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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Friday, March 1 
 
    Mechant Loup, Louisiana 
 
      
 
    Jennifer Duval cursed when she rounded the last turn in the road on her approach to the Mechant Loup Bridge. There were flashing lights in the darkness up ahead, and she was not in the mood for delays. At first, she thought it was a crash, but then she heard the distant thumping of music and immediately realized what was going on. 
 
    “Damn parade,” she muttered aloud to herself, easing to a stop behind an old rusted-out pickup truck with at least eight occupants hanging from the truck bed, all of them displaying thick clusters of Mardi Gras beads around their necks. Glancing beyond the vehicle, she saw a long line of taillights that extended as far as she could see. She punched the steering wheel. “Whose bright idea was it to build a damn town in a place where there was only one way in and one way out?” 
 
    She thought about turning around and heading back home to La Mort, but her brother had sounded desperate when he’d called and asked her to visit. “I need to talk to you—and it’s important,” he’d said on the phone last night. “Can you come down this weekend?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Carl. I’ve got a heavy caseload.” 
 
    “Please, Sis. I really need your help. I don’t know what to do or who to trust.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just tell me over the phone?” 
 
    There had been a long pause on the other end, and she’d had to ask if he was still there. 
 
    “I…someone might be listening. They have those scanners that can—” 
 
    “Who in the hell would care what you and I have to say to each other?” 
 
    “Please…just come down this weekend. Tomorrow would be best, as early as possible.” 
 
    Jennifer had let out a long sigh and told him she would see what she could do. She had planned on letting him know she would be too busy, but then he’d texted her earlier today, nearly begging. 
 
    Now, here she sat in traffic on a Friday night approaching this godforsaken town, when she could’ve been out drinking with her friends. It was growing warm in her vehicle, so she slipped off her high heel shoes and hiked the front of her skirt up a little. She cursed herself for not stopping home to change into something more comfortable before heading to her brother’s house. She didn’t normally wear a skirt or a dress to work, but she had been called to testify in an armed robbery case she’d worked last year, and she had to look professional on the witness stand. 
 
    The truck in front of her moved a few feet, so she also pulled forward. She then glanced at her purse—more precisely, the neck of the bottle that protruded from the middle zipper—and licked her lips. She needed a drink something awful. Every time she thought of Mechant Loup, she thought of Clint Wolf and how he had broken her heart years ago. The last time she was here, she had learned that Clint’s wife, Susan Wilson—who was the chief of police around these parts—was pregnant with Clint’s child. 
 
    She tapped the steering wheel while maintaining eye contact with the bottle of Crown Royal. Susan would’ve had the baby by now—a baby that Jennifer should’ve been carrying. She’d had first dibs on Clint, but he’d broken things off because they were detective partners back in La Mort, and he’d said he couldn’t date a co-worker. He’d then married Michele and they had Abigail, but when his wife and child had died, he had moved away to this hole-in-the-wall swamp town, where he apparently hadn’t wasted any time jumping into bed with a co-worker. 
 
    Jennifer leaned over and grabbed the bottle, twisting off the cap. She took a long swig of the warm liquid and smacked her lips as the warmth flooded over her. “Clint Wolf,” she said, leaning her head back and staring at the ceiling, “you’re a hypocrite. You turn me down and break my heart, but then go ahead and marry a bitch you were working with—” 
 
    Something clanked loudly against the hood of Jennifer’s cruiser and startled her. She jerked her eyes downward in time to see a purple bead skid to a stop near the windshield wipers. A young girl with blonde hair and large brown eyes smiled widely from the back of the pickup, but her smile quickly disappeared when one of the women beside her began scolding her. 
 
    “You could’ve scratched that car,” the woman was saying. “Don’t you dare throw another bead out of this truck—” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Jennifer called out after buzzing her window down and leaning her head out of the car. “It didn’t hurt anything.” 
 
    The woman appeared relieved, but no less angry. “I am so sorry! She thinks she’s on a float.” 
 
    “Seriously, it’s no problem.” Jennifer opened her door and leaned forward to retrieve the bead. She put it over her head and smiled at the little girl. “Thank you so much for this pretty bead! I’ll keep it forever.” 
 
    This made the girl’s face light up even more. She rocked back and forth with glee, but stopped and screeched when the truck lurched forward. “We’re moving!” she screamed in delight. 
 
    Jennifer jerked her door closed and sighed in relief, happy to be moving again. After making sure the little girl wasn’t looking in her direction, she removed the bead and tossed it out the window. 
 
    Her excitement about moving soon turned to dismay when she saw a marked patrol car blocking the road. The patrol officer was directing cars to either turn around or park in a nearby parking lot, where they could exit their vehicles and cross the bridge on foot. When the truck in front of her reached the officer, he and the driver exchanged pleasantries and then the truck pulled into the lot, which Jennifer realized was a car dealership. 
 
    After sneaking a quick spray from a bottle of mouth freshener and tossing her cell phone into the cubbyhole near the gearshift, she pulled ahead and stopped when her car was beside the officer. She turned on her interior lights and flashed a friendly smile. The officer was a dozen feet away, but she could see that he was a young cop—couldn’t be more than thirty—and he had short-cropped brown hair. His complexion was light, but his eyes matched his hair. 
 
    “You can either turn around or park in that lot,” he said in a professional and authoritative voice, pointing toward the dealership. “There’s no going over the bridge until after the parade passes.” 
 
    Using one hand to discreetly pull her skirt higher on her bare legs, she continued smiling and stuck out the other hand, hoping he would walk over. He did. 
 
    “Hey, Officer”—she squinted to read the nametag in the flashing lights from his car—“Baylor Rice. I’m a detective from the La Mort Sheriff’s Office. I need to get to the east side of town.” 
 
    Baylor nodded curtly and took her hand. “I’m sorry, but there’s no getting through town at the moment.” 
 
    Jennifer noticed his eyes shift briefly to her exposed legs and a ray of hope shined through. She opened her mouth to begin sweet-talking him, but he interrupted her. 
 
    “Wait, what’d you say your name was again?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m Detective Jennifer Duval—from the La Mort Police Department. I actually helped out with a case down here last year.” 
 
    Officer Rice relaxed and returned the smile. “Yeah, I remember hearing about you.” 
 
    Jennifer suppressed a desire to groan outwardly, as she wondered if Clint had told him anything about her. She was sure Clint was still angry about the text message she’d sent Susan last year when she was down working a case. She frowned, shot a quick glance toward her purse, where the bottle of Crown Royal rested just out of sight under the flap. She’d had a few too many drinks when she’d sent the text message, and she was afraid she’d permanently destroyed any chances she might’ve still had to get with Clint. 
 
    “Well, I hope it was all good,” she said, plucking at the front of her white blouse and cursing herself for not unsnapping the top three buttons. “Look, I was really hoping I could get across the bridge. I need to get to my brother’s house.” 
 
    Baylor hesitated and stared across the bridge. It looked like he might cave. “Do you have lights on that thing?” Baylor finally asked, nodding toward the front of her cruiser. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got grill lights and wigwags.” 
 
    “Give me a second.” Baylor stepped away and spoke briefly into his radio. When he returned to her car, he waved his hand forward. “Turn them bad boys on and go right on through.” 
 
    Jennifer hesitated, studying the flashing lights of the other emergency vehicles and the large crowd on the south side of the bridge. “How do I get through town to get to the east side?” 
 
    Baylor leaned into her window, and explained that she could take the first left after the bridge and drive straight to the back of town. “Take a right where the road ends and turn left when you reach the bridge,” he instructed. “We keep this route open in case we have to get to the other side for an emergency, but Melvin Saltzman said I could let you through. Just run your lights and they’ll wave you along.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Jennifer thanked Baylor, flipped on her lights, and then proceeded over the bridge. The thick crowd parted only wide enough for her unmarked cruiser to fit between them, and not an inch more. She drove at a snail’s pace, worried she might run over some poor kid. Every now and then, someone bumped into her side mirror and she’d smash the brakes. The last thing she needed was to run over someone and have her blood drawn. While she hadn’t emptied the bottle of Crown Royal, she had been nipping on it since getting off of work at five, and she was definitely over the legal limit. 
 
    “Detective Duval!” 
 
    Jennifer’s head jerked around and her heart skipped a beat when she heard a familiar voice calling from the street. She stopped on the empty side street and strained to look past the sea of bodies that swayed to and fro, moving in unison to the beat of the Mardi Gras Mambo. The music was so loud she couldn’t be positive who was calling for her. Was it Clint? Did he have a change of heart? If only she could convince him to still be friends, just maybe they might rekindle— 
 
    She frowned when she saw Officer Melvin Saltzman pushing his way through the parade goers. His face was beaming, so she tried not to look disappointed. 
 
    “Hey, what’re you doing in town?” Melvin asked when he reached the passenger window. “I thought we’d never see you again, considering…” 
 
    He let his voice trail off and she knew he was referencing the confrontation between her and Susan. 
 
    “My…my brother needs my help with something. It’s kind of an emergency, but I won’t be here long. As soon as I’m done helping him, I’ll be heading back to the big city.” 
 
    “Well, it’s good seeing you again, Jen.” He turned and pointed toward the direction in which she was traveling. “If you head straight down this street, you can take a right and make it to the bridge without running into the parade route.” 
 
    “I appreciate it.” 
 
    Once Melvin had walked away, she continued down the dark and empty street, but her eyes scanned the backs of those in the crowd, wondering if she might catch a glimpse of Clint. She knew it was wrong to be angry at Susan for marrying Clint. After all, it was Clint who had broken her heart, but she couldn’t help but hate the competition. 
 
    Once she crossed the bridge, she headed south for a ways and then turned down a long shell drive that led to her brother’s old house. It had been a restoration project—a labor of love—and he had put a lot of time, effort, and money into the damn thing. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just buy a new house like a normal person?” she’d asked one day last year when they were on the phone. 
 
    “New houses don’t have demons,” was his simple answer. “I want my walls to talk, and I want them to tell me all the dirty secrets they’d been keeping over the years.” 
 
    After promising to have him committed to a mental institution if he didn’t stop talking crazy, she had ended the call. Thanks to her demanding job, she’d only come to visit a few times after that and, while she was down, she’d spent most of her time hanging out with Carl’s wife and kids, because Carl had been too busy working on the house. 
 
    As Jennifer navigated the S curve around the giant oak tree in the front yard, she could hear Coco barking from behind the white picket fence that wrapped around the right side of the house. She smiled and—her heart filled with envy—sang aloud the lyrics from a song by Florida Georgia Line, “…a white picket fence house on this dirt.” 
 
    She briefly wondered why she couldn’t find a good man with whom to settle down, but then quickly dismissed the thought. Clint was already taken and since he was her soul mate, she would probably end up dying a cold and lonely death. 
 
    “Well, that’s different,” she muttered as she shut off the engine and took another pull from her whisky. A narrow out-building that had once stood proudly at the northern end of the property was now missing its front door and most of the roof. Bare and weathered planks littered the space around the shed, as though the project had been interrupted in mid-demolition and Carl had never gotten back to it. 
 
    After twisting the cap back onto the bottle, she tossed it in her purse and exited her vehicle. There was a strange smell to the air, but she couldn’t place it. Coco was going crazy now. Although she couldn’t see Lex’s German shepherd, Jennifer could hear her nephew’s canine tearing at the inside of the fence with her claws. The fence was only five feet in height and Carl had mentioned once that—when determined enough—Coco was able to escape by jumping up and catching the top of the fence with her front paws while pushing off with her rear paws. 
 
    “The neighbor down the road actually called the cops one time and threatened to shoot her,” Carl had complained. “What an asshole!” 
 
    “Hey, Coco,” Jennifer hollered, wondering why someone hadn’t come out to greet her yet, “you’d better not escape and go running around the neighborhood. You’re not a cat—you’ve only got one life.” 
 
    Jennifer eased her door shut and was about to walk away from the car to make her way toward the side door to the house when she froze, keys in hand, wondering why all the lights were off. The place was usually lit up like a Christmas tree because her sister-in-law, Annie, was scared of the dark and often mentioned wishing she were living back in the bright lights of the city. 
 
    Jennifer grunted at the memory of their last conversation. She’d offered to trade places with Annie, but hadn’t told her it was so she could be closer to Clint. She’d quit mentioning Clint’s name to Annie when her sister-in-law began questioning why she hadn’t gotten over Clint after all those years. She was too embarrassed to say the reason out loud—that he was the only man who ever truly made her feel safe. She’d felt it when they were partners and even more so when they had shared the same bed for that brief period. Hell, it was the deepest and most secure sleep she’d ever had since she was a young girl. 
 
    The white double-car garage door at the end of the drive was closed, which was not uncommon. She was sure Carl’s white truck and Annie’s gray SUV were sleeping inside— 
 
    What the hell was that? 
 
    Jennifer whirled around when she heard what sounded like shoes scrunching against shells at the back of her car, but she was too late. Suddenly, and without warning, a bright light flashed inside her brain and then everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Two hours later… 
 
      
 
    I slowed my Tahoe as the procession turned onto Washington Avenue and headed east toward the police department. I was behind the Attakapas High School marching band and had been treated to some great musical numbers since we’d started rolling three hours ago. The band members were lively and played their instruments with gusto, sounding more like a college competition band. Nearly every person watching the parade broke out in dance as the band marched along the route, and I could feel the energy in the air. Had I not been sitting in my Tahoe, I might’ve been tempted to start dancing myself. It wouldn’t have been a pretty sight, but the atmosphere was electric and I found myself hypnotized by the beating drums. At least it took the sting off of working the parade. “Show me a cop who claims to like working parades,” I’d told me wife recently, “and I’ll show you a liar.” 
 
    All of my windows were down and a cool breeze blew through the cabin, rustling my brown hair. The meteorologist from New Orleans had called for cloudy skies, high sixties, and a bit of a breeze, and she had nailed it. We couldn’t have asked for better weather. 
 
    “Detective Clint!” hollered a voice from my left. “Where’s the car you owe me?” 
 
    Most people called me Detective Wolf, but Ty Richardson preferred my first name. I smiled and just shook my head. Ty had battled mental illness for most of his life, but he’d been winning that battle for the past few years. I threw my SUV in park and jumped out to shake his hand, then quickly returned to my seat. 
 
    Achilles, my solid black German shepherd, hadn’t even turned to look at me. Instead, he sat proudly on the passenger seat beside me with his eyes half closed as he stared out at what I’m sure he thought were crazy people screaming and fighting for cheap plastic beads, doubloons, stuffed animals, and other exotic throws flying off of the float in front of the band. If I knew my dog like I thought I knew him, he wasn’t impressed. 
 
    The Friday night parade in Mechant Loup was a raucous and well attended event. Men, women, and children of every age and maturity level stood shoulder-to-shoulder and a dozen bodies deep along every inch of the route just waiting to catch something special. Unlike the children’s day parade that had rolled last Sunday, alcohol was the drink of choice at the night parade. Based on some of the dance moves Achilles and I had witnessed, there were a lot of drunks out here. Despite the large volume of alcohol consumption, we hadn’t had any fights or disturbances so far tonight, which was unusual for our night parades. 
 
    Susan was two floats ahead of me and—since she was the chief of police—she was leading the parade, so she would reach Grace before I did. This was Grace’s first parade and my mom and Susan’s mom had argued about who would be there to watch her. Unable to reach a compromise, they decided they would both be there, and they had joined Melvin’s wife and daughter, who were catching the parade in front of the police department. I could imagine the wrestling going on between the women as they tried to get the most time with Grace. They each wanted to be her favorite grandmother and it was obvious there was a competition going on between them. I grunted at the thought. I wasn’t the least bit intimidated by Susan. I knew I was Grace’s favorite dad, just as I knew Susan was her favorite mom—no competition necessary. 
 
    I steered my Tahoe toward the left side of the road and strained to see around the floats, but couldn’t. The float directly in front of the band was occupied by women dressed as super heroes. They were dancing and throwing beads and other goodies like it was their job. The float rocked with the rhythm of their dancing and their voices nearly drowned out the music from the giant speakers that were strapped to the overhead compartment of the float. Suddenly, the float lurched to a halt and some of the women fell forward, drunk and off balance. 
 
