the lobby and returned to the interview room. Shelly was talking and laughing with Susan, clearly feeling relieved after revealing the truth about the forged will. 
 
    “Your mom and brother are here,” I told Shelly when there was a break in their conversation. “She’s got a lawyer with her and they want you to be released.” 
 
    Shelly’s face twisted in confusion. “A lawyer? Why would they bring a lawyer?” 
 
    “You’re in a police department talking about a murder case—need I say more?” I asked. 
 
    She didn’t smile. “Detective, what will become of the forgery case? Will I be arrested? I swear, I didn’t do anything wrong. I was only going after what was rightfully mine.” 
 
    Instead of telling her what I thought of her for trying to steal Chester’s land out from under his children, I simply said, “You’re not going to jail today.” 
 
    I led her to the lobby and watched as she ran up to her mom and threw her arms around the elder’s neck. I knew I didn’t have enough probable cause to obtain a warrant to search their home and property for another rifle, but I couldn’t help but wonder if one of them had another .22 caliber firearm that could’ve been used in the murder. 
 
    Once they were gone, I retired to my office and slipped another disc in my computer and began watching more fair footage. I could hear Susan down the hall in her office. She was talking on the phone and it was about the wedding. If I had to guess, I’d say it was her mom. 
 
    Lisa Wilson was a small-framed woman in her late fifties. Other than their brown hair and eyes, she and Susan were nothing alike. Lisa’s movements were unsure and she appeared frail, as opposed to Susan, who had an air of confidence about her—probably due to her professional fighting skills. Susan’s father had died in a boxing match when Susan was young so I never got to meet the man, but I imagined she was more like him. 
 
    Susan’s voice droned in the background as I watched the minutes tick by and slowly turn into hours. It was well after knock off time and I had gone through at least twenty discs when Susan stuck her head in my office to check on me. 
 
    “Well, anything?” 
 
    I shook my head and pushed back in my chair, pointing to the screen. “I’m getting dizzy watching all of these people film themselves on the rides, and I’m suddenly feeling really good about myself as a dancer after watching some of these people shake a leg.” 
 
    Susan approached and sidled up to me. She rested her hand on my shoulder and I shuddered when her fingers brushed against the back of my bare neck. 
 
    “We’re about to get married and I didn’t know you were a dancer. What else have you been hiding from me, Clint Wolf?” 
 
    We both laughed and turned our attention to the current video that began to play. The creator was some lady who appeared to be in her late forties and she was commentating as she filmed, letting her viewers see a blow-by-blow replay of her activities. The phone jostled as she stumbled around, but it was in the middle of the day and the quality of the footage was clear. 
 
    “I just got off the alligator ride, y’all,” she said into the camera, slurring her speech. “It was a-mazing! And now I gotta pee.” 
 
    With that, she stumbled toward the bank of portable toilets, holding her camera up as she walked. People pushed by her, some complaining that she had bumped into them. She didn’t seem to care or notice, because she was on a mission. The portable toilets drew closer. As they did, Susan and I leaned closer to the computer monitor. 
 
    I glanced down at the timestamp on the video, tapped it with my finger. “The time is just about right.” 
 
    Susan only nodded, chewing on her lower lip anxiously. I scooted my chair even closer, straining to see if I could detect Chester moving around in the area. In the distance, Hulk and Blondie were making their way toward the bathrooms. Susan saw them at the same time I did, but she reacted first. 
 
    “Look! It’s the Alberts!” she said. “And Alastair is looking around like he’s mad.” 
 
    They were still too far from the toilets to see if they had anything in their hands, but it was hard not to notice Courtney’s tall figure in the crowd. It was definitely them. 
 
    My jaw was slack as the camera reached the portable unit, hoping the woman would stay outside long enough to see the Alberts reach the toilets, but she turned toward the door and opened it. 
 
    “Wait, back it up,” Susan said. “Just a second…right when her camera covered the unit next to hers.” 
 
    I paused the video and backed it up to the spot she’d requested and squinted. 
 
    “The unit next to her is locked,” she said. “The others are unlocked.” 
 
    I backed it up a little more and counted from the left and stopped on the locked unit. “Chester’s in there right now!” 
 
    She nodded. “It’s the one in the middle, and that’s where we found him.” 
 
    We backed the video up more and moved it forward one frame at a time, studying every face and hand in the area, but no one had a gun that we could see. We even checked the surrounding games and what we could see of the parking lot—which wasn’t much—but there was no indication that a murder was about to occur. 
 
    I continued playing the video and Susan glanced sideways at me as the lady settled into the bathroom. “I don’t know if I want you seeing this,” she joked. “It might get graphic.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think a grown woman would video herself using the potty, but she is drunk.” 
 
    We watched and, sure enough, she kept the camera rolling. Thankfully, she trained it on the door, but she couldn’t help herself…she continued to talk about what she was doing. We could even hear a tinkling sound between the pauses in her speech. 
 
    “Oh, this feels so good,” she said. “I was about to pee on myself…” 
 
    “Who in the hell is she recording this for?” Susan asked as the woman continued talking. 
 
    I shook my head and listened, hoping to hear the sound of gunshots. All of a sudden, an electric guitar screamed in the distance and someone started pounding on a bass drum. 
 
    Damn it!  
 
    The woman who was recording the video screeched when she began hearing music. “That’s my song!” 
 
    The phone fell to the ground and the camera pointed upward, but she didn’t care and jumped straight off the toilet seat. I had never seen a woman pull up her panties and pants from that angle, and it disturbed me a little. 
 
    Susan gasped out loud and turned her head violently. “Please, make it stop!” 
 
    I laughed and watched as the woman picked up her phone and pushed through the door. When her camera panned the parking area across from the toilets, it was my turn to gasp. There was a red pickup truck parked in the area where we’d located the spent .22 shell casing and it had dark tinted windows. The driver’s side window was halfway down and, in that fleeting moment, a face emerged from the darkness of the cab. 
 
    I quickly grabbed the mouse and scrambled to click on the rewind button. I couldn’t find it fast enough and the woman began walking toward the band. 
 
    “Hurry, stop it!” Susan’s voice betrayed the excitement she felt. “Go back to that face!” 
 
    I finally found the rewind command and reversed the film to when she was stepping out of the portable unit. Frame by frame we went until the camera moved over the truck, and the face in the open window came into view. I lurched back in my chair when it became clear who was sitting in the driver’s seat. Just to the right of the driver, I could see a linear object moving toward the window, and there was no mistaking what it was—the barrel of a rifle. The camera panned away from the truck before we could see the shooter actually fire the shots, but we’d seen enough. We knew who our killer was. 
 
    “I’ll type up an arrest warrant,” I said. 
 
    “And I’ll get Melvin and Takecia in here right away.” 
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    Ninety minutes later… 
 
      
 
    After obtaining the arrest warrant, I called Alf and asked to speak with Patricia. It was late into the night and I thought she’d be sleeping, but she sounded alert. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked. 
 
    “There’s been a major break in the case, but before we move on it, I want to run everything by y’all.” 
 
    She pulled the phone away from her ear and spoke briefly to Alf. When she came back, she told me they were on their way to the police station. 
 
    Old Alfie must’ve violated some speeding laws in town, because he lived at least seven minutes away but arrived within three. I heard the car doors slam outside and walked into the lobby to greet them. Junior was still carrying a revolver on his hip and I pointed to it. 
 
    “You’re going to have to put that thing away or you’ll have to wait in the lobby.” 
 
    Patricia turned to him. “Go put it in the car.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t disarm for anyone.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” I said, “you can stay out here while I meet with Patricia and Alf.” 
 
    I led Patricia and Alf through the hallway and into one of the interview rooms. Once I was seated across from them, I handed Patricia the journal she’d given me earlier. “I’m done with your dad’s journal. I won’t need it anymore.” 
 
    There was a confused look on her face. “I thought you needed it to prove the will was a fake?” 
 
    “I did, but Shelly confessed to forging the will, so we won’t need the journal. Your land is safe.” 
 
    Patricia sighed deeply. “Thank you so much!” 
 
    I was about to speak again when the door to the interview room opened and Susan leaned in. “Clint, can I borrow you for a minute?” 
 
    I excused myself and closed the door behind me. Susan and I then walked to the lobby, where Junior was slouching in a chair at the corner of the room. He looked up and straightened when we stepped in the room. 
 
    “What’s going on?” He looked past us. “Where’s Patricia and Alf?” 
 
    “They’re in an interview room,” I explained. “Look, I’ll need you to keep your cool, okay?” 
 
    He glanced suspiciously from me to Susan. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Car doors slammed outside. 
 
    “I’ve got two officers about to bring a prisoner in here. This prisoner is a suspect in the murder of your dad, so I’m going to have to trust that you remain calm. I’ll also need you to have a look at his face and tell me if you recognize him.” 
 
    Junior looked toward the entrance, jumped to his feet. “You mean the person who killed Pops is out there right now?” 
 
    I nodded and moved closer. “If you can’t promise to behave, I’m going to tell my officers to bring the suspect to the sheriff’s office.” 
 
    “No, I’ll be okay.” Junior licked his lips. “I won’t try anything.” 
 
    “Can you move away from the door?” Susan asked. “I don’t want the suspect feeling threatened. After all, you’re carrying a gun.” 
 
    He nodded his understanding and moved closer to us. Susan pulled out her radio. “Okay, Melvin, y’all can come up now.” 
 
    We could hear boots pounding on the concrete steps, drawing nearer to the entrance. Junior was focused like a laser on the doorway. I glanced down at his right hand. It was inches from the grip of his revolver. 
 
    A moment later, the door was pushed open and Melvin walked into the lobby. Takecia stepped in right behind him. Junior craned his neck to see past them. “Where’s the—” 
 
    In one swift motion, I closed the distance between us and came up behind Junior, jerking the revolver from his holster. As soon as he felt me grab his weapon, he reached down and clawed at my hand. He let out a yelp when he saw Melvin and Takecia rushing toward him. With his other hand, he reached for the large knife that was strapped to his belt.  
 
    Before Junior could grab the knife, Susan punched him on the side of the head. The sound of her fist connecting with his temple was sickening. He stood on wobbly legs for a split second and then dropped like a felled tree. I ripped the revolver from his holster as he fell away from me. 
 
    Melvin and Takecia were on him immediately and jerked his hands behind his back, ratcheting the cuffs on him. 
 
    It took about thirty seconds for him to open his eyes. We helped him to a seated position and he stared at us in confusion. “What…what the hell happened?” 
 
    “You went for a knife and you got punched,” I said. “Most cops would’ve shot you.” 
 
    Melvin grunted. “Hell, I would’ve shot you. I don’t get into a knife fight with my fists.” 
 
    “Why did you punch me?” Junior wanted to know. 
 
    “I didn’t punch you.” I shot my thumb at Susan. “She did.” 
 
    “But…why?” He looked like a wounded child who’d gotten a spanking for something they didn’t do. “Why did y’all cuff me?” 
 
    “Chester Raymond, Jr., you’re under arrest for the murder of your father, Chester Raymond, Sr.,” I said. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in court…” 
 
    Junior didn’t say anything as I read him his rights. When I was done, I led him into the second interview room. Susan kept an eye on him while I stepped into the room with Patricia and Alf. 
 
    “I thought I heard yelling.” Patricia pointed to the door knob. “I tried to go see what all the fuss was about, but that door is locked.” 
 
    I waved an apology. “We sometimes lock the doors for the safety of our guests, and this was one of those times.” 
 
    “Our safety?” She tilted her head slightly. “Why?” 
 
    “We just arrested your dad’s killer.” 
 
    She straightened so quickly she nearly jumped out of her chair. “Who is it? Where are they? I want to see them now!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but you can’t see them just yet.” I placed both hands flat on the desktop in front of me. “I’m very sorry to have to tell you this, but your father was murdered by someone you know.” 
 
    Her face scrunched up. “What do you mean? Who do I know?” 
 
    “This isn’t easy to say and I’m so sorry to be the one to break the news to you, but it was your brother who killed your dad.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak, but clamped it shut. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but Junior killed your dad.” 
 
    After a long moment of silence, she laughed roughly and shook her head. “No, this is some kind of joke.” 
 
    “It’s no joke. He killed your dad.” 
 
    “What reason would he have to kill my father?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet, but I’m hoping to find out.” I lifted my hands. “I was hoping you might be able to help with that.” 
 
    “I can help you right now by telling you he didn’t do this. You’ve got the wrong person.” Her voice was becoming stronger. “You need to release him immediately and get out there and find the right killer!” 
 
    “I have solid evidence that he’s our guy. I can show you if you like, but it’s not pretty.” 
 
    “I don’t care what your evidence says—he didn’t kill our father.” 
 
    I sighed, stood to leave. “I’m going to ask that you wait here while I talk to him.” 
 
    Patricia shook her head and stood to her feet. “I will not remain in this building one minute longer. Unless you intend to arrest me, too, I’m leaving.” 
 
    Alf stood beside her. “Detective, you’re making a serious mistake. I was with Junior all day and I can assure you he didn’t kill Chester. That boy loved his father. When no one’s paying attention to him, he’ll break down crying over it. Please, you need to reconsider what you’re doing. Don’t victimize this family twice.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but—” 
 
    “We’re leaving.” Patricia brushed past me, bumping me hard with her shoulder as she walked by, and jerked the door open. Alf scurried after her as she pushed through to the lobby and I heard her slam the exit door on her way out. 
 