    I knew Susan had stopped the parade so she could get out and kiss Grace, who was nine months and fifteen days old today. I smiled at the thought of our mothers fighting over something Grace wouldn’t even remember. My smile turned to a scowl when I saw some of the drummers shrugging out of their harnesses. I wanted to stop them, tell them to stand ready, that I wanted to hurry and get this over with so I could go home, but I just sat there. 
 
    “You know, Achilles,” I said out aloud, “if I ever find the man who invented Mardi Gras, I’ll kick his ass from here to Bourbon Street. Sure, it might be fun for the party-goers, but what about those of us who have to sit in these damn cop cars and watch everyone else live the life? It’s not fair, I tell you.” 
 
    He blinked, but didn’t say a word. I preferred to believe he agreed with me and I was about to get on the radio to tell my wife to finish kissing Grace so we could get moving when it scratched to life without me touching it. I cocked my head to the side when our dispatcher, Lindsey Savoie, called for any available unit to head for the east side of town as soon as possible. 
 
    “A Donald Boudreaux called from 3602 Cypress Highway to say there’s a vicious dog in his yard and if someone doesn’t come get it soon he’s going to shoot it.” 
 
    My head snapped down to regard my radio, waiting to see if any of our officers were close. Aside from Susan and me, who was the chief of detectives, there were four patrol officers working for the town: Melvin Saltzman, Amy Cooke, Takecia Gayle, and Baylor Rice. They were all working the parade route and were somewhere behind me. As I listened, they all called out their locations and I realized I was the only one in a position to escape from the parade. 
 
    “I’m en route, headquarters,” I called, hitting my siren and waving for the crowd to my left to move away from the cross street they were blocking. “Make a hole so I can access the cross street,” I said loudly. “I need to answer an emergency call.” 
 
    Some drunk at the front of the crowd smiled and waved a hand eagerly. “Throw me something, mister law man!” 
 
    Not amused, I switched to my PA system and addressed them in an authoritative voice. “Move away from the cross street so I can get through. This is an emergency.” 
 
    One or two people moved, but the rest of the crowd just stood there talking amongst each other, waiting for the rest of the parade to lumber through and throw them something. 
 
    “Someone’s about to kill a dog,” I hollered. “So get the hell out of the way!” 
 
    That got their attention and they all scrambled to the right or left, making a path wide enough to fit two vehicles. I waved my thanks and eased through the gap that had formed, being careful not to run over any toes or other body parts. Once I was clear of the crowd, I sped up and turned right on Grace Street—no relation to my daughter—and then headed south on Back. Once I’d crossed the bridge that connected the west side of town with the east, I made my way to Cypress Highway and headed south. There weren’t many homes along this stretch of highway and the few neighborhoods in the area were separated by large patches of sugar cane fields, most of which were bare this time of year. 
 
    I had travelled a few miles when I saw a mailbox that read 3588. I tapped the brake pedal and Achilles looked up when we began to slow. “Sorry, big man,” I said idly, “you won’t be getting out on this one. I’m trying to save a dog, not feed one to you.” 
 
    He cocked his head to the side, but didn’t respond. I kept driving and nodded when I saw the right address. I pulled to the shoulder and shoved the gearshift in park. After snatching Achilles’ leash from the floorboard and stepping out into the night air, I ordered him to stay. I couldn’t be sure, but I could’ve sworn he flipped me off just as I turned and walked away. 
 
    The house was about twenty yards from the highway and a dirt driveway led from the shoulder of the road to the side of an old colonial house, where an old pickup truck was parked. The front yard was lit up like the daytime, and I could see that the saltbox roof was covered in rust and the wooden siding was weathered and rotting in some places. 
 
    “Back here, officer!” called a voice when I announced my presence. Light was shining through the door and the only window at the front of the house, and I glanced in that direction as I walked around the southern side of the house. A pair of large brown eyes filled with curiosity and fear peered out from behind the window at me. I smiled and waved, and the kid waved back. 
 
    When I reached the back yard, I had to lift an arm to shield my eyes from a spotlight that hung off of an old shed. When I took in the scene before me, I lurched to a stop and almost reached for my pistol. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    “Put that damn gun down!” I said, snarling as I stepped toward the middle-aged man who had the muzzle of a double-barreled shotgun planted on the snout of a medium-sized German shepherd. The light above was shining brightly on the dog and I could see its tail wagging as it looked up at the man with innocent eyes, completely oblivious to the danger it faced. “Do it now!” 
 
    “He’s trespassing on my private property,” the man countered, refusing to lower the gun. “I have a right to defend myself and my family.” 
 
    I was close enough to jerk the man off his feet, but I was afraid I’d startle him into pulling the trigger. “And if you shoot that dog, I have a right to arrest you for aggravated cruelty to animals, which is a felony punishable by up to ten years in prison.” 
 
    The man’s head jerked around. “Prison? For defending my family?” 
 
    I shot a thumb over my shoulder. “If that young man in the window is part of your family, then I’d say he doesn’t need defending.” I then pointed to the black and tan saddle back German shepherd with the black mask. “And there’s nothing mean about that dog. Now, for the last time, lower your gun.” My voice was low, but deadly. “I won’t tell you again.” 
 
    The man grunted and let the shotgun dangle at his side. “If I get bit, I’m suing the piss out of your department.” 
 
    “Understood.” I extended my hand. “I’m Clint Wolf.” 
 
    “Donald,” he mumbled, shaking my hand. “This is the third time this mutt’s gotten loose. The last time he showed up here, it scared my wife half to death. I’m sick of it. I mean, how hard is it to keep your damn dog on a leash?” 
 
    I walked past Donald and squatted beside the dog. It was a female and, according to the gold tag hanging from the red collar, her name was Coco. She shoved her nose into my armpit, whining softly. “What’s wrong, girl?” 
 
    Donald mumbled something behind me and I attached Achilles’ leash to the collar and straightened. “What’s that?” I asked Donald. 
 
    “Tell that man to keep his dog off of my property.” He hefted the shotgun in his hand. “Or next time, that dog’s gonna snap at me and I’ll have to do what I have to do to defend myself.” 
 
    I stepped closer to him. “If you ever shoot this harmless dog, I’ll make sure you rot in jail.” 
 
    Donald gulped and stepped aside as I pushed my way forward, Coco walking obediently beside me. She kept whining, and I stopped near my Tahoe to squat and examine her. She didn’t seem to be injured. “What’re you crying about, little girl?” 
 
    I heard some scratching at the glass above me and looked up to see Achilles sniffing aggressively at the crack in the window. He wanted to come out and play. Coco noticed him and tried to put her paws on the side panel of the door, but I stopped her. I stood and glanced north along Cypress Highway, from whence we’d come. The address on the dog tag was 3588—the mailbox I’d driven by a few minutes ago. It was too far to walk, so I’d have to put Coco in my Tahoe with Achilles and me. I just didn’t know how I’d keep them apart. 
 
    After telling Achilles to stay in the front seat, I let Coco into the back cargo area and told her to sit. She did and I told her to stay. I hesitated before closing the back gate, watching her and Achilles carefully. They were staring intently at each other and it appeared they were falling in love across several feet of open car space. I slammed the gate and hurriedly moved into the driver’s seat. I stole a glance at Achilles. “Give it up, big man. We’ve got to bring her back.” 
 
    Achilles didn’t even acknowledge my existence. I shrugged and headed back north. As we neared the address, Coco began whining incessantly and she scratched at the inner panel. I cocked my head sideways as I stared through the rearview mirror at her. “What’s wrong, girl? What’s going on with you?” 
 
    She let out a shrill bark when I turned into the driveway and my headlights lit up a white picket fence and the front of a tan home with maroon shutters. Like Donald’s house, this structure was an old Colonial home with a saltbox roof, but it was in much better condition. Someone had put a lot of time and effort into restoring this old house, and it was something to see. 
 
    I followed the S-shaped shell drive, which curved around an ancient oak tree that stood proudly in the front yard, and then stopped abruptly when I saw an unmarked police car parked at the top end of the S. The car was oddly familiar. Coco was going crazy now and I had to give her several commands before she would sit and settle down. 
 
    Meanwhile, Achilles’ ears had perked up and he had turned his attention forward, staring intently into the darkness toward the northwestern corner of the house. An uneasy feeling began to grow in my belly as I studied the unmarked cruiser. It looked familiar, but I couldn’t remember why. The license plate was a public one, but I couldn’t tell from which department it came. 
 
    “Stay,” I said quietly as I opened my door. Achilles squirmed in his seat, and I knew he wanted out. Whatever he was sensing, it couldn’t be good. I didn’t click my door shut. Instead, I left it slightly ajar in case I needed him to come to my rescue. 
 
    Dropping my right hand close to my pistol, I pulled out my flashlight with my other hand and aimed it around the exterior of the home. Other than Coco whining behind me, everything was still—deathly still—and there was no sign of life. I walked toward the back of the car and shone my light through the rear windshield. The car was empty. I glanced back at Achilles and he was still staring off into the darkness. I took a breath and stepped forward to head in that direction when I kicked something that jingled underfoot. I glanced down and saw a set of keys in the shells. 
 
    I squatted and examined the ring, which contained a keyless remote, what appeared to be a key for the cruiser, a house key, some kind of office key, and a handcuff key. Grabbing the inside of the metal ring with my pinky, I retrieved the keys and shoved them into my pocket. 
 
    I was about to stand up when something else on the ground caught my eye and made me suck in a breath. There—resting inside an upturned shell in the driveway—was a single drop of blood, and it was fresh. It was a small drop, but it was blood, and blood was never a good thing when it was outside of the human body. 
 
    I turned the beam of my flashlight toward the driver side of the detective car and closely examined the paint. Everything seemed clean. I moved higher on the door panel, checking it carefully and scanning the entire surface of the windows. Nothing. I was about to turn away when the light illuminated a thin mist of blood along the edge of the roof. It appeared to have been cast off of a bloody object. 
 
    I frowned, glanced around. What in the hell is going on around here? 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Feeling a bit alarmed and on high alert, I continued forward, my gun hand at the ready as I moved stealthily through the darkness. The floodlights on the house were off, as were the lights inside of the home, so I got no help there. Additionally, the umbrella of thick leaves from neighboring oak trees didn’t allow light from the moon and stars to filter through, so I was forced to consult with my flashlight often. Frequent checks of the ground didn’t reveal more blood drops, but it was possible I could’ve missed some, thanks to the darkness and my unwillingness to turn my attention away from my surroundings for too long. 
 
    The shell drive gave way to a concrete slab that led to a double-car garage, the door of which was closed. A large green trash can was positioned to the right side of the garage door, and there was an opening that allowed access to a back patio. I was about to make my way in that direction when I heard a muffled sound from somewhere to my left, which was where Achilles had been staring. I hesitated and looked toward the area of the sound. 
 
    A clump of bushes seemed to be the dividing line between the property on which I stood and the neighboring property, where two old sheds were positioned one behind the other. The shed toward the back of the property was weathered but seemed to be in decent condition, while the one closest to the highway was dilapidated and in ruins. It appeared someone had begun demolishing that shed, stopped to take a lunch break, and then forgot to come back and finish the job. There was a large stack of wood piled up beside the first shed, and it was possible one of the weathered planks had shifted and made the noise I heard. 
 
    I waited a minute longer and glanced toward my Tahoe. I couldn’t see Achilles or Coco, but I could hear the vehicle shift and I figured one of them was moving around. Probably Coco, because Achilles usually obeyed my order when I told him to sit—well, unless he thought I was in danger, at which point he would eat his way through the door and come to my rescue. 
 
    I shrugged and turned back toward the back of the house. I took a quick glance in the garbage can—it was empty and free of blood—and stepped through the opening between the corner of the house and the corner of the garage. Right at that moment, I heard the muffled sound again, but this time I could tell it was coming from the area of the second shed. Not sure what to expect—a small varmint, perhaps?—I abandoned the patio area, crossed the driveway in front of the garage, and slinked along the plush carpet of grass. 
 
    When I reached the property line, I slipped between two of the shrubs and squeezed out the other side, careful not to let the branches slap back in place and announce my presence. I kept my flashlight off, preferring to move by feel and sound, rather than sight. While my light was an asset in that it allowed me to see my surroundings, it also made me a target. Until I knew what was going on around here and could explain the blood, it was better that I remained invisible as much as possible. 
 
    I hadn’t gone ten feet past the shadows of the shrubs when I heard the muffled sound again. It sounded like a low moan and it was definitely emitting from inside the shed. My heart thumped in my chest. What in God’s name had I stumbled upon? 
 
    I paused for a long moment to ensure that I was alone and to consider my next move. I wanted to call for backup, but I could hear the sirens in the distance and knew that all of our officers were still occupied with the parade and they wouldn’t be able to break free to come out here. Waiting would be the prudent thing, but if a life was in danger, I needed to act quickly. Once the parade was over, Melvin would be working the remainder of the night shift to offer Amy backup and he could join me, but I knew I couldn’t wait that long. After all, I’d located blood, which could mean someone was in trouble—and that someone might be on the other side of that rough and weathered wall just a few yards away from me. 
 
    “To hell with it,” I whispered, “I’m going for it.” 
 
    Saying a silent prayer that Grace—I’d taken to calling her Gracie—wouldn’t be fatherless so soon in her young life, I quickly closed the distance between me and the shed and felt my way along the wall until I reached a door. The knob was small and round and felt ancient. I just knew if I turned it the damn thing would squeak. 
 
    Why couldn’t I have a can of WD-40 in my back pocket like every good Cajun? I wondered, taking a breath and holding it. With my left hand wrapped firmly around the knob, I began turning it as slow as I could. It didn’t even feel like my hand was moving, but I could hear the old metal protesting as it gave way under my gentle force. 
 
    When I couldn’t turn it anymore, I eased my pistol from its holster with my right hand and took a breath. After running through a mental countdown, I shoved my shoulder into the door and rushed inside. I cleared the doorway in a hurry and shuffled toward the left, keeping my back pressed against the wall as I moved. My boot made contact with something metal and it clanked noisily across the hard-packed dirt floor, causing whoever—or whatever—was in the shed to gasp out loud. 
 
    The metal object came to rest on the opposite side of the room just as I dropped into a crouched position and listened. Other than the gasp, there was no other sound. I was breathing through my open mouth, trying not to give away my location. I could hear labored breathing several feet from me and I trained my pistol in that direction, my index finger brushing against the trigger guard. 
 
    Moving in slow motion, I pulled out my flashlight and extended it away from my body to the left. I rolled it in my hand until the on/off switch was under my thumb. Here goes nothing, I thought as I flicked it on. When contact was made between the two contact strips in my flashlight, as was expected, electricity instantaneously flowed from the battery to the bulb and the whole room lit up. When the beam of light illuminated what was before me, I was shocked to my core, and it was my turn to gasp. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    I crouched there completely motionless for a full second, confusion flooding over me. I knew I was supposed to spring into action, but I was frozen in place, unable to comprehend what was happening, wondering if it was some kind of ploy, some kind of sick joke. There, on the opposite end of the shed, sat a woman with duct tape across her mouth. She was strapped to a chair, held in place by a length of thick chain. She was a well-dressed woman, wearing high-heel shoes, a skirt, and a fancy blouse, and her well-groomed hair was light brown and flowed down to her shoulders. 
 
    While she definitely looked out of place in this dirty old shed, that wasn’t what had me discombobulated. No, it was the cold fact that I knew this woman. Her name was Jennifer Duval, and she was an old acquaintance of mine. A woman with whom I’d spent a romantic Christmas weekend many years ago. A woman who, not so long ago, had sent a text message to my wife and started a fight between us. 
 
    As quickly as I’d been frozen in place, I broke out of my trance and rushed forward, reaching out to touch her face. Her eyes were half closed. They opened briefly when I touched her. My heart sank when I realized she was staring through me, unseeing. 
 
    I rested my flashlight on the ground and jerked my radio from my pocket and called for an ambulance, then dropped it to the ground and began peeling the tape away from Jennifer’s mouth. She groaned when the tape ripped at her lips and I stopped for a second. She began mumbling, trying to tell me something through the tape. Working from a different angle, I began tugging on the tape again. After pulling a little at a time, I was finally able to free her mouth. 
 