    


 
   
 
  OceanofPDF.com





 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
    One hour later… 
 
      
 
    “I swear on all that’s holy, I didn’t shoot Pops,” Junior said for the tenth time. 
 
    “Like I’ve already told you,” I said, “we’re beyond who done it and are now focusing on why you did it. I’ve told you a dozen times, we’ve got hard evidence that you killed your dad.” 
 
    “I don’t care what your evidence says, I didn’t do it.” 
 
    I pushed aside the fingerprint collection kit I’d used to roll his fingerprints. “Your prints are now in the hands of a fingerprint expert with the Chateau Parish Sheriff’s Office. They’re going to match the prints we recovered from the boat trailer and from Terry’s red truck.” I tapped the desktop with my fingers. “I just don’t know if it was a coincidence that you stole your future stepmother’s dad’s truck or if you knew exactly what you were doing.” 
 
    “I already told you, lawman, I didn’t steal nothing and I didn’t kill Pops.” He threw his hands in the air. “I mean, why would I want to kill my own pops?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, only you can answer that question.” 
 
    “Well, I can answer this question, too—Shelly is the one who stole that truck.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because she’s done it before.” He nodded triumphantly. “I’ve seen her in that same truck more than once before when I went to town for groceries. So, why don’t you ask her about stealing the truck?” 
 
    I never did like showing evidence to a suspect during an interrogation, but I needed to know why he did it and if anyone else was involved, so I was tempted to show him the video in order to convince him to start talking. I decided to float a test balloon first. 
 
    “What would you say if I showed you a video from a cell phone of you in that red truck holding a rifle right before your dad was shot?” 
 
    “I would say you faked it like Shelly faked that will.” He scoffed. “I heard people can do all kinds of things with those phones, like making your face look like someone else. I bet Shelly killed Pops and made a fake video to frame me for his murder so she could steal away all of our land. I see it now—all she wanted was the land. Why else would she fake a will?” 
 
    Something occurred to me. “So, you believe Shelly was out to steal your land?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Why would she try to steal it if your dad was going to just give it to her anyway?” 
 
    “Pops wasn’t going to give her our land. You said yourself that the will was a fake.” 
 
    “The will was a forgery, but the marriage wasn’t.” I leaned forward in my chair. “She was going to marry your dad to get her thieving hands on your property, isn’t that right? Once it became community property, all she had to do was wait for your dad to die and it would be all hers.” 
 
    “She didn’t wait for him to die—she killed him.” Junior pounded his fist on the table, then winced in pain and reached for his temple. I could see he was in real pain from where Susan had punched him. “Damn it!” 
 
    “Why on earth would a woman kill a man before she married him?” I folded my arms across my chest. “That makes absolutely no sense. If she kills him before the wedding, she gets nothing. If she kills him after the wedding, she gets it all. Again I ask you, why on earth would she kill him before the wedding?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I just know she did it.” 
 
    I was about to ask the next question when I heard a light tap on the door. I’d asked Susan to interrupt me when the fingerprint examiner had taken a look at the prints. 
 
    “Excuse me for a minute.” I stepped out into the hallway, where Susan was waiting with a notepad. “Please tell me it’s him.” 
 
    “It is. The prints we recovered from the driver’s side door handle, the tailgate, and on the boat trailer all belonged to Junior. Oh, and the print we recovered from that Polaroid picture also came back to Junior—it was his left thumb print.” 
 
    I scratched my head, nodding slowly. I thanked her and rejoined Junior in the interview room. 
 
    “How do you feel about Shelly trying to steal your land?” 
 
    “I hate her for it. That land belonged to my grandpa, and then my Pops, and then me and my brother and sister. That stealing bitch was trying to rob me of what was rightfully mine. That land is all I have. It’s all I know.” 
 
    “How far would you go to save your land?” 
 
    “As far as I’d have to.” 
 
    “Would you go as far as murder?” 
 
    “I already told you I didn’t do it.” 
 
    “You know, Junior, my interviews with suspects are always evolving,” I explained. “This one is no exception. Remember how I told you we were past who done it and had moved onto the why you did it?” 
 
    He nodded idly. 
 
    “Well, I’m pleased to report I now know why you killed your dad, so we’re now onto whether or not you had help.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, and why did I supposedly kill Pops?” 
 
    “Your dad was fixing to give away your land by virtue of marrying Shelly, and you knew it. If something happened to him after they got married, you would lose everything. You tried to talk him out of marrying Shelly, but that didn’t work. He wouldn’t listen—” 
 
    Junior let out a roar of laughter. “That’s so funny, lawman!” 
 
    “You knew the only way to stop the wedding was to kill your dad. How sick is that? To turn on the man who gave you life…” I paused to shake my head. “You’re the worst kind of evil betraying bastard.” 
 
    The grin faded and his face turned red. I decided to change gears. 
 
    “Junior, do you love your dad?” 
 
    “What do you think? Of course I loved Pops.” 
 
    “Do you think Shelly loved him?” 
 
    “Nope. All she wanted was our land.” 
 
    “Were you angry at her for using your dad?” 
 
    “Of course. Wouldn’t you be mad, too?” 
 
    I nodded, asked slowly, “Then why not kill Shelly? Why kill your pops?” 
 
    A blank expression fell across Junior’s face. 
 
    I pulled a file folder from the top drawer of the desk and placed it on the table between us. “Do you know what’s in this envelope?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    I leaned forward, my elbows resting on the envelope. “Junior, you strike me as a smart fellow. You knew from the beginning that all Shelly wanted was your land. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did.” 
 
    “Her path to that land went right through your dad. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Shelly wanted the land and your dad wanted Shelly.” I stabbed my index finger in his direction. “What did you want?” 
 
    He backed away, as though he thought my finger was a knife. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Isn’t it true that you wanted Shelly all to yourself? That you resented your dad for coming home with a girl closer to your age?” 
 
    “That’s a lie!” 
 
    “Is it also a lie that you killed your dad so the land would become yours and Shelly would have to marry you if she wanted it?” 
 
    “Another lie!” Junior pounded his fist on the table again, this time not caring about the pain in his head. “Did Shelly tell you that?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter who told me, but I am curious about one thing. If you weren’t infatuated with Shelly, why’d you carry around a nude picture of her?” 
 
    Junior’s dark leathery complexion faded to a pale gray color. I knew I was finally on to something. The Polaroid was so worn we would never have been able to identify the nude woman, but Junior just gave me all the confirmation I needed—or so I thought. 
 
    “Look, Junior, we all make mistakes and we all do things we’re not proud of. This is one of those times. The most important thing is that we’re sorry for what we did.” I paused to let that information sink in. “Are you sorry Pops is dead?” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” 
 
    “If you could talk to him one last time, would you tell him how sorry you are for shooting him?” 
 
    Junior’s chin began to tremble and his eyes misted over. He put up a valiant fight, but he wasn’t able to stop the tears that began to flow. With the release of emotion, I figured he would start explaining why he did what he did, but he clamped his mouth shut and lowered his head when I pressed him for details. 
 
    “If you don’t mind—for your dad’s sake—can you nod or shake your head when I ask you some questions?” 
 
    He didn’t look up, but he nodded slowly. 
 
    “Did Shelly know how you felt about her?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “So, she knew you liked her?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I didn’t like her. I hated her and she knew exactly how I felt about her,” he said, biting back the quivering in his voice. “She was just trying to steal our property and I said it to her more than once. In fact, the last time my dad and I talked, he yelled at me for accusing her of only wanting our land. He took her side and said that I didn’t deserve to be a part of the inheritance because I wasn’t supporting his happiness.” 
 
    “What about the nudie picture?” 
 
    There was a long hesitation, and then he nodded ever so slightly. “It’s mine. I wondered where I lost it.” 
 
    “But, if you hated Shelly so much, why were you carrying around a nude picture of her?” 
 
    “It…it’s not a picture of Shelly.” 
 
    Scowling and confused, I asked who was in the picture. 
 
    He hesitated again, shuffling his feet and fidgeting in his seat. “Um, it’s…it’s Patricia.” 
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    CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
    I tried not to gulp out loud when Junior admitted to carrying around a nude picture of his own sister. I knew if I became judgmental he could easily shut down and quit talking, but I was having a hard time processing this latest information. When I had been silent for what seemed like too long of a time, I quickly asked if he was aware of his dad’s routine at the fair. 
 
    He nodded. “I’ve been there many times over the years while he was working. I knew he would go to the bathroom to smoke a joint every day during lunch.” 
 
    “How’d you know where the keys would be on the red truck?” 
 
    A long pause, then he said softly, “I met Shelly at the boat launch a few times with Pops, and she would always use her dad’s truck if he was at his camp. I saw her take the keys from the hole by the gas tank a bunch of times. She said he didn’t mind her using it.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just tie up along Forbidden Bayou and walk to the fair to do what you did?” I was careful to stay away from harsh words like murder and kill. I wanted to save those for the end of the statement. 
 
    “Because people would see me.” He lifted his head and scrunched his face. “Even I’m smart enough to know you can’t walk in the middle of a crowd with a rifle without being seen.” He waved a hand in the air. “I was going to steal any truck I could find from the boat launch until I saw the red truck. I remembered it having dark windows, so I knew it would be perfect.” 
 
    “Why’d you do it at the fair? Why not wait until he went back to his boat and catch him there?” 
 
    “I wanted to do it on fair property so y’all would think somebody from town did it.” He stared back down at the floor and shook his head. “I didn’t think nobody from town would ever come out to the Forbidden Swamps. I still can’t believe you had the balls to show up.” 
 
    “Junior, this next question is very important; are you sorry you killed your dad?” 
 
    A few tears splashed to the floor near his feet. “Yeah, I am. I was just so angry at the time. He told me Shelly had more rights to the property than I did, and that wasn’t right. To pick a strange woman over your own blood…that’s just crazy. I knew he wasn’t right in the head. He wasn’t Pops anymore. He was like a stranger and he was destroying everything we worked so hard to keep.” 
 
    “Where’s the rifle you used to murder your dad?” 
 
    “I threw it in the swamps on the boat ride back home.” 
 
    “Can you show me where you threw it?” 
 
     He shook his head. “I can’t remember where it was. I was scared that someone saw me and I just threw it out after I reached Forbidden Bayou. I felt like somebody was chasing me, so I was going as fast as my boat could go.” He shuddered. “I even had a dream that night about the law catching up to me and shooting me. It was so real it was scary. And then when you showed up with that other lawman, I thought my nightmare had come true.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not going to shoot you, but I have to arrest you for murdering your dad.” I gathered up my notepad and file. “I’m going to lock you in a holding cell and then a prison van’s going to come down from the Chateau Parish Detention Center to take you to the jail.” 
 
    “Can I have something to eat before they take me?” His face fell into a long frown. “It’ll probably be the last real meal I get to eat.” 
 
    “Sure, Junior. I’ll order you a burger from down the street and deliver it to your cell.” 
 
    I kept a wary eye on him while he stood and walked down the hall. He’d already been frisked when we first arrested him, so I wasn’t worried about him having a weapon, but he was a free spirit and a wild man of sorts. Once he saw the bars of the holding cell, the reality of being locked up could trigger a violent reaction. 
 
    My caution was for naught, because he went meekly into his cell and immediately took a seat on the bunk. It would’ve been easy to feel sorry for him, but the image of his father sitting on the toilet shot full of holes was too fresh in my mind’s eye for that. 
 
    Susan was standing in the hall outside of the interview rooms when I left the holding area. Her face was beaming. “We’re getting married!” 
 
    A huge burden was suddenly lifted off my shoulders as I realized the case was finally solved—and within five days we’d be married. “Thank God! I was starting to worry.” 
 
    Susan nodded. “Me, too.” 
 
    As Susan headed for home, I hurried down the block and picked up a late night burger for Junior. Melvin was sitting in the dispatcher’s office when I returned and gave the food to Junior. When I returned to the dispatcher’s station, Melvin offered to wait at the police department until the transport van arrived. 
 
    “I can’t believe he killed his own dad for a piece of land,” Melvin said when we stood and headed for the lobby. 
 
    “Yeah, well, you’re not going to believe what he was carrying around in his pocket.” 
 
    Melvin had an excellent memory and he stopped abruptly. “Was he the one who dropped the nude picture in the red truck?” 
 
    I nodded. “And guess who’s in the picture?” 
 
    “Shelly, right?” 
 
    “No…his sister, Patricia.” 
 
    Melvin gagged. “What in the name of God is he doing with a picture of his naked sister in his wallet?” 
 
    “I didn’t ask, because I didn’t want to know.” I stepped out into the night. The mosquitoes were out in force and I turned to Melvin before I left. “Are you sure you want to wait for the van?” 
 
    “I’m positive. Besides, you’ve got a wedding to go finish planning.” 
 
    It was almost eleven o’clock, so there would be no wedding planning tonight, but I welcomed the chance to head home and relax. Melvin was working the night shift, so he was supposed to be up at this hour. I needed to get some rest so I could finalize my report tomorrow and get it to the district attorney’s office before we left on Sunday. 
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    CHAPTER 44 
 
      
 
    Wednesday, April 12 
 
    Just south of the Mechant Loup Bridge 
 
      
 
    It was almost five in the morning and Slade and Chastity, both Chateau Parish Corrections Officers, had just left the Mechant Loup Police Department with the prisoner. Chastity flipped down the sun visor to access the light and studied the report. “It says here you killed your dad,” she called over her shoulder to the prisoner locked in the back of the van. “Is that true?” 
 