    “Jennifer, what happened? Who did this to you?” 
 
    Her eyes opened and widened when she saw me. She tried to lean away from me. “No…God no…don’t!” 
 
    “It’s okay, Jennifer. It’s me, Clint. Just hang on, okay? I’ve got an ambulance coming.” 
 
    Her eyes remained wide as her head swiveled on her shoulders, seemingly too heavy for the muscles in her neck. She began struggling against the chains that bound her to the chair. My attempts to calm her were futile, so I began tracing the links in order to find the ends and release her before she had a chance to hurt herself. 
 
    “Stop it, Carl,” Jennifer mumbled in a slurred voice, trying to push away from me. “Leave…alone! Leave me…me alone!” 
 
    Talking soothingly, I moved around to the back of the chair and dropped to my knees, fumbling with the chain. I finally found where the links came together behind her. I was relieved to see that the ends were merely twisted together and not connected with a padlock. I fought with the chain for about three minutes before I was able to pull them loose. 
 
    “You’re almost free,” I said, realizing Jennifer had stopped fighting and was just sitting there, breathing heavily. “Can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    Silence, then some mumbling. 
 
    “Jennifer, can you tell me who did this to you? Who is Carl?” 
 
    More silence. 
 
    I began peeling the layers of chain from around her and had just straightened to move to the front of the chair when she dumped forward, the weight of her body dragging the last of the chain from the chair. Letting out a startled grunt, I reached for her and caught her a split second before she face planted into the packed earth. 
 
    I slowly lowered her to the ground and turned her onto her back, cradling her head as I did so. Once she was stretched out, I pulled my hand back and frowned when I saw a dark, wet shadow across my palm. Fearing the worst, I pulled it into the glow of my flashlight and scowled—it was blood. 
 
    As though on cue, Jennifer’s body convulsed. She began vomiting and I quickly turned her onto her side to keep her from choking on the liquid spewing from her mouth. As I held her in place with one hand, I grabbed my radio and shouted to have the ambulance step it up, that I had an officer down and she was in great distress. The radio suddenly erupted in traffic, with Susan calling for Melvin to clear the road and make a path for the ambulance to get through to the east side of town, and someone asking who was down. 
 
    My cell phone rang from my pocket and I figured it was Susan, but I couldn’t answer it at the moment. 
 
    “Hang on,” I said to Jennifer. “Just keep breathing. Help is on the way.” 
 
    After vomiting, Jennifer just lay there gasping, her eyes closed and her body seemingly running on autopilot. With her head resting on the ground now, I grabbed my flashlight and examined the back of her head, which was wet with blood. Using my fingers to probe her hair, I felt a nasty gash in her scalp and I could’ve sworn I felt a soft spot. Blunt force trauma. Someone had bashed her head in with a solid object. 
 
    This ain’t good, I thought, real fear settling in the pit of my stomach. A blow like that could kill a person. The fact that she was vomiting and had lost consciousness was a bad sign. I needed to get her to the hospital soon, or it wouldn’t end well for her. Hell, she could die right here in my arms if help didn’t get here fast enough. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief when I heard sirens growing closer. The ambulance had apparently made it through the parade and was approaching at a high rate of speed, but— 
 
    I suddenly wondered if it was safe for the medics to approach the scene. I hadn’t seen any hostiles in the area, but someone had hit Jennifer and chained her to a chair, and that someone could still be lurking out in the darkness. I remembered Jennifer once saying her brother had moved to Mechant Loup, so I guessed this was his place, but where was he? I know she had told me her brother’s name more than once and had talked about him often, but that was years ago when we were detective partners. That seemed like a lifetime ago. It was all hazy. Had she said his name was Carl? Maybe, maybe not, but that wasn’t the most important thing right now. At the moment, the only thing that really mattered was the name of the person who had attacked her. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    The sirens could be heard just down the road, so I hurried outside and—keeping my hand close to my pistol—jogged to my Tahoe. Coco had scrambled from the cargo area and made her way over the seats to the front, where she now sat in the driver’s seat. She and Achilles were engaging in some heavy petting. I shook my head as I opened the passenger door and called for Achilles to follow me. He leapt from his perch and dropped lightly to the ground beside me. I had to issue several commands for Coco to stay in the truck before she finally stopped trying to force her way through the door to join Achilles. After closing the door, I led Achilles toward the entrance to the shed, where I told him to sit and stand guard. He obeyed. 
 
    I hurried inside to check on Jennifer before setting out to conduct a security sweep. She was breathing shallowly and was unconscious, but she appeared comfortable. My mind was racing as I turned away and made a quick check of the area surrounding the shed. Everything was secure and Jennifer’s attacker was nowhere to be found. 
 
    I then moved to the house and checked the perimeter. Although all of the interior lights were off, I knocked on every door and window I encountered. No one answered and everything was quiet inside. I even tried the knobs, but they were all locked. 
 
    It was quite possible Jennifer’s brother and his family had gone to the parade and wouldn’t be back until it was over, which wouldn’t be for at least another hour. I didn’t like it, but I’d have to wait until they returned to finally get some answers. Of course, I didn’t know how much information they could offer, considering they weren’t here when Jennifer had been attacked. 
 
    “Where’s the injured officer?” called a voice from the curved shell driveway. I had just rounded the last corner of the house when I saw two medics approaching the back of the house, where the green garbage can was located. One of them, a heavyset woman with blonde hair, had a large red duffel bag hanging from her shoulder. 
 
    Coco was barking like crazy from the front of my Tahoe and I turned in the direction of the shed, where I could see Achilles’ dark figure silhouetted against the gray and weathered planks of the exterior wall. His ears were sticking straight up and he was fully alert, studying the medics suspiciously. They hadn’t noticed him in the next yard and I knew his presence would probably startle them. 
 
    “She’s in that shed.” I pointed toward the ancient building and called for Achilles to join me, telling him it was okay. He rushed forward, his body swaying as he loped effortlessly toward me, still studying the approaching medics. 
 
    “Holy shit!” exclaimed the blonde, stopping short and not daring to move lest Achilles view her as a threat. “He looks like a wolf.” 
 
    Without saying a word, I led Achilles to the Tahoe while the medics—relieved that Achilles was under my control—rushed toward Jennifer’s location. After my dog was secured in the front of my Tahoe with Coco, I joined the medics. They were on their knees beside Jennifer and were working feverishly. I heard one of them whisper to the other that it didn’t look good, and my heart sank. If Jennifer slipped into a coma or died, we might never know who did this to her. 
 
    “Is she…um, did she say anything?” I asked. 
 
    The blonde frowned and shook her head, a grave expression on her plump face. “She’s unresponsive. We need to get her to the hospital ASAP.” 
 
    I nodded and watched helplessly as they strapped her to a gurney and then loaded her onto a stretcher. Once they were done, I walked with them to the ambulance. Just as we finished securing her into the back, a marked police cruiser screeched into the driveway and Baylor Rice jumped out. 
 
    With less than four years on the job, Baylor was our newest officer and a transplant from the mountains of North Carolina—a town called Sylva, to be exact. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out how a mountain boy could find his way to our swamps, but it had happened, and here he was, eager to help as always. 
 
    “What’s going on, Clint?” Baylor’s brown hair was short-cropped and so stiff that it didn’t budge in the wind that was blowing. His usually cheerful face suddenly fell when he saw the car. “Hey, I know that car!” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side. “You do?” 
 
    He nodded. “There was a female detective in the car—a Detective Jennifer Duval. She said she works for the La Mort Police Department. Melvin said it was okay to let her through, so I did. Isn’t she the same detective who helped with that case last year where—” 
 
    “Yeah, she was.” I sighed, explained what I knew so far. I stared out into the darkness when I’d finished speaking. There weren’t any nearby neighbors, so no one would’ve heard or seen anything. “I don’t know what brought her here, but she sure found trouble once she arrived. Did she say anything to you?” 
 
    “She said she was here to visit her brother.” 
 
    “Did she say what his name was?” 
 
    “No.” Baylor walked over to my Tahoe and studied Coco in the driver’s seat. He called over his shoulder, “Do you think Jennifer interrupted a burglary in progress?” 
 
    I shrugged. “The place is locked up tight, so if she did, she caught them early. They didn’t even have a chance to do any damage.” 
 
    “Is this their dog?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “And the same one from the animal complaint earlier?” 
 
    “Yeah, her name is Coco. She must’ve known something was awry, because she clawed her way up and over the picket fence. I’m guessing the attackers were gone by then, because she went to the nearest neighbors for help. I imagine there would be a lot more blood if she would’ve clamped down on one of them.” I waved Baylor over to me and pointed out the single drop of blood in the driveway and the cast off on the roof of Jennifer’s unmarked cruiser. “It looks like she was surprised right here and took a nasty blow to the back of the head. It had to be without warning. Otherwise, based on my knowledge of Jennifer, there would be another body right here. Her hair and the back of her blouse soaked up most of the blood, but I’m sure there are more drops between here and the shed. I’d like to find them.” 
 
    Baylor nodded and removed a flashlight from his belt. “I’ll get on it right away.” He stopped before walking off. “It’s hard to believe I spoke to her less than an hour ago. Had I known this would’ve happened to her, I would’ve made her wait in traffic.” 
 
    Nodding idly, I pulled my phone from my pocket and called the police department. When Lindsey answered, she seemed distracted. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “Ants…that’s what’s going on. There’re ants all over the kitchen. I put a bag of cookies on the kitchen counter and they’re covered in ants.” She grunted and then apologized for the rant. “Did you need something?” 
 
    I asked her to run a name inquiry on the address and find out who the house belonged to. “I think it belongs to a Duval,” I explained, “because Jennifer Duval is the officer down and I know she has a brother in town. Baylor spoke with her earlier and she said she was en route to see her brother.” 
 
    If she was en route to see her brother, then why would he go to the parade? I wondered. Why wouldn’t he stay home to wait for her? 
 
    I posed the question to Lindsey while she searched the law enforcement database and our complaint computer. “Maybe she hates parades,” came the simple response. “I know I do. I’d rather get a root canal than stand along a parade route getting peppered with beer-soaked beads and having to stand next to old sweaty perverts— 
 
    “Oh here we go,” she said, interrupting herself. “I’ve got a previous complaint from that address. It’s another dog complaint that was called in by Donald Boudreaux—the same man who called in this dog complaint. Let’s see…” Lindsey paused while she read to herself. “Here it is—the man’s name is Carl Duval.” 
 
    I sucked in my breath. “So, Jennifer’s brother’s name is Carl.” 
 
    “Yep, that’s what it says here. I mean, it doesn’t say he’s Jennifer’s brother, but he’s the home owner. Takecia took the report when it happened and she issued him a warning about allowing his dog to roam at large.” 
 
    “Do you have his contact information?” I asked, wondering what Jennifer meant when she’d called me Carl earlier and told me to leave her alone. 
 
    “Yeah,” Lindsey said after a few seconds. “Here it is…” 
 
    As I wrote down his number, I wondered idly if Carl had attacked Jennifer. It was possible Jennifer was confused and didn’t know who hit her, but what if she had recognized her attacker? And what if it was her brother? 
 
    I tried calling Carl’s phone, but it went to voicemail after ringing several times. If he was still at the parade, there was no way he’d hear his phone. I called Lindsey back and asked her to run Carl’s name sideways to Sunday and find out everything she could about him. “If he ever spat on a sidewalk, I want to know about it, and I need to know every vehicle that’s assigned to him. Once you get it, put out a BOLO to everyone on the parade route. If anyone finds Carl, I want them to have him contact me immediately.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    I thanked Lindsey and ended the call, casting a glance in the direction of Jennifer’s cruiser. I hadn’t found her cell phone in the shed or in her pockets, so I was hoping it would be in her car. It might help shed some light on her reason for being here, and it might help to answer other questions that swirled in my mind, such as, was there any animosity between Jennifer and Carl? If Carl hadn’t attacked her, could it have been someone else she knew? Had she made any friends in town during her visits to her brother? Usually, people were friends before becoming enemies, so looking for friends was a good place to start in any investigation. 
 
    One thing was certain—this was a strange attack. I couldn’t remember ever working a case where someone had been attacked and then held captive in proximity to the kidnapping site. Who on earth would do something like that, and why? Why not just kill her outright? Did she have something they wanted? 
 
    My thoughts then went to Coco, who was sitting in the front of my Tahoe. Had it not been for her, we might never have found Jennifer in time. 
 
    I frowned. But had we found her in time? 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    I retrieved some latex gloves from my SUV and pulled the keys I’d found out of my pocket. I hit the unlock button and heard an instantaneous clicking sound as the locks disengaged and the lights on the cruiser blinked. I walked around to the passenger side and, after inspecting the ground carefully to make sure I wouldn’t be stepping on any evidence, opened the door. I frowned when I saw a liquor bottle sticking out of the open purse that rested on the floorboard. 
 
    When Jennifer had opened her mouth to speak earlier, I thought I’d detected the scent of an alcoholic beverage, but I wasn’t sure. I think I didn’t want to believe it. I felt guilty enough about what I’d done to her years ago, how I’d ended things with her, that I didn’t want to believe she could have a drinking problem. While it certainly would explain the way she had acted when she’d come down to help on the Rose Murdock case last year, I didn’t want to believe her drinking had anything to do with me. 
 
    I sat on the edge of the passenger seat and checked the glove compartment, grunting wryly as the lyrics to one of Carly Simon’s greatest hits played in my head, “You’re so vain, you probably think this song is about you.” 
 
    “That’s all it is,” I said aloud. “I’m just being presumptuous. Nothing she does has anything to do with me.” 
 
    The glove compartment offered no clues, so I turned to the center console. It was then that I noticed a flat object tucked into the cubbyhole in front of the gearshift. It was Jennifer’s cell phone! I snatched it from its resting place and stood to my feet. My thumb found the home button and I pressed it twice, then cursed. 
 
    “What is it?” Baylor asked. 
 
    I hadn’t heard him approach me from behind. “Did you find anything?” 
 
    “Yeah, there’s a trail of blood heading north from the driveway to that old demolished shed, and then it heads east to where you found Detective Duval.” Baylor hoisted the camera hanging from his neck. “I took some detailed photographs before laying out some evidence flags.” 
 
    I thanked him and leaned against the car. “Do you have a lock on your phone?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “How many digits is it?” 
 
    “Mine’s six, but it depends on what kind of phone it is.” He reached out a gloved hand and I turned the phone so he could view it. He nodded. “That’s an older model. It requires a four-digit pass code.” 
 
    I started trying some easy codes, like 1-2-3-4, but Baylor stopped me and told me if I entered too many wrong codes, it would lock the phone. I cursed again. “How in the hell are we supposed to get into her phone if she’s unconscious?” 
 
    Baylor clearly didn’t have an answer, so he only shrugged and asked if there was anything else he could do. 
 
    “Yeah, help me toss the rest of the car.” We needed to finish here so I could go check on Jennifer, and I needed to find Carl Duval and ask him some questions. 
 
    With Baylor’s help, we finished processing the scene of Jennifer’s attack and conducted a full search of her cruiser. It had taken a little over an hour and we had collected dozens of blood stains, but not much else. It seemed to be a clear-cut incident—someone cracked Jennifer across the back of the skull with an unknown object, dragged her to the old shed, wrapped her in chain, and then vanished into the night. At some point, Coco got loose and ran to the neighbor’s house—but for what? For help? 
 
    The neighbor... 
 
    I scratched my face. What if Coco had gotten loose and run away before Jennifer arrived? And what if Donald Boudreaux had come over here to complain, but, instead of finding Carl home, he found Jennifer and there had been a confrontation? Donald had been holding a shotgun when I arrived at his house and he was threatening to shoot Coco with it. What if he had come over here with that same shotgun and things had gotten ugly? What if Jennifer had gone into her car to get something—her cell phone to call Carl, perhaps?—and Donald had seized upon that opportunity? 
 
    I ran the idea by Baylor and he chewed on it for a while. Finally, he asked if the man seemed riled up. 
 