    The prisoner, some guy named Chester Raymond, Jr., but who went by Junior, refused to speak. When she looked back, he was staring blankly out the window. 
 
    “Take it all in,” Slade said, glancing in the rearview mirror to see Junior, “because this is the last time you’ll ever see this town.” 
 
    “Don’t be an ass, Slade,” Chastity said. “He’s not bothering you, so you don’t need to bother him.” 
 
    “Whose side are you on?” Slade asked. 
 
    Ignoring him, Chastity twisted around in her seat. Due to the streetlights pouring in through the windows, she was able to make out part of Junior’s face. He looked lost and empty. Unlike any other killer she’d ever seen. Most of the others were okay with going to jail, because they’d been there most of their lives. It was familiar to them. This guy looked like a wolf caught in a trap and he knew there was no way of escape. 
 
    “What the hell—?” Slade hollered. 
 
    Chastity lurched violently forward as the van screeched to a sudden stop. She spun around in her seat and gasped at the image before her. There, in the middle of the highway, was a naked woman stumbling about, apparently disoriented. The woman was toned and well built, and long red hair flowed down her shoulders. Chastity couldn’t detect any injuries on the woman’s bare body. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Slade said. “I think she’s being attacked.” 
 
    Chastity scanned the highway in front of them. There were no lampposts in the area, so the only source of light was from the van and it didn’t adequately illuminate the shoulders of the road. 
 
    “Help me!” The woman threw herself to the ground in front of the van. 
 
    “I’m going!” Slade jerked off his seatbelt. 
 
    “Wait!” Chastity grabbed his arm. “This could be a trap.” 
 
    “You’re being paranoid. We might work in transport, but we’re still deputies and it’s our job to respond when someone’s in trouble—and she’s clearly in trouble.” Slade pushed his door open and dropped from the driver’s seat. 
 
    Chastity turned to look at the prisoner. He was grinning. 
 
    “Slade, don’t!” Chastity yelled. “It’s a trap!” 
 
    It was too late. A man with a crazed look in his eyes had appeared from out of the shadows near the Mechant Loup Bridge and shoved a lever-action rifle into Slade’s left ear. Slade yelped in disbelief and his eyes widened. 
 
    Chastity immediately reached for the pistol at her side, but the man with the rifle called out to her. “Lady, if you do that I’m gonna kill him and then I’m gonna kill you.” 
 
    In that split second of hesitation, the naked woman had closed the distance in the highway and pulled open the passenger’s door. Chastity felt her pistol being removed from its holster, as well as the ring of keys clipped to her belt. 
 
    “Ma’am, think about what you’re doing,” Chastity said, trying to glance over her shoulder to get a bead on the woman’s location. Without saying a word, the woman removed the radio and both pairs of handcuffs from Chastity’s belt. Before slamming the van door shut, the nude woman jerked Chastity’s arms behind her back and cuffed her. The man with the crazed eyes had removed Slade’s pistol, radio, and cuffs, as well, and handcuffed him to the steering wheel. The man also took the keys from the ignition. 
 
    “This is a felony,” Chastity called out when the back door to the prison van opened. “You’ll spend a lot of time in prison for this.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Junior asked after the chains that bound him clanked to the ground. 
 
    “You’re coming home,” said a soft female voice, “where you belong.” 
 
    “I didn’t do what they say I did,” he mumbled. 
 
    “I know,” the female said. “As soon as you’re home safe, I’m going to come back to town and take care of Shelly Smith once and for all.” 
 
    Before Chastity could utter another warning, the van doors slammed shut and the prisoner and his rescuers were gone. They simply disappeared like shadows in the night. 
 
    “I can’t believe this happened,” Slade said, his voice trembling from the adrenalin dump. 
 
    “Oh, I can,” Chastity said, straining to squeeze her right wrist through the strands of the cuffs. “Using a nude female body to distract a man is as old as dirt and seems to work every time.” 
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    CHAPTER 45 
 
      
 
    Two hours later… 
 
    Somewhere in the Forbidden Swamps 
 
      
 
    In unison with Susan, I dipped my paddle gently in the water and we pushed our pirogue forward. I looked to my right. About thirty feet away, Melvin and Takecia were moving as silently as we were. The fog was thicker than steam from a hot shower and the two of them looked like ghosts on the water. 
 
    Earlier, a passing motorist had located the prisoner transport van parked in the middle of the highway just north of the Mechant Loup Bridge and phoned it in. When Melvin arrived, he located the transport officers handcuffed in the front seat. The female guard was embarrassed and angry, while the male guard was unapologetic. He told Melvin he would’ve done the same thing if he would’ve seen a woman in obvious distress. 
 
    Melvin had immediately called Susan and then Sheriff Buck Turner, and we had assembled an arrest team and headed for the swamps in three boats. Melvin’s wife had called him three times before we moved out of cell phone range and demanded that he turn around and return home. As tempting as it might’ve been, and as terrified as he was of the Forbidden Swamps, Melvin didn’t give in to his wife. 
 
    Once we were within a mile of the Raymond camp, we split up into four teams of two and abandoned the motor boats for canoes and pirogues. Our approach had to be stealthy or we wouldn’t survive the morning, of that much I was certain. I’d elected to come in from the front with my team, while sending the four sheriff’s deputies to the rear. I knew the potential danger that awaited us in the minefield of swamp water in front of the camp. Since it was my case, it was only right that I assume most of the risk. 
 
    When we were within a hundred yards of where Melvin and I had first encountered the Raymond clan, I waved at Melvin and gave him a hand signal to stop his pirogue. I then nodded toward Susan to let her know I was going overboard. I could tell she still didn’t approve, but we’d already discussed it and we all knew someone had to scout ahead. 
 
    I eased the pirogue closer to a large tree that jutted out from the water to the left of us. Once I was under a low-lying branch, I slung my AR-15 over my shoulder and grabbed the branch. Performing a slow-motion pull-up, I lifted my weight from the pirogue. I waited until Susan had pushed the pirogue away before beginning to lower myself. 
 
    Cool water gushed into my boots and saturated my pant legs as I lowered myself into the giant bowl of swamp. The water crept higher and higher until the soles of my boots finally hit bottom. I was waist deep in the swamp, with the water stopping just below my body armor. I held my AR-15 high to keep it from getting wet. Making my way slowly toward Chester Raymond’s camp, I dragged my feet as I moved so I wouldn’t step on an alligator. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder when I heard a hissing sound. Susan was pointing toward an alligator off to my right about twenty feet. I froze and studied the head poking up out of the water. It was huge. I swallowed hard. I didn’t mind facing down guns and bad guys, but getting eaten alive by an alligator was not on my list of things to do. 
 
    After studying the head for a few moments to ensure it was real, I pushed forward. We were hoping to catch Patricia and her brothers in the camp so it would be a fair fight. We didn’t want to tangle with them in the water, where they were comfortable. 
 
    I suddenly froze as something hard and rough brushed up against my right thigh as it passed by; shoving me over and nearly knocking me off my feet. I pointed the muzzle of my rifle into the water around me, staring wildly about. It felt so strong that it had to be a gator—and a massive one. 
 
    I caught movement in my peripheral vision and saw Melvin rising to his knees in his pirogue. His rifle was pointed in my direction and he was scanning the water that surrounded me. After a tense minute, I finally exhaled the breath I’d been holding and gave him a nod to let him know I was okay. 
 
    I made no sound as I moved. I drew farther away from the pirogues, scanning the surface of the water for any signs of Patricia and her brothers. Except for the occasional alligator, there didn’t appear to be any danger lurking in the water this morning. 
 
    A blinding patch of dense fog was rolling in from my left and I knew visibility would be reduced to inches, so I turned to let Susan and all know they could get out of their pirogues and join me. The water splash was so subtle that I thought I’d made the sound, but when I saw the expression on Susan’s face I knew there was something behind me. I whirled around and found myself staring into the muzzles of two double-barreled shotguns and one lever-action rifle. 
 
    Patricia, clad in a nutria skin vest and pants, was more to the left and she had taken cover behind a giant cypress tree. Dickie was squatting in a patch of palmettos straight ahead, and he was shielded by the cypress knees that surrounded him. As for Junior, he was off to my right, water dripping from his face and the alligator head resting firmly in place. He was standing out in the open like a gunslinger from the Old West and it appeared he was prepared for what would happen next—no matter what it was. 
 
    All of their firearms were pointing directly at me. My AR-15 was still directed toward the water and I thought about lifting it to take a shot, but I knew they’d cut me in half before I could squeeze the trigger. Instead of forcing a confrontation, I slowly moved my rifle away from my body with my left hand. “Hey, Patricia, we just came here to talk.” 
 
    “You must think I’m stupid.” Her red hair was wet and dark and her eyes spat fire. “We told you the last time you came here that you were trespassing. This is forbidden territory. We have a right to enjoy our land without the fear of government intrusion— 
 
    “Don’t move!” Patricia hollered to someone behind me. Her eyes never left mine and the muzzle of her shotgun never wavered from where it was pointing at my chest. “If any of you move a muscle, we’re going to unload everything we’ve got into your Clint Wolf. Is that understood?” 
 
    I heard a chorus of mumbling behind me. As I weighed my options, I wondered how much progress the sheriff’s deputies had made. They were supposed to try and find the network of boardwalks and make their way to the back of the camp, where they would help us box in the Raymonds. I stole a glance toward the direction of the camp, but the entire area was cloaked in thick white fog and I couldn’t see the structure. 
 
    “I want everyone to drop their guns in the water,” Patricia said coldly. “If not—” 
 
    “Clint gets it,” I said in a mocking tone. “Look, Patricia, you need to know something about Junior. It’s important.” 
 
    “What could you possibly tell me about Junior that I don’t already know?” Patricia’s mouth twisted into a wicked grin. “Were you going to tell me he killed my father again?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I have evidence—real evidence. If you lower your weapons and come with me, I’ll show you a video tape of him shooting your dad from the front seat of that red pickup truck.” 
 
    “As I said, you couldn’t possibly tell me anything about Junior I don’t already know.” Her eyes narrowed. “Who do you think told him to shoot our father?” 
 
    I gasped out loud. “Wait—you?” 
 
    The evil grin remained glued to her face. “We were not going to sit there and watch him give our inheritance away to that unworthy tramp. No, sir, we’ve worked too hard our whole lives to have our land stolen out from under us by some marriage.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, why not kill Shelly?” I asked, forgetting for a second the real and imminent danger I was in. 
 
    “Oh, if we would’ve gotten rid of Shelly there would’ve been another girl, and then another. No, we had to put an end to the threat to our survival—our way of life—once and for all.” Patricia’s index finger whitened around the trigger and I braced myself for the shot that was sure to follow. “But it seems another threat has materialized and we’ll have to deal with that one, as well.” 
 
    Thinking quickly and trying to buy time until the sheriff’s deputies could make their way to us, I shot my thumb over my shoulder. “If you kill me, they’ll kill you and your brothers. What’ll happen to your land then? Hell, if y’all aren’t around to contest Shelly’s will and the detective who worked the case is also dead, guess who’s going to be building a restaurant right where we’re standing? Are you sure you want to take that chance?” 
 
    Patricia’s face slowly relaxed and her index finger moved away from the trigger. The shotgun was still pointing directly at me and I didn’t like it, but I had her thinking and that was a good sign. 
 
    “There’s another way out of this,” I said. “You can lay down your firearms and we can resolve this peacefully…like we did the last time we were here.” 
 
    “Dickie,” Patricia said over her shoulder, “point your rifle at the one Clint Wolf is about to marry.” 
 
    In my peripheral vision I saw Dickie twist around and aim his rifle in the direction I knew Susan to be. 
 
    “Wait, what are you doing?” I asked. “Dickie, turn that rifle back toward me.” 
 
    “Junior, cover the other male cop.” 
 
    “On it, Sis.” 
 
    “Wait up now,” Melvin hollered. “I swear to God, I’m going to kill you if you point that gun at me.” 
 
    Junior hesitated. 
 
    “Come on, Patricia,” I said calmly. “We can work through this—you and me. Let’s resolve it peacefully. Y’all don’t have to die out here today.” 
 
    “Patricia, what am I doing?” There was panic in Junior’s voice. “Am I covering the male cop?” 
 
    “Detective Wolf is right.” Patricia sighed. “We don’t have to die out here today.” 
 
    It was only then that I realized I’d been holding my breath. I exhaled forcefully, but stopped short when I caught a glint in Patricia’s eye. Without as much as a blink, she pulled the trigger. I took the full force of the blast to my gut and stumbled backward in the water. 
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    CHAPTER 46 
 
      
 
    The shotgun blast to my body armor had knocked the wind out of my lungs. I dropped to my knees in the water, frozen in place, trying to suck in some air. Gunshots erupted all around me, but my only thought was Susan. Gritting through the pain, I turned my rifle toward Dickie’s position, but he was gone. I didn’t peg him as the type to abandon a fight, so I figured he was moving to a position of advantage. Thanks to the fog, it would be easy to do. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder and saw Susan wading through the water, heading straight for me. 
 
    After a few more attempts, I was finally able to suck a little air into my lungs. I tried to holler at Susan to get down, but only a wheezing sound came out. I knew if Dickie hit her with his rifle, the bullet would most likely zip right through her body armor. I spun wildly around, bringing my AR-15 to bear and trying to get a bead on Patricia or Dickie. I’d seen Junior go face down in the water and knew someone had gotten him. 
 