    “He was about to shoot a dog,” I said. “So, I guess he was a bit riled up.” As I thought more about it, I almost dismissed the idea. If Coco had been running free when Jennifer was attacked, the German shepherd would’ve surely ripped into the attacker. But if it wasn’t the neighbor, then who could’ve done this to Jennifer? Had she and Carl gotten into an altercation and he attacked her before heading for the parade? Had he gone to the parade to establish an alibi? If that was the case, his wife would either give him up or be forced to lie for him, because she would’ve surely seen Jennifer lying on the ground on their way out of the driveway. 
 
    I had spoken with Lindsey earlier and she hadn’t been able to find anything in Carl’s criminal history, nor had she found anything on his wife, Annie. “He’s as clean as a whistle,” Lindsey had said over the phone. “He doesn’t even have a speeding ticket on his record.” 
 
    Other than the previous animal complaint, his name didn’t appear anywhere in our system—not even as a complainant. Many people had locked their keys in the car at one time or another over the years and called us for a lock-job, but not Carl. Good people called our office on a daily basis to report all types of issues. We’ve received complaints from citizens about drunk drivers, speeders, noisy neighbors, litter bugs, and on and on—but we’d never received a single complaint from Carl or his wife. 
 
    According to Lindsey’s research, there were two cars registered in Carl’s name, one a Silverado pickup truck and the other a Suburban. He was a Chevy man. “Great,” I had told Lindsey. “That tells me absolutely nothing about him.” 
 
    I could no longer hear sirens in the distance and I knew the parade was finally over. Traffic had picked up on this side of the bayou, and I half expected every car that passed to slow down and pull into the driveway. None did, and I began to wonder if Carl would ever show up. 
 
    “I’m heading to the neighbor’s house again,” I told Baylor. “I want to see the butt of Donald Boudreaux’s shotgun.” 
 
    “Are you looking for blood?” 
 
    I nodded and walked to my Tahoe, where I leaned into the large crack I’d left in the driver’s window. Coco was stretched out across the seat and had her head resting against the center console. Achilles was standing straight in his seat, as though guarding her while she rested. I hated to break them up, but I needed to drive down the road. 
 
    “Come on, girl,” I said after opening the door. “Get in the back seat.” 
 
    Coco followed my hand signals and was soon stretched out across the back seat like she owned the place. “I sure wish you could talk,” I mused aloud, scratching her back. She might be the only witness to Jennifer’s attack, and she didn’t speak a language I could understand. 
 
    I slipped into the front seat and glanced at Achilles. He whined, begging for some attention. 
 
    “It’s okay, big man,” I said, rubbing his head as I backed out of the driveway. “You know you’re my boy, don’t you?” 
 
    His eyes were half closed and I knew he didn’t want me to stop. I didn’t want to stop either, but when Donald Boudreaux’s house came into view, I was all business and on high alert. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    “It’s almost midnight,” Donald Boudreaux complained when he answered the door and I told him why I was there. “Can’t this wait until morning? You scared my wife half to death, banging on the door like a mad man.” 
 
    “Like I said,” I began patiently, “I only need to inspect the butt of your shotgun. Once I do that, I’ll be out of your hair.” 
 
    Or you’ll be on your way to jail, I thought, chuckling inwardly at the thought of Donald’s face being plastered at the center of a mug shot in his current condition. His hair was wild and sticking out in all directions and he had an eye mask dangling from around his neck. He was wrapped in a purple silk robe and wore matching slippers. I was certainly no authority on fashion, but I knew one thing—I wouldn’t be caught dead in that getup. 
 
    When Donald didn’t move to retrieve his shotgun, I sighed. “Or I can just get a search warrant if you like, but if you make me go through all of that trouble, I’ll look for more than your shotgun.” 
 
    “A search warrant?” he echoed. “For what? I didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    “I know you didn’t, but I need to verify that by looking at your shotgun.” 
 
    He crossed his arms and set his jaw. “I’m not letting you do shit until you tell me what this is all about.” 
 
    “A police officer was attacked down the road where the German shepherd came from—the same German shepherd you had at gun point earlier. This officer, she was knocked in the back of the head with something blunt, like the butt of a shotgun. And since you seem to be the only killjoy who wasn’t in attendance at this year’s night parade, you’ve got the means and the opportunity. I just need to figure out if you’ve got motive.” 
 
    As I regarded him with exaggerated suspicion, his arms slowly uncrossed to fall at his sides. “I…there’s no way I’d ever hurt a cop. Never.” He stepped back. “You can come in. I support our local police.” 
 
    I walked into the house and found myself in a cluttered mud room. Rubber boots, a pile of raincoats, two quarts of motor oil, and old kids’ toys were strewn about. For the sake of thoroughness, I asked him about his activities beginning early in the morning and leading up until the moment I’d just knocked on his door. There was nothing in his story that gave me pause, and I asked him to retrieve the shotgun he’d used to threaten Coco. 
 
    “I’ll wait here,” I offered, not wanting to inconvenience his wife and child, “but I want you to call out when you have the shotgun in hand, and I want you to hold it high over your head when you approach me. If the muzzle swings in my direction, I’m liable to shoot you…a lot.” 
 
    Donald gulped and nodded. “It’s not even loaded. I swear.” 
 
    I nodded and waved for him to get it. I considered him as he walked off. Based on outward appearances, he didn’t look like the type of person who had the stones to attack a cop, but he did look like a coward. He’d also acted like one when he shoved the muzzle of his shotgun in Coco’s face. Being a coward didn’t mean he wouldn’t have attacked Jennifer under the right circumstances. It only meant he would attack her from behind, which was exactly what someone had done. But what would his motive have been? 
 
    I only had to wait a couple of minutes before he sounded off that he was coming out with the gun above his head. When he appeared from the shadows beyond the living room, the shotgun was cracked and he was holding it high in the air. “It’s unloaded.” 
 
    I nodded and took it from him when he reached me. The light in the mudroom was faint, thanks to the fact that there was only one bulb in the fixture above us, and I had to strain to see the black stock pad. It was thick and filled with some type of cushion, so I doubted it would crack a skull. 
 
    Holding the shotgun in one hand, I pulled out my flashlight and aimed it at the butt of the gun. Next, I ran my light over the length of the gun, searching every inch of it. There wasn’t a hint of blood, or any trace evidence that I could see. I sighed heavily and hefted it in my hand. It had a decent weight to it and could certainly scramble a human brain if used properly, but I thought there was too much padding on the butt to split the scalp. 
 
    “When’s the last time you cleaned this thing?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe last year? I keep it for home defense mostly, so it doesn’t see much action.” 
 
    I told him there was nothing on the gun to indicate it was used in an attack. 
 
    “I could’ve told you that.” Donald snorted. “I’m no criminal. I’ve never had a problem with the law, and I don’t plan on starting now.” 
 
    “Well, if you ever shoot a harmless dog in this town, I can promise you one thing—not only will you have a criminal record, but you’ll have to forfeit the finger you used to pull the trigger.” 
 
    I handed back the shotgun and watched as he stood there, his brow furrowed and the gears in his brain spinning slowly. I’m sure he was trying to figure out if I had just threatened him. I thought he would ask, but he didn’t. I nodded and turned to walk away. I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end as I strode to my Tahoe. He could easily lift the shotgun and put a slug in my back. The temptation was strong to glance over my shoulder, but I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. 
 
    But then I thought of my new baby and what would happen to her if I was gone. To hell with pride. I stepped wide to my left just in case he was drawing a bead on me and simultaneously glanced over my right shoulder. I sighed. He wasn’t even in the doorway anymore. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    My phone rang just as I slipped out of my cruiser and surveyed the Duval home again. It was Susan and she wanted to let me know the parade was over and they hadn’t found either of the vehicles registered to Carl. “Did he ever make it back to his house?” she asked. “Because we’ve looked all over town and haven’t seen him.” 
 
    “No.” I strummed my fingers on the grip of my pistol. “Where in the hell could they be?” 
 
    “Are you sure they’re not home?” 
 
    I had been wondering that very thing since I’d first arrived, but the house and garage were locked up tight and, despite my best efforts, no one would answer when I knocked. Even Baylor had tried, knocking hard enough to stir the dead from an eternal slumber, but he met with the same results. 
 
    “We can’t see inside,” I explained. “Every shade is drawn on the house and also on the garage. It’s as though…” My voice trailed off as a thought occurred to me. It was not a good one. 
 
    “As though what?” Susan asked. 
 
    “Are you sure Carl’s vehicles aren’t in town?” 
 
    “Pretty sure. They’re definitely not on the parade route. It’s as though what?” she pressed. 
 
    “It’s as though someone doesn’t want us to see inside.” 
 
    “Maybe they like to run around naked,” Susan surmised. 
 
    “They have kids.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was a good idea.” 
 
    “I need to see inside that house.” 
 
    “You need a warrant.” 
 
    I was thoughtful as I strode toward the garage door, wondering how I could develop the probable cause necessary to secure a search warrant. There was no reason to suspect that a crime had been committed inside the residence. In fact, all of the evidence pointed definitively to the attack having occurred out in the driveway. If I could somehow link Carl to the attack, I could enter his house and search for the weapon. But how could I do that if he wasn’t even around to interrogate? And what if he didn’t do it? What if he was—? 
 
    “Clint, did you hear me?” 
 
    “No, what is it?” I paused in the driveway. 
 
    “What if he’s a victim, too?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking,” I said. “I’m going to try and gain access to the garage, maybe break a window. If both of his cars are parked inside, I’m going to play the exigent circumstances card and make forced entry into the house.” 
 
    “Wait a minute…I’m not suggesting you start breaking things.” 
 
    “I’ve got a feeling about this, and I don’t like it one bit.” 
 
    “What if you’re wrong?” 
 
    “Then I’ll have to buy a new window, maybe even a door.” 
 
    “Well, please try to keep the damage to a minimum.” Susan’s sigh was subtle, but I heard it. “I guess I’ll head to the hospital and check on Jennifer. Does she have any other family that you know about?” 
 
    “If I remember right, her parents live in New Orleans, but I don’t remember their names. Hell, she mentioned her brother more than once, but, for the life of me, I couldn’t even remember his name. It was a lifetime ago, you know?” 
 
    Susan knew the whole story about Jennifer and me. We had worked as detective partners in La Mort for three years before hooking up after one of our office Christmas parties. We’d both been single at the time and neither of us had anyone worth spending Christmas with, so we’d spent it together. While I’d enjoyed my time with her, I told her we couldn’t carry on like that and still remain partners. 
 
    As it turned out, she’d had other plans and had wanted more than a three-night stand. She offered to transfer to another division or leave law enforcement altogether so we could be together. I told her she shouldn’t make life-changing decisions after a weekend fling, but she said she’d been having feelings for me for over a year, and our intimate time together only solidified them. 
 
    Work was awkward after that weekend, but things got downright uncomfortable when I met Michele. Jennifer transferred out of the division and stayed mad at me for two years. When she did start talking to me again, she kept bringing up that Christmas weekend and I was constantly shutting down the conversation, which only served to piss her off. 
 
    “What about siblings?” Susan asked. “Other than Carl, does she have any?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” I offered to call one of my old detective buddies, but Susan said she would make contact with someone at the La Mort Police Department. 
 
    “They might be able to shed some light on what she was doing down here,” she offered. 
 
    I only nodded, lost in thought. 
 
    After my first wife, Michele, had been killed, Jennifer had called me nearly every day, but I’d ignored the calls. I thought she was trying to rekindle the spark from that Christmas weekend, but I was in a bad place and wanted to be alone. I didn’t regret much in my life, but I often found myself regretting sleeping with her. We had been such great friends before that weekend together and it had been my fault for ignoring the advice of an old wise man, who once told me, “Son, you can mix rum and coke or peanut butter and jelly, but you can never mix friends and sex.” When I’d asked about friends with benefits, he had only snorted. “Sex ain’t no benefit, boy; it’s a sacred privilege, never to be taken lightly.” 
 
    And now, that old life was threatening to creep into my new life—only this time it wasn’t Jennifer’s fault—and I didn’t know how Susan would feel about me working this case. Considering Jennifer had sent that text message to Susan last year lying about us eating together, Susan might have been at the top of my list of suspects, but I already knew it wasn’t her—she was in front of me at the parade while Jennifer was getting the back of her skull bashed in. 
 
    “Well, keep your head on a swivel,” Susan said. “I’ll let you know how she’s doing as soon as I find out.” 
 
    I ended the call and led Achilles and Coco into the fenced-in portion of Carl’s back yard. I figured Coco might stay within the confined space if she had a handsome devil to hang out with, and—as dogs went—they didn’t get more handsome than Achilles. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Clint?” I heard Melvin ask Baylor as I was trying to peer through a tiny crack in the side window of the garage. When I’d shine my light just right, I could see a sliver of the interior, but not enough to determine if cars were inside. 
 
    “I’m back here,” I called, almost at the same time Baylor told him where to find me. As for Baylor, he was fiddling with the door knob, trying to pick the lock with a paperclip and a pocket knife. 
 
    “I’ve been escorting floats across town and I just found out it was Jennifer.” Melvin wiped a rivulet of sweat from his shaved head. His badge and uniform brass sparkled in the light from my flashlight. “I spoke to her earlier, right when the parade was getting ready to roll.” 
 
    That got my attention and I turned from the window. “What’d she say? Did she look okay? Was she acting strange?” 
 
    “No, she looked normal. She said her brother needed help with something. She said it was an emergency.” Melvin watched in silence for a moment as I went back to trying to see inside the garage. Finally, he spoke again and his voice was somber. “It’s weird how things can just turn bad all of a sudden. One minute you’re fine, the next minute they’re shaving all of your hair off and you’re fighting for your life.” 
 
    “Well, look at the bright side,” I said dryly. “At least they wouldn’t have to shave your head.” 
 
    He chuckled, but the sound was void of humor. It was more of a grunt, a simple acknowledgment that I’d spoken. I didn’t think it was funny either. We had an officer down and although she wasn’t from Mechant Loup, she was part of our extended family. By God, we were going to find out who did this to her. 
 
    “I’ve got it!” Baylor suddenly cried, seemingly surprised. “I unlocked it!” 
 
    I was also surprised. We were cops, not safe crackers, and we were better at kicking down doors than carefully manipulating our way through a maze of unseen tumblers. 
 
    Baylor was first through the side door to the garage, and Melvin was second. I brought up the rear and nearly ran into the back of Melvin when he pulled up short. I stepped around his thick frame and pursed my lips when I saw both of the cars that were registered to Carl resting quietly in the garage. 
 
    “Shit, both of his cars are here.” I aimed my flashlight at the wall, flipped the light switch on. As we all ambled around the garage looking for clues, I asked the obvious question. “If both cars are here, then where’s the family? Wait a minute…” 
 
    Melvin and Baylor traded glances and then they both looked at me. I’d stopped moving and had turned slowly toward the open door, staring in the direction of the back patio. 
 
    “What is it?” Melvin asked. 
 
    Not saying a word, I strode across the garage, through the breezeway, and up the steps that led to the back door of the house. I didn’t try the knob, because I already knew it was locked. I’d checked it a dozen times. I put my shoulder against the center of the door and gave it a shove. It seemed solid. 
 
    “Baylor, do you think you can unlock this door?” 
 
    He shrugged, pulled out his tools. “I’ll give it a shot.” 
 
    I stepped aside and watched as he worked. I kept glancing toward the window, wishing I could see inside. An uneasy feeling was beginning to form in the pit of my stomach. Sure, it was possible Carl and his family had hitched a ride to the parade with someone else, but why hadn’t they come home yet? Melvin said Carl was expecting Jennifer, so why would he even go to the parade in the first place? Of course, now that we’d located both his vehicles, it was quite possible he hadn’t gone anywhere. He might still be inside the house. 
 
    I suddenly drew my pistol. “Melvin, why don’t you go around to the front? Just in case he’s in the house and waiting for us to make entry.” 
 
    Melvin didn’t hesitate. Once he was gone, I stood to the right side of the opening and trained my pistol on the center of the door, waiting for Baylor to get it open. 
 
    “This one isn’t as easy as the garage door,” he grumbled, wiggling the paperclip as he talked. “Want to just kick it open?” 
 
    I hesitated, remembering Susan’s warning about not causing too much damage. I would feel like a fool if the family had hitched a ride to the parade or if they had a third vehicle we didn’t know about. “Just keep trying,” I said. “I’ll get a tire iron in case we need to pry the door open.” 
 
    Holstering my pistol, I hurried to my Tahoe and grabbed a lug wrench from the back cargo area. As I turned to head back, I saw Melvin in the faint glow of the moonlight. I waved to him. He was standing at the northwest corner of the house where he could keep an eye on the front and northern sides of the structure, and he gave a nod. 
 
    When I reached Baylor, he looked up and shook his head. “I can’t get it. My paperclip keeps bending.” 
 
    I nodded and handed him the lug wrench. “Use this to pry it open while I cover you.” 
 
    He took the tool and shoved the pointed end between the door and the jamb. Bracing his feet, he gave it a tug and I heard a sharp cracking sound. He reset the point and gave it another tug. This time, not only was there a cracking sound, but pieces of splintered wood rained down on the small porch. After prying a third time, the door finally broke free. 
 
    Baylor gently set the tool down and drew his own pistol. Always one to assume the most risk—after all, it was my case and my responsibility—I stepped through the threshold first and motioned for Baylor to fan out to the left. It was black as coal in the house. Thanks to all the shades being drawn, we didn’t even have the benefit of what little moonlight was shining outside. 
 
    Keeping my flashlight hand extended in front of me to feel for walls, I inched one foot forward at a time. I could hear Baylor’s heavy breathing from somewhere to my left, could almost smell his adrenalin in the air. A muffled thud and a whispered curse told the story of Baylor running into something, probably a wall. I, myself, had come upon a wall and I moved toward my right until I felt empty space again. 
 
    “This way,” I whispered to Baylor. His boots shuffled in my direction. When he was directly beside me, I stepped through the opening and continued inching forward. I had probably gone ten or twelve feet when the toe of my right boot made contact with something that didn’t budge. I felt around with the toe of my boot and realized it was a narrow object. My best guess was a chair or table leg. 
 
    I reached straight out with my left hand, but didn’t feel anything in front of me. Before I could do anything else, Baylor bumped into me and pulled up short, mumbling a silent apology. 
 
    I lowered my hand and then whispered it was okay, but froze in place when my flashlight bumped into something. I tucked the flashlight under my right armpit and explored the space in front of me with my left hand. I sucked in a mouthful of air when my fingers brushed against a head of wet hair. 
 
    The head didn’t respond to my touch and my heart sank. I didn’t know who it was or what it was doing in the middle of the room, but I knew it couldn’t be good. 
 
    “Stand ready,” I whispered over my shoulder, removing my flashlight from under my arm and reaching for the switch with my left thumb. I took a cautious step backward to create a little distance and then sent the beam of light in the direction of the head. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Baylor said aloud. “That’s why he didn’t answer the door.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if it was Carl, but a man was slouching in a leather wingback chair positioned several feet from the northern wall of the living room. His chin rested on his chest and the back of his head was a mangled mess of cracked bone, torn flesh, and an empty cavity. My first thought was, Where in the hell is his brain? 
 
    “He lost his mind,” I muttered dryly. I glanced down at the dead man’s hands. One was resting on the barrel of a shotgun, just below the muzzle, and the other hung low, inches from the trigger. The contents of his cranial vault that hadn’t been blown out the back of his head appeared to have drained from his nose and mouth, painting his shirt and hands in a thick crimson polish. 
 
    I moved the light upward, where blood had sprayed across the ceiling. Tiny pieces of brain matter and bone were embedded in the drywall. A large bullet hole had been punched through the ceiling. Based on the size, I knew it was a one-ounce 12-gauge shotgun slug. 
 
    I then moved the light to the floor behind the chair, where more blood, bone, and flesh were speckled on the floor. A large chunk of his brain had flopped to the floor and was resting against the northern wall behind him, and several larger pieces of skull were turned up like bright white seashells on the floor. 
 
    “Look,” Baylor said, training his own flashlight on the double-barreled side-by-side shotgun between the man’s knees. The butt end rested on the floor and the barrels were angled upward, the twin muzzles pointing toward his head. My guess was that he’d swallowed the twins and taken one of the loads to the back of the throat, but I couldn’t tell for sure because his head hung low and I was positioned behind him. It was also possible he put it under the chin or against his forehead. 
 
    I wondered absently which of the barrels had done the job and I was about to step around the chair to get a better look when my flashlight illuminated the opposite side of the room. 
 
    “Oh, God no!” Baylor cried out at that exact moment, scrambling backward as though he’d stumbled into a nest of rattlesnakes. 
 
    As for me, I just stood there staring, my heart and brain numb. I could feel my own chin resting on my chest, but I didn’t have the energy to put it back in place. I’d seen a lot of death and destruction in my law enforcement career, but I’d never seen anything like this. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    When I flipped on the light switches inside the living room of Carl’s house, Melvin, Baylor, and I took the full force of the scene on our chins. Baylor had lost some friends in Afghanistan, but—swaying on unsteady legs—he acknowledged it was nothing compared to what he was now witnessing. Melvin had seen many dead civilians of all ages, but he also claimed this was the worst. 
 
    I frowned, shoved my flashlight into my back pocket. I didn’t say anything for a long moment. For me, the worst ever was watching my daughter, Abigail, being shot to death, but I’d definitely never seen anything like this before. 
 
    On the sofa, across from the dead man in the chair, were four people. To the far right, a young adult woman, probably in her early thirties, was slumped onto her side, resting against the plush arm of the sofa, her eyes wide and unseeing. There were two large holes to the front of her blouse, a few inches apart. I’d worked shotgun murders before and I knew what kind of damage a one-ounce lead slug could do to a mortal human, but this woman had absorbed two ounces of the heavy metal. What? I thought wryly, glancing over my shoulder toward the man in the chair. Did you not think one was enough? 
 
    To the woman’s left, and leaning against her, was a young girl. A child. No more than ten. As I studied her, I gritted my teeth so hard that I thought I’d chip one. The girl’s eyes were closed, but her mouth was open and there was the same double-slug pattern to her chest. 
 
    Baylor coughed and I wondered if he was about to lose his dinner. I turned my reluctant eyes to the next victim. This one was a young boy, probably four or five. He was beside the girl and had suffered the same fate. He didn’t look old enough to commit a sin yet. His eyes and mouth were open, his face frozen in perpetual terror. I found myself wondering what in God’s name had prompted someone to take this innocent kid’s life. 
 
    An elderly woman was to the boy’s left. Her head was thrown back and cocked to the side at a strange angle. Her face was twisted in shock. The pair of bullet holes was higher on her torso, and one of the slugs had struck the lower part of her throat, no doubt severing her spine. 
 
    Each of the victims had twin waterfalls of blood that extended from where the dime-size wrecking balls had sprung leaks in their rivers of life down to their laps. All of their hands were out of sight behind their backs. I was confident that once we moved the bodies we’d discover they had been tied up. Bound, marched downstairs, and positioned side-by-side to each wait their turn to be executed. I shook my head. What a horrific way to go. 
 
    “What…what the hell happened?” Baylor’s voice was raspy. “Did he kill his family and then kill himself?” 
 
    I scanned the floor, where eight shotgun hulls—also known as spent shotgun shells—were scattered about. While, at first blush, Baylor’s suggestion seemed a likely scenario, I wasn’t ready to declare this a murder-suicide, at least not until I had processed all of the evidence. 
 
    “It’s important to keep an open mind when you first approach a crime scene,” I explained absently, turning to face Baylor. It sounded like my head was in a bucket. I was on auto-pilot. “If you offer an opinion early on, before waiting for the evidence to speak to you, there might be a tendency to try and force that same evidence to fit your own narrative.” I shrugged. “But as long as you’re smart enough to go where the evidence takes you and you’re flexible enough to change your mind when the evidence proves your idea wrong, then it’s okay to theorize.” 
 
    “So…?” Baylor lifted his eyebrows. 
 
    “So, yeah, it looks like the man in the chair murdered the people on the sofa and then killed himself, apparently all with the same shotgun.” I went on to explain that once we finished processing the scene, we’d have to check the shells in the shotgun to make sure they’d been fired, and then we’d have to send all of the hulls to the crime lab to make sure they were fired from the same gun. 
 
    “And what would happen if all of those hulls weren’t fired from that shotgun?” Baylor indicated with his head toward the shotgun resting between the man’s knees. “What then?” 
 
    “It would mean that more than one weapon was used to commit this crime.” I glanced around the room. “Once we toss this house, we’ll know if there are other shotguns lying around.” 
 
    “And what if both rounds in the shotgun are still live?” 
 
    “Then we’d have a real problem,” I turned to watch Melvin. He had picked his way to the back of the sofa and was now staring at the floor behind it. His expression was curious, so I asked, “What is it?” 
 
    He pointed to a place I couldn’t see. “There’re eight holes in the floor. If we want those slugs, we’ll have to crawl under the house and dig them out of the ground—like a treasure hunt.” 
 
    “Well, thankfully, the slugs are big enough to leave a mark. They should’ve punched a large enough channel for us to follow.” I sighed and pulled out my cell phone as I made my way toward the back door. I needed to get my gear and I needed some fresh air. I called Susan. 
 
    “I was just about to call you,” she said, her voice somber. “It’s not good, Clint. Jennifer is in a medically-induced coma while they try to combat the swelling in her brain. They…they shaved her head and had to cut out a piece of her skull to make room for the swelling. The doctors say her odds are not good.” 
 
    “Have you gotten in touch with her family?” 
 
    “Earlier, I got through to a captain in the detective bureau at La Mort PD and he said they would notify her family and then head this way. Last I heard, the sheriff is on the way with the chief deputy and Jennifer’s parents.” 
 
    “Well, when her parents arrive, I think you’ll have to make a death notification.” 
 
    “Don’t say that, Clint,” Susan scolded. “She’s not out of the woods yet, but she still has a fighting chance—” 
 
    “I’m not talking about Jennifer,” I interrupted. “It’s her brother, Carl. I think he killed his family and then killed himself. We still have to process the scene, but if the dead guy inside is Carl Duval, then you’ll have to make the notification.” 
 
    “Wait—are you saying there are dead people in the house where Jennifer was attacked?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I’m saying. The whole damn family was murdered. There were no survivors—well, except for the dog, Coco. Everyone else was cut in half with twin barrels from a twelve-gauge shotgun. One-ounce slugs. It ain’t pretty, Sue. Ain’t pretty at all.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Eight hours later… 
 
      
 
    I sat in my Tahoe and stared straight ahead, unseeing and without thought. The sun was trying to burn through the fog that hung over the area like a bad mood, but it wasn’t having much luck.  Coco lifted her head up from the back seat and sniffed my neck. An involuntary shudder reverberated through my body. I didn’t know if it was from her cold nose or the pure evil I’d witnessed inside the Duval home. 
 
    After finishing up with the scene, I had loaded Coco and Achilles back into my Tahoe and buzzed down all the windows to let in the cool morning air. 
 
    “Hey, are you okay?” 
 
    I turned to see Susan standing there. The sleeves on her uniform shirt were rolled up to her tanned elbows. Her brown hair, which was braided into cornrows and tied off into twin pigtails behind her head, was glistening with sweat as she peeled off her hairnet and face mask. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I’m just taking a load off the old legs.” 
 
    She glanced past me to where Achilles was sitting on the back passenger seat. Normally, his head would’ve been hanging out of the open window, but he was licking the back of Coco’s head. “It looks like he found a girlfriend.” 
 
    I frowned. “She’s got nowhere to go today—maybe never. It’ll depend on Carl’s parents, whether or not they want to take her.” 
 
    “She can come home with us.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    She nodded. “Hell, yeah. We’ve got the space and Achilles would love it.” 
 
    While that made me smile on the inside, my expression remained solemn. When Susan had arrived at the crime scene four hours ago, she’d told me that Carl’s parents hadn’t taken the news well and his mom had been hospitalized with stabbing pain in her chest. Last we’d heard from Takecia, the elderly woman had been admitted and was undergoing a battery of tests to determine if she’d had a heart attack. Carl’s dad was by her side and, through Takecia, had agreed to speak with me later in the day, just as long as I conducted the interview at the hospital. 
 
    “You know, what I don’t understand is why Carl would leave Jennifer alive,” Susan said after a moment of silence. “She drives right up to his massacre and he only bumps her on the head and ties her up. Why not drag her inside and kill her like he killed his wife, mother-in-law, and two children? I mean, if he would’ve spared anyone, it should’ve been the kids.” 
 
    I couldn’t get inside the head of anyone capable of committing such a senseless and heinous act, so I didn’t offer an opinion. While we needed to wait for the crime lab to process our evidence, our initial finding was that this was a murder-suicide, and we had identified the killer as Carl Duval, Jennifer’s brother. The younger woman found dead was Carl’s wife, Annie, and the older woman was his mother-in-law, Francine. The two children were identified as his own. Rebecca was twelve years old and Lex was five. 
 
    All of the victims’ hands had been secured behind their backs using heavy duty zip ties. We’d found an open pack of the ties on the garage floor, and the plastic bag had been recovered as evidence, with an eye toward having it fingerprinted in the crime lab. The serial number on the shotgun had been obliterated, and I found myself wishing Carl were alive so I could ask him about that. I was hoping the lab could raise the number, but that wasn’t always possible. It just depended how deeply they’d filed the number. 
 
    “You think maybe his beef wasn’t with Jennifer, so that’s why he left her alive?” Susan was still standing outside my Tahoe, her nose wrinkled inquisitively. “Maybe his wife cheated on him—we should explore that angle—and that’s why he murdered her. If he wanted to make her suffer, it would make sense to kill the kids first and force her to watch.” She paused and shuddered at the raw evilness of that prospect before continuing. “The mother-in-law, well, that was probably lagniappe for him. I know how most men hate their mother-in-laws and would—” 
 
    “Hey, I love my mother-in-law,” I interjected. “Your mom’s cool.” 
 
    Susan smiled and her face filled with warmth. “I’m really glad y’all get along.” 
 
    I only nodded, glancing down at my watch and wondering where the coroner’s investigators were. I couldn’t leave until they retrieved the bodies, and I had a lot of evidence to process and package for transport to the lab before I could interview Mr. Duval. He might hold some of the missing pieces of this screwed up puzzle and I couldn’t wait to interview him. 
 
    “Did you get word from Takecia?” I asked. 
 
    Susan said she’d received a text message from Takecia a few minutes ago saying Jennifer’s condition was stable but her future uncertain. According to Takecia, the doctor had met with Jennifer’s dad and told him it would be a long day, and an even longer night. He had used the word “miracle” and told the elderly man to prepare for the worst. 
 
    What I wouldn’t have given at that moment for a bit of good news—a ray of sunshine. Since I figured it wouldn’t be coming, I decided to turn my attention toward what made me the happiest, and that was my own family. 
 
    After mouthing a silent prayer to God, thanking Him for my wife and daughter, I asked Susan if she’d heard from my mom, who was supposed to be watching Grace while Susan and I were out here at the scene. It was Saturday and I was usually off on weekends, but when a murder occurred, there were no weekends and no vacations. I was grateful that this was the first murder we’d had in town in over a year, but I wondered why it had to involve children. 
 
    “I called your mom a few minutes ago, right after I finished locking up the garage and stapling crime scene tape across the doors and windows. She said Grace was still sleeping.” 
 
    “She must’ve partied hard at the parade last night.” I frowned. “I wish I could’ve seen her.” 
 
    “She was happy. I was tempted to pull out of the parade and spend the rest of the night right there with her—” Susan stopped talking and we both looked toward the highway when the first coroner’s van rumbled into view. It was followed in short time by another, and then another. Susan pursed her lips and the dimple on her left cheek deepened. “I’ll head home to check on her just as soon as we get the bodies loaded up.” 
 
    I let out a long sigh. “This was senseless, Susan. Just plain senseless.” 
 
    She nodded, but didn’t say a word. Melvin—still covered in mud from crawling under the house to recover the shotgun slugs—was sitting on the tailgate of his truck with Baylor, and Amy Cooke was standing a few feet away. They all regarded the coroner’s vehicles as they filed into the driveway and pulled to a stop in front of the garage door. It was a haunting visual and a damned sad end to some good lives. 
 