    I heard Melvin asking Takecia if she was okay and she answered that she was fine. Susan reached me and helped pull me toward a clump of trees that grew off to the left. My eyes were wide as I searched for Patricia and Dickie, trying to penetrate the shadows of the trees and the thickness of the fog. 
 
    I pressed my lips against Susan’s ear. “Can you see anyone?” 
 
    She shook her head, stepping around one of the trees to scope out the area behind us. Everything was deathly calm now. To an unsuspecting eye, this was just another quiet day in the swamps of Louisiana. 
 
    Susan grabbed my arm and nodded toward a figure that was slinking from tree to tree a dozen feet away. It was Patricia and she was stalking Melvin’s location. I pulled my rifle to my shoulder. 
 
    “Patricia, drop your gun or I’ll shoot!” I commanded. The front sight on my rifle was resting right over the tip of her nose. “I mean it!” 
 
    Patricia hesitated. I didn’t want to shoot her, and I said a silent prayer that she’d drop her shotgun. 
 
    “I don’t see Dickie,” Susan whispered from beside me. I could tell she was scanning our surroundings in search of him. Melvin and Takecia were out in the fog somewhere. We hadn’t heard from them since Takecia told Melvin she was fine, but I knew they were probably also trying to track Dickie and Patricia. 
 
    “This is the last time I’ll say it, Patricia—drop the gun!” 
 
    Still holding the shotgun in her right hand, she lifted her left hand. “Okay, okay…I’ll surrender,” she called loudly. “I’m going to drop my gun and walk over to where you and your girl are standing by the tree with the two forks.” 
 
    She was signaling our location to Dickie! 
 
    I caught movement to my right and whirled around as fast as I could, but Dickie had already drawn a bead on Susan. Even as the muzzle of my rifle moved toward him, I knew I would be too late. Panic started to set in. I opened my mouth to speak—to tell Susan to get down—but the words weren’t coming fast enough. 
 
    All of a sudden, and just as Dickie was pulling the trigger, the water beneath him exploded in violence. The bullet splattered harmlessly against a tree trunk a few inches from Susan’s face, but Dickie wasn’t so lucky. The biggest alligator I’d ever seen was back, and Godzator had latched onto Dickie’s right thigh. His scream was shrill and deafening. 
 
    “No!” Patricia turned angrily in our direction and lifted her shotgun. I whipped my rifle around and fired from the hip, cutting loose with three rapid-fire rounds. I heard the report of Susan’s rifle beside me. She fired at least two rounds. Patricia reacted to each of our shots by flinching, and then she dropped to her butt in the water, the shotgun falling from her limp hands. Her mouth moved, but no words came out. Her eyes slowly slid shut and she crumbled under the surface of the water. 
 
    Dickie’s screams had been reduced to a low moan. We moved in his direction, hoping to fight off Godzator and rescue him, but he was beyond help. The large beast had ripped a chunk of flesh from Dickie’s neck and blood was squirting freely from the wound. 
 
    “Should we shoot it?” Susan asked, her finger poised on the trigger of her rifle. “That is Godzator, right?” 
 
    I nodded, surveyed the area. “Let’s get out of the water before he comes after us.” 
 
    Susan didn’t argue. We hurried to where we’d last seen Patricia and I reached down to search for her in the water, but winced in pain and quickly straightened. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Susan asked. 
 
    I took a deep breath and a sharp pain stabbed at my ribcage. “I think I broke a rib.” 
 
    Susan nodded and reached under the water. While she felt around for Patricia, I kept an eye out for Godzator. I didn’t want to shoot him, but I also didn’t want to be eaten today. Susan found Patricia’s shotgun first, handed it to me. Next, she came up with the woman’s arm. “I’ve got her!” 
 
    I grabbed Patricia’s other arm and helped Susan drag her toward the camp, which was some eighty yards away now. I kept looking back over my shoulder, expecting to see those large eyes and snout sticking up out of the water and bearing down on us, but we made it to the camp without being attacked. Just as we arrived, Melvin and Takecia were wading through the water toward us, guns in hand. 
 
    “Clint!” Melvin rushed forward to help us with Patricia’s body. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Godzator’s in the water,” I said to Melvin. “We’ve got to get out of here.” 
 
    I’d never seen him move so fast. He hooked his arm around Patricia’s neck and pumped his legs like pistons, churning toward the dock and ripping her from our grasp. Susan and I struggled to keep up with him, but couldn’t. We finally scurried up the ladder after him and fell to our backs on the landing, tired and breathless. 
 
    In spite of my exhaustion, I couldn’t help but notice how the water had plastered Susan’s shirt to her body, revealing all of her curves. Her breasts rose and fell with each breath she took— 
 
    “Damn, Clint!” Melvin’s voice ripped me from my thoughts. He was pointing toward the holes in my shirt. “She got you good.” 
 
    Grunting, I sat up and lifted my shirt to examine my vest. I fingered each of the jagged rips in the vest and could feel the pellets, all nine of them—double-aught buckshot. None had gone through, but the pain was intense and I had to force myself not to wince with each breath I took and every move I made. 
 
    “You’re lucky,” Takecia said. “I knew of one cop who was shot with buckshot and all of the pellets got stopped by the vest except one. The one that didn’t get stopped hit two vital organs and killed him.” 
 
    She was right—I was lucky and I knew it. 
 
    “What happened after the initial shots were fired?” Melvin asked, shoving the toe of his boot against Patricia’s body to make sure she was dead. “I caught sight of her heading back toward the camp, so Takecia and I gave chase. When we got here we couldn’t find her. At first I thought she’d set up a trap, so we took our time approaching and searching the house, but it was empty. We had just finished the search when we heard the second volley of gunshots. That’s when I realized we’d lost her in the fog and she must’ve doubled back to ambush y’all.” He paused to wipe a bead of nervous sweat from his forehead. “We didn’t know what the hell was going on or what we’d find when we got back to the pirogues.” 
 
    A pounding of boots on hollow planks brought our attention toward the network of boardwalks leading away from the Raymond camp and through the swamps. The morning sun had mostly burned off the fog, so visibility had increased. Through breaks in the thick cypress forest, we caught glimpses of the four Chateau deputies making their way toward us. One was a sergeant and they were all on the SWAT team. When they reached our location, their eyes collectively moved to Patricia’s lifeless body. 
 
    “So that’s what all the commotion was about.” The sergeant hoisted a large duffel bag higher on his shoulder. “We would’ve gotten here earlier, but we ran into a heavily armed group of men heading this way. Apparently, they were summoned to fight beside the Raymond clan. They were told someone was trying to steal their land.” 
 
    I glanced in the direction from which they’d come. “Where are they? Did y’all have to engage them?” 
 