    The chief investigator of the coroner’s office stepped out of the first van and approached our officers and asked who was in charge. I pushed myself out of my vehicle. “I guess I’d better take this.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” Susan asked, putting a hand on my chest. “I’m worried this might have reminded you of…” 
 
    She didn’t say it. Hell, she didn’t need to. Of course it reminded me of the day Abigail had been murdered, but so did everything. The breeze could blow a certain way or I could detect a certain scent or some young girl could call for her dad or a gunshot could go off, and then every detail of Abigail’s short life would come flooding back to me. Some would say it was torture, that everything would be better if I could just forget it all. But I was glad I could still remember her, that I could still see her face. Sometimes, when things got too rough and I couldn’t see her face clearly in my mind’s eye, I’d pull out the picture of her that I carried in my wallet and I would stare at it for long periods of time. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I finally said, barely recognizing my own voice. “I’ve got to finish up here. Why don’t you go on home and tend to Gracie? I’ll join y’all as soon as I can.” 
 
    “When will the autopsies be?” 
 
    “Dr. Wong said she’ll do them later today.” Dr. Louise Wong was our local coroner, and she was a damn good pathologist. I’d seen her just last week at Cig’s Gas Station while fueling up my Tahoe and she’d remarked about how nice it had been to not have autopsied a murder victim in over a year. When I called her a few hours ago, she’d cursed herself for jinxing us. I told Susan about our conversation, then added, “Considering we’ve got five bodies, she’s calling in some backup.” 
 
    Susan nodded her understanding and then shot a thumb toward Achilles and Coco, whose heads had come together between the seats and who were making out with their huge doggie tongues. “Want me to take the love birds home with me?” 
 
    “Please do. I don’t think the hospital would like it if they sat in on my interview with Mr. Duval.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    It was almost eleven o’clock on a Saturday morning in Central Chateau and the hospital’s waiting room was dead. Chateau General was twenty minutes north of town—give or take ten minutes, depending on speed of travel—and I’d taken the time to eat a burger while I drove. I still had a sip of Coke left in my Styrofoam cup when I arrived. I swallowed it down and dropped the cup in a garbage can on my way to the nurse’s station. I recognized the nurse standing over the receptionist behind the counter and smiled. Her name was Kim Billiot and I’d seen her once before when I’d had to get a large grappling hook removed from my left calf. She smiled, but there was sadness in her blue eyes. 
 
    “Hey, Clint, how are you?” 
 
    “I’m good. I need to speak with Mr. Chuck Duval.” 
 
    “Carl’s dad?” 
 
    I nodded, then stopped and cocked my head to the side. The name had rolled off her tongue like it was in familiar territory. “Do you know Carl?” 
 
    “Not really, but I was good friends with Annie.” It was then that I noticed the puffiness around her eyes and the napkin shoved into the breast pocket of her scrubs. I had been thrown off by the bright white color of her eyes, but suddenly remembered the magic of Visine-A. “I met Jennifer once when Annie and I went to the city for the day. She’s really cool and…and I just can’t believe it.” 
 
    Tears began to flow down her eyes and she quickly looked away. “You can go see Mr. Duval now, if you like. They’re in Room 224. You know where the elevators are.” 
 
    I frowned and walked away, making a mental note to come back and question Kim. She was good friends with Annie, so she might know something about the relationship between her and Carl. 
 
    I made my way through the hospital and soon found myself standing outside of Room 224. The door was ajar and I peeked in before knocking lightly. I could see Mr. Duval sitting at the edge of a stiff two-person sofa. He was bent over, holding his head in his hands. He wore a pair of loose-fitting jeans and a long-sleeved flannel shirt. They were worn from years of use, but appeared clean. 
 
    He looked up when I knocked. He quickly stood to his feet when he realized who I was. As he approached the door, I was instantly aware that he’d never seen the Visine-A commercial where they promised to “get the red out.” 
 
    “Mr. Duval, I’m Clint Wolf.” I held out my hand. “I’m terribly sorry—” 
 
    “I know who you are.” Despite his sorrow, the words were sharp around the edges, and I realized Jennifer must’ve told him about us. Not recently, I was sure, but I knew it didn’t matter. If he’d heard my name once and it was years ago, he would never forget it. A father never forgets. 
 
    “If it would make you feel better, I could have someone else ask the questions.” 
 
    He rubbed his tired face and then waved his hands dismissively. “I feel just fine talking with you. Jennifer never said you mistreated her. She just said you didn’t love her back and, well, as sad as it was for her mom and me to see her broken-hearted, there’s no crime against not loving someone.” 
 
    I felt deflated. Like he’d hit me in the gut with Thor’s hammer—although I knew it wasn’t a hammer, thanks to an eleven-year-old boy I’d met a while back. I had been speaking to his sixth grade class at the middle school, and the boy had scolded me for calling it a hammer. “It’s a Mjolnir,” he had said. “My dad says hammers are for carpenters.” I didn’t even know how to pronounce the word. 
 
    I glanced around the room, noticed that Chuck’s wife was sound asleep in the hospital bed and snoring gently. She was connected to a number of machines that were blinking and beeping intermittently. A small zipper pouch and a clear syringe with an orange plunger were on the table, and I recognized it to be an insulin travel kit. I wondered how sick she was, and how much damage this stress would do to her body. 
 
    “I don’t want to disturb your wife,” I said quietly. “Would you like to talk in the waiting room around the corner?” 
 
    He nodded and took a last look at his bride of many years to make sure she was comfortable before walking out with me. I could hear him sniffling gently as we walked, and it continued as we took seats in a smaller waiting room on the second floor. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said, not knowing what else to say to console the man. Of course it didn’t help. Hell, nothing could help, and I knew that first hand. 
 
    “Everyone I love is either gone or about to go.” Mr. Duval’s voice was low and gruff. “How could God let this happen to one man? I swear I feel like Job from the Old Testament, only without the money.” 
 
    I nodded and waited while he cried softly, his giant tears falling from his bowed head and splashing to the floor. They made a puddle around his feet and I absently thought we’d have to get someone with a mop to wipe it up or someone might slip and fall. 
 
    We probably sat there—neither of us saying anything—for about twenty minutes before he looked up. His eyes were severely swollen and bloodshot. “I need you to understand something, Chief,” he whispered. “If my wife and daughter die, there’s nothing left for me here.” 
 
    I hadn’t told him I was the chief of detectives and it surprised me, until I quickly realized he must’ve read my badge. Ah, an observant man, this one. 
 
    “Do you understand what I’m telling you?” he pressed. 
 
    I nodded solemnly, not passing judgment. “I do understand, sir. More than you know.” 
 
    “No, I know. I’ve heard. Everyone in La Mort knows what happened to your wife and daughter.” With that, he wiped his eyes and took a deep breath. “Okay, I’m ready to answer your questions.” 
 
    “Do you know what brought Jennifer to town?” I began, trying to get the easy questions out of the way first. 
 
    “I have no idea. We don’t hear from Jenny or Carl very much, but I do know they’re close. My wife once told me they speak to each other every day, but…” He paused for a long moment. “I know they’re busy with their work and Carl with his family, and it’s just the way life goes, you know? Things change and your little eagles grow wings and fly away. Sometimes they come back to visit, sometimes they don’t.” 
 
    I detected a hint of guilt in his voice and my face twisted curiously, wondering what was going on. Mr. Observant noticed my expression and took a breath. 
 
    “I’ve always loved my kids dearly and tried to be the best father I could be, but I’ve made some mistakes in my life. I put my job before my family a lot, sacrificing time at home for long hours at work in order to build a better life for them, or so I told myself. Even when I was home I wasn’t available. I was always thinking about work, so every time they tried to talk to me our conversations were mostly one-sided affairs. I didn’t think they noticed, but they did. Every time I said ‘not now’ or ‘maybe later’ and then ‘later’ never came, well, trust me when I say they remembered.” He scowled, and it was an ugly expression, filled with regret. “Now that I’m retired and have all the time in the world, they don’t have time for me. I don’t think they’re paying me back for all those wasted years. It’s not intentional, you see. They were accustomed to me being gone. I mean, you don’t miss what you never had and they never had me home, so they don’t think to call or stop by now that they’re grown.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak, but he stopped me by lifting a hand. “I heard you remarried,” he said. “Do you have kids?” 
 
    I nodded, almost feeling guilty. “I have a daughter. Grace. She’s almost ten months old.” 
 
    “You make damn sure you drop what you’re doing and talk to her when she has something to say. Don’t get so wrapped up in work that you forget to go home. Don’t be that guy in Cat’s in the Cradle.” He paused, thoughtful, and then nodded. “And make sure to take your family on a vacation every year, at which time you will unplug from work and give them your undivided attention.” 
 
    I only nodded as I studied this man, wondering what he used to do for a living. I couldn’t remember Jennifer ever mentioning it. Although it had nothing to do with the investigation, I posed the question to him. 
 
    “I was a cop. I worked the Lower Ninth Ward in New Orleans for ten years before signing on with the La Mort Police Department. I finished out my career there, spending my last fifteen years as a homicide detective.” He sighed. “Jenny once told her mom you reminded her of me. She said you’re strong of mind, body, and spirit, that you’re a caring guy but unmoved by the stresses of the job. She said you’ve endured things that would destroy even the strongest man, send him over the edge.” He scrubbed some tears from his eyes. “Ten hours ago, I was that man—I was you. Now, I find myself standing on the edge, and the bottom is looking more and more inviting.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say, so I spoke the truth—that I wasn’t as strong as Jennifer gave me credit for, that I had driven right over the edge and it was only by the grace of God that I’d survived. “The pain will never go away,” I said, “but you learn to live with it because, after all, we don’t have much of a choice.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong. We always have a choice.” 
 
    I frowned. “No matter what happens here, you’ll punch through to the other side a stronger man. I just know it.” 
 
    “You know no such thing. We’re strong for our family. We live for our family. If they’re gone, what’s left to live for?” I didn’t say a word and he took a deep breath after a long moment. “Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, I’ll answer the rest of your questions. I know you’re trying to find out why my son attacked his sister and killed his family, and I’m as anxious as you are to find out the answer.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    I had spent two hours interviewing Chuck Duval, but I was no closer to determining why his son would murder his entire family and smash in the skull of his only sibling. When I had explained to Chuck that our findings were preliminary, he had only shaken his head and told me he’d had that same conversation with too many families to count. 
 
    “No one wants to believe their loved ones are capable of murder or suicide, but I’ve done the job too long to be surprised anymore and I don’t want to be a hypocrite. I’ve had parents swear up and down their kids didn’t do what I’d accused them of doing—that they knew them too well—only to have them fall out in shock when they later heard the confessions played in court,” he’d explained solemnly. “I don’t want to believe this about my only son, but the sad truth is I don’t really know and I have to trust the evidence. Admittedly, I’ve lost touch with Carl—if I ever had it in the first place—and I don’t know what’s been going on in his life. I’m no fool. I know things can happen that’ll push any good man over the edge.” He had sighed and rubbed his face with both hands before looking at me again. “But this is so bad…so very bad.” 
 
    Now, long after the conversation was over, his words lingered heavy as I walked toward the emergency room exit. Not what he’d said about Carl, but the advice he’d offered about not putting my job before my family. He was right and I was scared to death that I might inadvertently do the same thing. It was easy for me to get so wrapped up in an investigation that I’d neglect other areas of my life. I’d done it hundreds of time. Hell, if I had been in the middle of a murder investigation the night Grace was born, I couldn’t honestly say that I would’ve dropped what I was doing to be by Susan’s side—and that was a problem. It troubled me and I knew that mindset needed to change if I was going to have both, a great family life and a rewarding career. 
 
    “I’m going to write that information on my mirror,” I said out loud as I slipped through the sliding doors and out into the cool sunshine, “where I can see it every morning before I leave for—” 
 
    “Write what on your mirror?” 
 
    I started and turned to see Kim leaning against a round column. She was smoking a cigarette near a sign that read, No smoking or vaping within 100’ of entrance. Smoke drifted from her mouth as she spoke and was carried away by the gentle breeze. 
 
    “Oh, nothing.” I indicated the cigarette with a nod of my head and a disapproving expression. “Those things will—” 
 
    “Kill me.” She grunted, flicking the ashes with a twitch of her thumb. “I know, but it’d be better than what happened to Annie and the kids.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue, so I didn’t. I strode closer to her and dropped to a large concrete bench that was nearby. “When was the last time you spoke with Annie?” I tried to keep my tone casual, as though we were having a friendly chat about the weather or the Saints, rather than me prying for information relative to a murder investigation. 
 
    “Yesterday. I talk to her every day. We would’ve talked today if she hadn’t…” She hesitated and let her voice trail off. 
 
    I gave her a moment before continuing the interview. When I did, I remained casual and was ever mindful of her emotional status. I couldn’t imagine what was going through her mind, but I knew it wasn’t good. After asking some basic questions to establish a rapport with her and to get her comfortable answering my questions, I asked if Annie had ever indicated that something was wrong in her marriage. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. Normal things, I guess. Like, were they having problems? Did Carl drink excessively? Did he yell at Annie? If so, what would they argue about? Did he ever hit her? If so, did he use his hands or an object?” 
 
    “No, none of it.” She was completely aghast. “Something’s not right about this whole situation. Carl loved Annie and the kids. He would never harm them. In fact, he would give his own life so they could live.” She paused and took a breath. “Look, I watch Dateline every Friday night and I sometimes see people on there who are in complete denial. I mean, the evidence is right in their faces, but they don’t want to believe their person committed the murder. I’m not doing that right now. If Carl did this—and it’s a big ‘if’ for me—then someone drugged him and convinced him Annie and the kids were the devil and his demons. There’s no way he just woke up and decided to kill his family.” 
 
    “How were things between Carl and Annie? Did they fight?” 
 
    “Every couple fights.” 
 
    “So, Carl and Annie fought?” 
 
    She waved a hand dismissively. “I wouldn’t call what they did fighting. I wouldn’t even call it arguing. They sometimes had disagreements, but who doesn’t? Every relationship has its own set of problems and people disagree from time to time.” She lowered her voice as though she thought someone might be eavesdropping on us. “But Carl and Annie weren’t like that. I saw them disagree about a movie once. Carl thought they’d gone to the theater to see the movie while Annie swore they’d ordered pizza and watched it in the living room. It was actually a disgusting thing to witness. I almost vomited, especially when Carl produced the ticket stub he’d saved from the day of the movie and Annie began apologizing for questioning him.” 
 
    “That’s an interesting choice of words,” I commented. “She apologized for questioning him? Did she say it like she wasn’t allowed to question him?” 
 
    “No, not at all. She just talked that way, you know? She was brought up in the church and that’s just how she talked sometimes. And he would do the same thing. If he was wrong, he would apologize and they’d forget they disagreed.” Kim huffed. “When my husband and I argue, I’m always right, but he never admits it. And he’ll stay mad for days, which just keeps me pissed off.” 
 
    I chuckled, tapped the toe of my boot on the concrete. “Okay, so they didn’t fight. What else can you tell me about their relationship?” 
 
    “That’s about it. They were the perfect couple.” 
 
    “There’s no such thing as a perfect couple.” If there was, I thought, it would be Susan and me. I quickly corrected myself. Maybe Susan was perfect, but I was far from it, and we both would have to be perfect for us to be a perfect couple. “What about their financial situation? Were they hurting for money? Any gambling problems, drug abuse, or anything like that?” 
 
    Kim’s expression changed ever so slightly, but she recovered quickly. “No gambling problems or drugs. They didn’t drink either.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, noting that she’d left out their financial situation. “What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” She tried to appear innocent. “I’m telling you everything.” 
 
    “Tell me about their financial situation. Were they hurting for money?” 
 
    “I don’t…it would be wrong of me to speculate.” 
 
    I made an exaggerated effort of glancing around. “There’s no one here but you and me, and I’m not recording this conversation. Please, feel free to speculate all you want.” 
 