    The sergeant shook his head. “When they realized it was a law enforcement matter, they lowered their weapons. I didn’t want them changing their minds and jumping us from our six o’clock position, so I asked them to temporarily surrender their weapons. They agreed and I promised to leave the weapons here for them to retrieve later.” 
 
    I thanked them and then looked out over the swamps toward where we’d last seen Godzator and Dickie. “Melvin, why don’t you and Takecia stay here with Patricia’s body?” 
 
    He followed my gaze. “There’s no way you’re getting back in that water!” 
 
    “You’re right.” I shot my thumb toward the deputies. “Susan and I will follow them along the boardwalks and hitch a ride to your boat. We’ll retrieve the pirogues and then meet y’all back here so we can process the scene and try to recover Junior’s body and what’s left of Dickie’s.” 
 
    “And after that,” Susan said, “we’re getting dressed for a wedding.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  OceanofPDF.com





 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 47 
 
      
 
    Sunday, April 16 
 
      
 
    I stood there all alone, fidgeting. The sweat was beginning to build in the palms of my hands. I wiped them on the tail of my black coat, wondering if it was a violation of wedding protocol. The tux I’d rented was fitted perfectly and the black shoes shined like glass, and I hated all of it. I felt better in loose-fitting clothes that were disposable. I preferred boots that were broken in and rugged. If I got a stain on the tux or scuffed the shoes, I’d probably have to pay extra, and that was something I certainly didn’t want to do. 
 
    “How’re you feeling?” asked Isabel Compton out of the corner of her mouth from several feet away. She was the First Assistant District Attorney for Chateau Parish and she officiated weddings in her spare time. She was a loyal friend in the district attorney’s office and it was an easy choice for Susan and me. 
 
    “I’m ready to eat,” I said, louder than I’d expected. My mom gasped and shoved a finger to her lips. She was sitting in the front row with my adopted dad and the man who’d raised me, Ezekiel Wolf, and he chuckled when he saw how Mom responded. 
 
    They both knew I didn’t like being the center of attention, but here I was, standing at the front of a room that was arranged to face my direction. I couldn’t wait for Susan to join me, because then every eye would be on her. 
 
    I scanned the front row and smiled when I saw my sister and my biological father sitting beside Susan’s mom. They all smiled back and Susan’s mom wiped away a tear that had rolled down the side of her face. In the row directly behind them, Amy Cooke and her boyfriend were seated beside Melvin’s wife and their daughter. In the next row back was Lindsey, Beth, Baylor Rice, who was one of our dayshift officers, some girl I’d never seen before, and Mayor Cain. 
 
    When I’d introduced all the members of our department to my biological father, Garvan, he had taken a look around and asked, “If the whole department’s here, who’s guarding the town?” 
 
    That’s when I’d introduced him to Sheriff Buck Turner, who had been so kind as to send a deputy and a dispatcher to handle complaints in Mechant Loup until Baylor and Beth could get back to the police department. He had also sent a team of detectives to help us process the shooting scene on Tuesday, and it allowed us to finish in half the time it would’ve normally taken. 
 
    In addition to law enforcement officers, we called in a team of alligator trappers who searched high and low for Godzator, but he had once again disappeared. When they gave the green light, we went into the water to recover Junior first and then what was left of Dickie. It was a gruesome recovery and we were able to fit Dickie’s body parts into a child-sized body bag. 
 
    The autopsies were straightforward. Doctor Wong completed them Wednesday morning and turned over the projectiles from Patricia and Junior. Once we delivered the projectiles to Tracy Dinger at the crime lab, we were able to determine that I had fired the fatal shot that killed Patricia, and Susan had killed Junior. 
 
    Armed with all of the evidence, we had worked overtime to complete our reports before the wedding, and they were now sitting at the district attorney’s office for review. 
 
    I caught Sheriff Turner staring at me. When our eyes locked, he pointed to his rib cage, mouthed the words, “How’re your ribs?” 
 
    He had come by to visit me in the hospital once we’d wrapped up the investigation and got back to town. I didn’t want to go, but Susan insisted, saying she wasn’t taking a chance that a broken rib might puncture a lung and ruin the wedding. Since she put it that way, I begrudgingly agreed to visit the emergency room. After two hours of waiting and x-rays, I was given a clean bill of health—or, rather, the news that several of my ribs were bruised, but nothing was broken. I was given discharge papers and a prescription for pain killers, but the prescription went in the garbage without being filled. 
 
    I was about to give Sheriff Turner a “thumbs up”, but music suddenly began playing and I turned toward the long hallway that led into the reception room. Melvin and Takecia were walking arm-in-arm in exaggerated fashion, like you were supposed to during a wedding. 
 
    Since Melvin and I had been through so much over the past few years, I was proud to call him my Best Man. Takecia and Susan had shared several pints of blood and sweat in the gym as sparring partners, and she was the obvious choice for Maid of Honor. Other than Melvin and Takecia, we invited about twenty-five close friends and family and called it a day. We wanted a short and simple ceremony and, so far, things were working out just fine. 
 
    After Melvin took his place beside me, Takecia moved off to my right and we all faced the back of the room as the bride’s song began to play. My heart thumped with anticipation in my chest. At Susan’s insistence, we had traveled to the cruise ship terminal in separate vehicles and I hadn’t been allowed to see her in her wedding dress. Hell, I didn’t even know what it looked like or what color it was. She had gotten with her mom and my mom and they’d kept it a closely guarded secret. Once, about three weeks ago, I’d walked in the living room at home while they were discussing it and they thought I overheard something about the dress. Even though I swore I’d heard nothing, they scrapped the dress they had decided on and went with something else. 
 
    But the time had finally come and I would get to see my bride in all of her glory. To me, she was beautiful in her fighting clothes, in her police uniform, in her pajamas, or even in a burlap sack. It didn’t matter what she was wearing, but I knew this moment was important to her. It was special—like the day she’d put on a dress to deliver me a cake on my birthday. She had gone through all of this trouble for me, and I couldn’t wait to see what she’d done with herself. 
 
    As the song played on, the double doors at the back of the room slowly opened and I caught my breath when I saw her. I wasn’t a good judge of wedding dresses, but I knew she made that dress look more beautiful than it ever could on anyone else. She seemed to float through the opening and her eyes searched the front of the room until she saw me. She smiled warmly and the dimple on her left cheek seemed to sparkle. She never took her eyes off of me as she moved forward and I couldn’t look away. From the second she said she would marry me, I knew how lucky of a man I was, but it wasn’t until this very moment that it really hit home for me—I would get to go to bed next to her every single night and wake up with her every morning for the rest of my life. 
 
    “I know I didn’t do anything to deserve you,” I said silently, “but I’ll thank God every day for being so generous and bringing me such an amazing wife.” 
 
    I smiled wider. She was about to become my wife…and I loved the sound of that. 
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