    “Annie told me something in confidence, and she made me swear not to say anything. It was a secret and she trusted me. I can’t betray that trust.” 
 
    I leaned closer, my curiosity thoroughly aroused. “This could be important. It could be a motive for what happened—especially if she was keeping secrets from Carl.” 
 
    “But she wasn’t keeping secrets from Carl. He knew all about it.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side, scowled. “Then who did she want to keep the secret from?” 
 
    Kim crushed out her cigarette and then sat wearily on the concrete bench beside me. “I don’t know. People in town, maybe?” 
 
    “Anyone in particular?” 
 
    “She didn’t say. She just wanted me to keep my mouth shut, so I did.” 
 
    I shifted in my seat. “Look, anything—no matter how slight—could help explain why this happened. Nothing is off the table. I need to know everything you know—secret or not—and, as God is my witness, I’ll only use the information if it helps us understand why Annie, her kids, and her mom were murdered.” 
 
    Kim was thoughtful and it appeared I might have gotten through to her, but she didn’t say anything for a long moment. Finally, though, she started talking. 
 
    “Jude and I went to their house on New Year’s Eve. Neither of us party anymore, so we decided to have a get together of our own where we could fellowship and the kids could play. Annie did some cooking and I brought a dish.” 
 
    “Jude, is he your husband?” I asked when she paused to take a breath. 
 
    “Yes. So, let me back up. Around Christmas time, I saw Annie and she was wearing a pair of Gucci jeans.” Kim paused again, as though to let her comment sink in, but I only stared blankly at her. She huffed. “Do you know what Gucci jeans are?” 
 
    I shrugged. “If I were to guess, I’d say they were jeans for women?” 
 
    “Not just any jeans. They’re like the most expensive jeans. Carl does taxes and Annie’s a real estate agent. Sure, they do alright for themselves, but not ‘Gucci alright’. I told her I loved the jeans and she thanked me, then just talked like everything was normal. When I couldn’t stand it any longer, I asked her how on earth she could afford those jeans, and she told me they had more disposable income since they paid off their house.” 
 
    I nodded absently, not seeing how a pair of expensive jeans could lead to Carl murdering his wife, but I remained patient, and hopeful. 
 
    “Didn’t you hear what I said?” Kim asked in exasperation. “She said they paid off their house—and they bought it a little more than a year ago, so they still owed a lot of money on it.” 
 
    This caused me to raise my eyebrows. “Oh, that’s interesting. Did she say where they got the money?” 
 
    She shook her head from side to side, and explained that Annie seemed very elusive and began acting as though she’d already said too much. And then, on New Year’s Eve, Carl told Jude he wanted to show him something and the two men headed off to the master bedroom. 
 
    “They were gone for about ten minutes and then they came back to the living room where we were watching Longmire on Netflix—we both loved that show—and Carl demanded to know who had gone into the closet.” Kim frowned. “You know how I told you they never argued? Well, I kind of lied a little, because they argued that night. They went into the bedroom and Jude and I could hear them accusing each other of taking something. We couldn’t hear exactly what they were talking about, but it was kind of heated.” 
 
    Kim said when the couple came back from the room, they apologized to their guests and then carried on the rest of the night as though nothing had happened. 
 
    “When Annie and I were alone at one point during the night, I asked Annie what was wrong. That was when she swore me to secrecy. She…” Kim hesitated and I could feel myself leaning in. “She said they found something. She didn’t tell me what it was, but she said they found something and it was very valuable and it’s how they were able to pay off their house. She said they kept something in their safe, but the safe was gone, along with this valuable item, and Carl was accusing her of taking it.” 
 
    I straightened and pondered what I’d just heard. Greed. It was as time-worn a motive as any that existed. It went as far back as the Biblical days. I was mildly curious what this valuable item could be. “And this was New Year’s Eve?” I asked. 
 
    Kim nodded. 
 
    “Had you spoken with Annie since then?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, a bunch of times, but she never brought it up again. That night, she made me promise not to say a word about it, so I never did.” 
 
    “Have you seen her and Carl interacting since that night?” 
 
    “Yeah, and everything seemed normal.” 
 
    She said she figured they found the safe and everything went back to normal. When I asked if Jude mentioned anything about it, she said the only thing he told her was, “Yeah, I didn’t know what the hell was going on. Carl told me he wanted to show me something cool, and then he started cursing when he pulled back the clothes in his closet.” She said Jude claimed Carl never told him what he was about to show him, and he never thought to ask. 
 
    “If it doesn’t involve football or hunting, Jude doesn’t care about it,” Kim said, rolling her eyes as she spoke. “And Carl was no hunter. I had to often beg Jude to go visit them. He said Carl wasn’t his kind of guy, whatever that means.” 
 
    When I asked if she had let Jude in on what Annie had told her, she shook her head violently. 
 
    “No, indeed. She made me swear not to say anything. The only reason I’m telling you is because it might help you figure out what happened to her.” Her eyes clouded over again. “None of it makes any sense. I…I can’t believe Carl would do this. I have to think there’s some other reason no one else knows about. Maybe he was sick and no one knew about it and it altered his mental faculties. I just don’t know.” 
 
    She glanced nervously at her watch and I realized I’d taken up too much of her time. I thanked her and stood as she did. She dabbed at her eyes again, took a deep breath, and then, without saying another word, turned and hurried back toward the entrance to the hospital. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Chuck’s words continued haunting me as I left the hospital and headed toward the coroner’s office. It prompted me to call Susan and check on Grace. While Susan was talking, I could hear our daughter giggling in the background. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” I asked, smiling broadly at the sweet sound of her voice. 
 
    “She dumped her juice on her highchair tray and she’s slapping her hands in it.” Susan was laughing with her. “She’s making a big old mess.” 
 
    My heart ached as I longed to be there to witness the fun. I glanced at the clock on my dash. It was almost two in the afternoon and I hadn’t yet arrived at the coroner’s office. It usually took about three hours for Dr. Wong to complete a single autopsy, and she had five bodies—four victims and one asshole. I groaned inwardly when I did the math. If she did all of them today, I wouldn’t get home until after five in the morning, long after Gracie went to bed. Hell, I might be getting home just as she would be waking up in the morning. 
 
    “Hey, Clint, what’s on your mind?” Susan sounded concerned. I told her what Chuck had told me and I could almost hear her frown. “That’s sad. When will you be home?” 
 
    “It depends on how long it takes for her to complete the autopsies. I hope she doesn’t perform them all today.” I continued talking about Chuck and told her about my plans to make sure I never neglected my family in favor of my job. 
 
    “That sounds like a good plan. Why don’t you start now by getting someone else to attend the autopsies?” 
 
    “I can’t, Sue. It’s my case. I can’t shirk my responsibilities.” 
 
    “That’s always your answer.” Her tone was accusatory and she paused, as though to let her words sink in. “Along with that message you plan to write on your mirror, why don’t you also tell yourself to start delegating more of your duties? Amy loves working cases, and so does Melvin. They’d be happy to fill in for you.” 
 
    She was right, I knew, but I felt like this case was too sensitive to pawn off on someone else. I told her I would attend the autopsies and then get home as soon as I could. She didn’t object. 
 
    After ending the call, I completed the drive to the coroner’s office and gathered up my gear before heading inside. I frowned when I saw Dr. Wong standing in the middle of the autopsy room staring down at the body of young Rebecca. The child’s clothes were bloodier than they had been at the scene, thanks to her banging around in the body bag for hours, the last of her body’s juices leaking from the nasty wounds that had been inflicted by the double-barreled shotgun. 
 
    Dr. Wong’s assistant was at the head of the table and, although he was suited up and unidentifiable, he looked young. I was sure I’d never seen him before, so I figured he was new. And judging by the pale complexion behind the face shield, I figured this was probably his first time seeing a dead child. 
 
    Dr. Wong sighed heavily and walked to the row of white cabinets on the far wall. After pushing her dark hair back into a ponytail, she pulled on a pair of purple nitrile gloves and then snatched a face shield from the counter. She gave me a nod as she approached the white table. “I’ll do the kids and the mom today,” she said, her voice somber. “I’ll do the mother-in-law and the asshole in the morning after I get back from church.” 
 
    I nodded and watched as they prepared the body of the young girl. My gut twisted in knots. I felt dizzy. Not long ago, I had taken the life of a young girl not much older than Rebecca Duval. I had come to terms with my actions and knew that law enforcement officers sometimes had to do the unspeakable in the line of duty, but I still wished to God it had turned out different. 
 
    I rubbed my tired face and looked away, wishing for this day to end. I wanted tomorrow to end, as well. Maybe Monday would bring a better week, an end to this horror. Maybe Jennifer would awaken and shed some light on this senseless tragedy— 
 
    “Detective?” 
 
    Dr. Wong’s voice snapped me from my thoughts. I glanced over and saw her standing over the young child’s body. There was an inquisitive expression on her face. Young Rebecca had been disrobed and cleaned, and her wounds were plainly visible now. “Yes, Doc?” 
 
    “I imagine you might want to get some photographs before I proceed?” 
 
    I nodded and retrieved my camera from where I’d grounded my gear. After shooting a range of photographs, I stepped back and watched as Dr. Wong went to work. As was her custom, she did a thorough job examining the victim, and it was two hours before she was done. 
 
    We had discovered no secrets. The cause of death was obviously gunshot wounds, and the manner of death was homicide. The gunshots had been fired in such rapid succession that it was impossible to determine which bullet was fired first, but either one of them would’ve been lethal. One of the blasts had destroyed her heart, while the other had rendered her liver a pulverized mess of tissue. 
 
    “The only good news is that she didn’t suffer long.” Dr. Wong waved for her assistant to take Rebecca’s body from the room. “Bring me the little boy next.” 
 
    Lex Duval was small for a five-year-old, and he looked even tinier on the large morgue table. I felt my blood boil as I watched the autopsy, just as it had when I’d watched Dr. Wong examine Rebecca. If Carl Duval hadn’t already been dead, I would’ve been tempted to get a piece of him, my job be damned. A father was supposed to protect his children. To do what he did, well, that was the ultimate in betrayal. It was unforgivable. 
 
    Like his sister, Lex could’ve died from either of his gunshot wounds. The slugs had ripped through his tiny body with little resistance, the way a burning hot knife slices through butter. As I stared into his open eyes, I tried to see what he saw during the final minutes of his short life. If only they could bear witness to the events that had unfolded last night and give me the answers I sought. 
 
    Without skipping a beat or showing any signs of taking a break, Dr. Wong finished up with Lex and dove right into Annie’s autopsy. The similarities of the three autopsies were so striking that it seemed as though I was stuck in the 1990s movie Groundhog Day. The bullet holes were similarly placed and identical in size and appearance, and the victims’ wrists all bore the same marks of the ligatures that had bound them. It was impossible to determine who had been killed first, and I didn’t know what would’ve been worse—being the first to go and having it over with, or sitting there watching your loved ones being brutally murdered and knowing your time was coming. 
 
    I sighed as I picked up my equipment at the conclusion of Annie’s autopsy. While everything pointed to Carl being the suspect—I’d even processed the parts of his hands not covered in blood for gunshot residue earlier, and the presumptive test kit rendered a positive result—I knew I had to wait until the ballistics evidence and DNA tests came back from the lab to finalize my report. The double-barreled shotgun in Carl’s possession was the only firearm we’d found in the house, but I hadn’t located any boxes of ammunition, and that gave me pause, if only for a brief moment. 
 
    By the time Dr. Wong had wrapped up the three autopsies and I had made it back to my Tahoe, it was almost ten at night. I drove home as fast as I could, but Grace was fast asleep by the time I arrived. Achilles had met me in the driveway and I followed him into the house, where I saw Coco sleeping soundly on the rug in the living room. 
 
    Susan wore a thin night shirt that extended down to the tops of her strong and tanned legs. She leapt from the sofa when I pushed through the door and Coco stirred just a little, but then settled back to her dreams. Susan kissed me and apologized for putting Grace down. 
 
    “She fought her ass off trying to stay awake for you,” she said as she followed me up the stairs, “but her little head kept falling over, so I put her to bed.” 
 
    “Oh, she was trying to stay awake for me, right?” I smiled when Susan nodded innocently. “She doesn’t even know who I am at this point in her life. To her, I’m just some large figure who throws her up in the air, brings her food every now and then, and tickles her until she screams.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? She knows who you are.” 
 
    “Oh, does she?” I asked as I stripped off my shirt and turned on the hot water faucet in the shower. “Tell me, what’s your earliest memory?” 
 
    “Well, I remember seeing this bright light and then a doctor called out that it was a girl.” She smiled triumphantly and we both laughed. Growing serious, she thought about it, and then shrugged. “I’m not sure about my earliest memory. I guess it goes back to when I was about four.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I’d stripped down to my boxers and leaned against the wall to make my point. “According to my birth certificate, I’m going to be thirty-five in four months, but I’m really only around thirty.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Susan folded her arms in a “this is going to be good” manner and begged me to explain. 
 
    “Since I have no memory of the first four years of my life and I was basically just running around bumping into walls and peeing on myself, then those years shouldn’t count against me. I mean, I didn’t really start living life until I went to kindergarten and began meeting girls—” 
 
    Susan burst out laughing and playfully socked my shoulder, but the house phone began ringing before she could respond. Neither of us could find the cordless phone in time, but that didn’t bother the caller at all. Susan’s cell phone began ringing immediately, and mine chimed in right behind hers. She reached hers first and found out it was Lindsey calling to tell us the somber news that Jennifer’s mom had died suddenly at the hospital. A heart attack. 
 
    My first thought was for Chuck Duval. “If Chuck loses Jennifer, too,” I said softly, “he’s going to kill himself.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    After a restless slumber, I woke to the sun beaming in through a crack in the curtain and Gracie slapping my face with a stuffed animal. It was an alligator and she was making a growling sound as she pounded it against my nose. Without warning, I suddenly reached for her and let out a growl of my own that brought a startled screech from her lips. She then broke out into fits of laughter. 
 
    “What time do you have to be at the coroner’s office?” Susan called from the bathroom, where she had just finished brushing her teeth. 
 
    “After Dr. Wong gets back from church, whatever time that is.” I rolled onto my back and hoisted Grace into the air. I held her suspended above me, pretending she was a helicopter. She laughed until she began drooling. I had to turn my head to avoid drowning in a stream of saliva that fell from her mouth. 
 
    “You’re going to make her puke,” Susan said, laughing with us. She plopped on the bed beside me and asked if I’d have breakfast with them before leaving for work. I accepted and handed Grace to Susan so I could head for the bathroom to get ready. Grace had stopped laughing and now had a stern look on her face as she fussed at me for walking out of the room. The indiscernible words flowed fervently from her lips, and her hands wagged as she tried to speak. 
 
    “Now, now,” Susan said, “let’s go check on Brother and Sister while Daddy gets ready for work.” 
 
    As I got dressed, my mind wandered to the day ahead and what it would bring. I knew that the only thing certain about law enforcement work was that there were no certainties in law enforcement work. While I was already pretty sure what the autopsies would tell us, I had no idea what would become of Jennifer. Nor did I know what other surprises awaited me. 
 
    When I was fully dressed, I lumbered down the stairs and found Grace in her highchair and Susan in the corner of the kitchen putting food in two large dog bowls. I glanced around. “Where are the dogs?” 
 
    “I saw Achilles heading to the back earlier, and Coco was hot on his heels.” 
 
    I was glad the two dogs were getting along. I moved to a window and glanced toward the back of Paradise Place, which was the private street along which Susan and I had made our home. Now that the sugarcane fields had been harvested and the new plants were in their germination phase, I could see clear to the back of the street where the women’s shelter stood eerily in the fog that cloaked our property. There were no women in the shelter at the moment. That was good news, because it meant no one in our area had been beaten recently. Susan and I lived for the day when women’s shelters would no longer be needed, but until that time, we would continue to harbor women and teach them self-defense in Susan’s Spartan gym and how to use a firearm at the firing range we’d set up at the back of the property. 
 
    After turning away from the window, I helped Susan finish breakfast and then sat across from her. Grace was on my left and I played with her while we ate breakfast. 
 
    “What do you think will become of Jennifer?” Susan asked softly, toying with the pancake on her plate. “Do you think she’ll pull through?” 
 
    I could tell Susan was feeling guilty over the confrontation she’d had with Jennifer last year, so I told her she had nothing about which to feel bad. “She did what she did and you put her in her place.” I said it with certainty. “A year ago, there was no way any of us could’ve predicted what happened Friday. It came without warning—as far as I can tell. If we’re able to access her phone, maybe we can find some communication between her and Carl that might explain the motive for Carl attacking her. Until then, this might all remain a mystery.” 
 
    “Well, I still feel bad for her.” 
 
    I nodded and my thoughts turned back to Chuck. As I sat there feeling sorry for him, I remembered his words of wisdom about Grace: “You make damn sure you drop what you’re doing and talk to her when she has something to say.” 
 
    I frowned as I turned to Grace, who had a lot to say at the moment. Only God knew what she was talking about, but she was mumbling on about something. Based on the expression on her little face, she was serious about it. I forced Chuck Duval, the autopsies, and the entire case from my mind as I focused entirely on Grace. 
 
    “Are you serious, Gracie?” I asked, leaning in close. “I can’t believe Mommy would do something like that.” 
 
    Susan feigned exasperation. “Do what?” 
 
    “It’s a secret. She made me promise not to say a word, so I won’t.” 
 
    We laughed and I gave my small family my undivided attention as I finished my breakfast. When I walked outside to head for the coroner’s office, I felt as though I was leaving part of me behind, and I realized that’s exactly what I was doing. I was leaving the best parts of me behind, and I couldn’t wait to get back to them. 
 
    After firing up my Tahoe, I sat and waited for a minute, knowing that wherever he was on the property, Achilles would hear the engine and come running. I was right. Down the road, coming from the area of the women’s shelter, I could see a black blur racing toward me. He stretched and reached as far as he could with his front legs, pushing and pulling himself closer to me at breakneck speed. Directly behind him, running as hard as she could, Coco was desperately trying to keep up. Their tongues dangled from their mouths and seemed to drag the ground beside them. 
 
    I dropped from my vehicle and waited for them to reach me. Achilles came to a thunderous halt inches from me and plopped to a seated position—a move as practiced as his breathing—and waited eagerly for me to reward him with a rough scratching of his head. Coco, on the other hand, had been following blindly behind Achilles and was caught by surprise when he stopped so suddenly. She tried to react in time, but couldn’t. She crashed into the back of Achilles, who barely felt the impact, and tumbled into my left knee, bending it slightly backward and sending a wave of pain up my leg. 
 
    I winced and grabbed onto the front of my Tahoe to keep from falling. Coco righted herself and sidled up beside Achilles and waited eagerly with him, unaware that she’d almost snapped my knee in half. 
 
    I put my weight gingerly on my left leg and groaned when the pain persisted. I could walk, but with some effort and I could almost feel my knee swelling. I bent carefully and spent time with both of them before leaving for the coroner’s office. Achilles wasn’t used to sharing my attention, but he didn’t seem to mind. If I didn’t know better, he was falling in love with Coco. In fact, I was sure he looked at Coco the same way I looked at Susan. 
 
    I frowned as I drove away. It would be a shame if we couldn’t keep Coco. Two days ago, Achilles didn’t even know Coco existed. His life was complete and he was as happy as he could be. He didn’t know what he was missing out on. But now that he had met her, he was forever changed. If she went away, things would never go back to the way they were before he met her. He would now know what he was missing out on and it would break his heart. 
 
    I could relate. I couldn’t imagine my life without Susan or our eighteen-pound bundle of red-headed joy. That something so small could have such a huge impact on me was amazing. It gave my life greater meaning. A purpose. A calling higher than my law enforcement career. I was a dad. And by God, I was going to follow Chuck Duval’s advice and be a damned good one. I would not be that guy in Cat’s in the Cradle. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    I got to the coroner’s office just as Dr. Wong was pulling up. After following her inside, I helped her open up the place. Her assistant was late, so I suited up and performed the task of removing Carl’s mother-in-law’s body from the cooler where she had been resting. 
 
    I continued helping with the body until the assistant arrived, changing gloves each time I needed to pick up my camera and take photographs. Other than the placement of the rounds, all of the similarities from the other victims were present. 
 
    After sewing the woman up, Dr. Wong ordered her assistant to pull out Carl Duval’s body. I watched as they stripped him of his clothes and began washing the blood from his body, beginning with his head. Once the dried blood had been washed away—and thanks to the bright light over the morgue table—it was clear to see that the shotgun had been placed against the outside of his lips. The slug had punched out all of his front teeth, upper and lower. 
 
    I frowned, asked the assistant to hold Carl’s head so I could take a picture. “This is a first,” I mumbled. 
 
    “What’s a first?” Dr. Wong asked. 
 
    I pointed to the hole in his mouth. “Other than swallowing a barrel, I’ve seen people press shotguns or rifles to their foreheads or under their chins, but never to the outside of their mouths. It just doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    Dr. Wong shrugged. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my many years of doing this, it’s that once I think I’ve seen it all, something comes along and surprises me.” 
 
    I only nodded, watched as the assistant continued cleaning the body. Once he’d washed the blood from Carl’s body, I felt my heart do a back flip in my chest. “Hold on a minute.” 
 
    Dr. Wong took an impatient breath. While I knew she would do a thorough job on Carl’s autopsy, I also knew she cared much less about the man than she did about the children and women. 
 
    I asked the assistant to stand aside. I then pointed to two sections of Carl’s body. Dr. Wong sidled up beside me to take a closer look. She gasped. “These are antemortem.” 
 
    I nodded my head vigorously as I studied Carl’s concaved face. The man suddenly took on a new appearance. “We need to wrap this up so I can go talk to Mr. Duval. He needs to know what’s going on right away. It’ll help refocus his mind—might even save his life.” 
 
    “Save his life?” Dr. Wong raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah, his wife died last night. If his daughter dies, I’m afraid he’ll end his life. This might distract him enough to help him get through this difficult time.” 
 
    Without saying another word about it, Dr. Wong threw herself into the autopsy with great interest. I took meticulous notes and shot what photographs I needed. Once she was done and had rendered her official findings, I hurried out to the parking lot and loaded my gear into the back of my Tahoe. It was already noon and I was hungry, but I needed to get to the hospital as soon as I could. Chuck deserved to know the truth, and he needed to know right away. 
 
    As I sped to Chateau General, I called Susan and told her what I’d learned. She was speechless at first, but then expressed sincere shock. Once we finished talking shop, she put Grace on the phone and I had a one-sided conversation with her until I reached the parking lot of the hospital. She didn’t understand what I said when I told her to give the phone back to Mommy, so I was forced to end the call without saying goodbye to Susan. 
 
    It was seventy-eight degrees and overcast outside, with possible storms forecast for later in the day. As I stepped out of my SUV, I had no clue the gloomy conditions were even darker inside the hospital, but I didn’t have to wait long to figure it out. 
 
    There were a dozen officers standing out in the main waiting room. Some were in uniform, others in plain clothes, but all of them were from La Mort. I recognized a few faces from my days working in the city, but none of them saw me walk by. They were all huddled at the far corner of the room and were focused intently on the conversation they were having. I was sure it had to do with Chuck losing his wife and I again found myself feeling bad for the man. I did take solace in knowing he had an extended family of good law enforcement officers who would know how to guide him through what I knew would be the worst days of his life. 
 
    I made my way up to the intensive care unit and asked the charge nurse if I could be shown to Jennifer’s room. There was a graven expression on her face as she stood slowly to her feet and led me down the corridor. She stopped when we reached one of the rooms, hesitating with her hand on the knob. It was only then that she spoke. 
 
    “Mr. Duval is with her.” 
 
    I nodded my thanks and waited as she opened the door. When she stepped back, I slipped inside and saw Chuck on his knees beside the bed. His head was in Jennifer’s lap and I guessed he was praying. The door clanked softly shut behind me, but Chuck never looked up. 
 
    I moved closer to the bed, not knowing if I should interrupt the man. If he was praying, he was doing so silently, because I didn’t hear a sound from the bed. My gaze moved from Chuck’s back to Jennifer’s face. I frowned deeply at the sight. One side of her head was covered in heavy bandages. Her eyes were closed and her complexion a grayish tint. One side of a clear tube extended from her mouth and was taped in place against the side of her face. The other end of the tube was attached to a machine… 
 
    It took a long and agonizing moment for my brain to comprehend what I was seeing. When realization spread over me, my knees grew weak and I had to step back and reach for the wall to steady myself. The life-rendering machine attached to Jennifer’s body was still. No beeping noises, no flashing lights. It had been turned off. I studied her chest closely for confirmation, rubbed my eyes to be sure they weren’t deceiving me. They weren’t. It was true. Jennifer Duval was gone. She was dead. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Two hours later… 
 
      
 
    Susan was still there, and so was Baylor. Melvin had come to the hospital earlier and left, as had Amy and Takecia. We’d all paid our respects to Chuck and the members of the La Mort Police Department who were present, and it was now time for everyone to go back to their respective duties. Two detectives from La Mort were to stay behind with Chuck, and Susan was going to remain with me for my meeting with the elder Duval. She had directed Baylor to wait out in the parking lot and escort the coroner’s investigators in when they arrived. 
 
    “Mr. Duval,” I said softly, resting a hand on his shoulder. He didn’t flinch. When I’d walked in long ago, he had been kneeling beside Jennifer’s bed. He now sat in a chair, but it was in the same spot he’d been kneeling and he still had his head resting on her lap. He had looked up only once, and that was when he moved to the chair. In that brief moment, our eyes had locked and I had looked into the eyes of a dead man. The bright flame that can usually be observed in a living pair of eyes was gone. In its place was a dull blackness that appeared unseeing. Once he had put his head down in Jennifer’s lap once more, he never looked back up. I continued talking anyway. “I need to share with you some important details of the case. I think you’ll want to hear it.” 
 
    There was no movement other than the subtle lift of his back as he took a breath. In fact, his breathing was so subtle that I thought it had stopped a few times, but then I would see his shirt rise just a little and I knew he was still with us. 
 
    “I attended the autopsies earlier today. I made an important observation when they processed Carl’s body.” I paused for a long moment, trying to detect some sort of reaction from him, but there was none. “When I examined his arms, I found that there were ligature marks on his wrists. They were the same size and consistency as the ligature marks on Annie and the kids and the mother-in-law.” 
 
    Chuck sucked in some air and froze in place, holding his breath. He understood the implications of what I’d said, but I spelled it out for him just in case his reasoning had been clouded by Jennifer’s passing. 
 
    “Carl was bound with zip ties before he was shot in the head. It means he was murdered along with his family. This was not a murder-suicide. Your son is not a killer.” 
 
    Mr. Duval slowly raised his head and stared straight ahead. Although I was behind him and couldn’t see his face, I knew what he was thinking. If what I said was correct, then Carl had suffered a fate worse than death itself—he had been forced to watch his family suffer a brutal murder while he had been bound and helpless, unable to do a single thing to save them. As I studied the back of Mr. Duval’s head, I tried to imagine the scene out at Carl’s house that night. I knew Carl must have lost his mind after witnessing such a horrendous event. I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn he had asked for the shotgun blast to the head—begged for it even—just to end his emotional suffering. 
 
    “So, that means he didn’t hurt his sister,” Mr. Duval said in a faint and hoarse voice, one I could barely understand. 
 
    “That’s right, sir.” 
 
    He grunted softly, thoughtful. I glanced at Susan, who was standing behind me. She frowned, lowering her head. I knew what he was going through, but I didn’t know how he would handle it. Hell, I was sure even he didn’t know how he would handle the pain of it all. 
 
    “I can’t believe I doubted him, even for a minute. I knew there was no way Carl could ever do something like this, but I didn’t want to be a hypocrite.” He turned his head for the first time and I nearly jerked back when his eyes locked with mine. They were red with hatred. He didn’t even look human. “Who killed my children, Detective Wolf?” 
 
    I let out a long sigh. “I don’t know that yet, but I will find out, this I promise you. And when I do find them, I’ll make damn sure they get the death penalty for what they did.” 
 
    I knew my promise sounded hollow, especially to this man. He was a former detective. He knew there were some cases that couldn’t be solved, despite our best efforts, and he knew I couldn’t make that kind of promise. 
 
    As we stared at each other, our gazes locked intently and I noticed a difference in his eyes. A tiny flame seemed to appear deep inside each of his retinas. The light seemed to flicker just a little and almost went out, but then it grew stronger. I began to realize I might be able to save this man. What he needed was a mission—a reason to go on living. And what better reason was there than to pursue those who had murdered his children? 
 
    “But I can’t do it alone,” I said slowly. “I need your help.” 
 
    I could feel Susan’s head slowly turn to face me, and I knew what she was thinking. She was wondering if it was a good idea to allow the father of our murder victims to get involved in the case. Of course it wasn’t a good idea—it was a horrible idea—but I wanted to save this man. I wanted to show him that there was life after such a tragedy. The fact that he would suffer everlasting pain and grief was something he could figure out on his own and in good time. I just needed to keep him alive. It was the least I could do for Jennifer. 
 
    Jennifer… 
 
    “What is it?” Chuck Duval sat a little straighter and the flames in his eyes began to roar as he studied the expression on my face. “You just had an idea. What is it? Did you figure something out?” 
 
    “No,” I said slowly, “I didn’t figure anything out, but I do have a question. Why didn’t the killer or killers murder Jennifer? They had no qualms about killing women or children, so why keep her alive?” 
 
    Susan stared blankly at me. “I don’t know—why?” 
 
    “Maybe because she’s a cop, and they knew if they killed a cop we’d go all scorched-earth on them?” I paused, looked at Chuck. I had some other ideas, but I wanted his input. “Do you have any ideas?” 
 
    He was thoughtful and the color seemed to return to his face. Little by little, he was coming alive again and he wanted to help. “Tell me more about the crime scene.” 
 
    I gave him a brief rundown and he listened intently. When I was done, he nodded. “Carl had something they wanted, and they used his family to try and get him to turn it over. My guess is they killed Francine first to show Carl they were serious, and then they began executing Annie and the—” 
 
    Chuck got choked up and couldn’t finish his sentence. He took a breath. When he spoke again, he changed gears. “When they didn’t get what they wanted from Carl, they killed him and staged it to look like a murder-suicide. They were on their way to making a clean getaway when Jennifer arrived, so they grabbed her without intending to kill her.” He paused again, then shook his head. His voice was still weak, but it was growing stronger as he continued talking. “But I can’t understand why.” 
 
    “There was no forced entry, so they must’ve knocked on the door and then pushed their way inside, or they waited until someone came home and followed them in,” I said when he was done talking. “They locked up the house when they left because they had to make it look like a murder-suicide, like it was an inside job. When they encountered Jennifer, they couldn’t take her inside the house because they would have to break down a door or window, and that would ruin the staged scene. The first thing detectives look for is forced entry—it’s on every television crime drama.” I nodded thoughtfully. “I believe that’s why they took her to the shed—because they couldn’t take her into the house.” 
 
    “But why not kill her?” Susan asked. 
 
    “Something led them to believe she had information they wanted, so they were going to torture her in order to retrieve that info, but I think that’s when Coco got loose. I think she went at them and drove them away.” 
 
    “I don’t know what they wanted with my kids,” the elder Duval said. “I can’t imagine what they might’ve been involved with. Carl was a good kid and he never had trouble with anyone. He prepared taxes for a living and handled some accounts for a few of his lawyer clients in the offseason, so I’d hardly think it was related to his job. Jennifer, on the other hand, she’s arrested some shady characters, but she works La Mort. I think we can all agree that whoever did this was targeting Carl, but I’ve got no clue why.” 
 
    “What about Annie?” I asked. “Could they have been targeting her?” 
 
    He shrugged. “She’s a real estate agent. She never gets into trouble.” 
 
    “We need to find out what the killers were after.” I stared for a long moment at Chuck, not saying a word. Finally, I spoke but my voice was uncertain. “Would you like to join us at the police department and help us go through the files and computers we removed from Carl’s house? They might yield some clues.” 
 
    He glanced back at Jennifer’s lifeless body. “Just give me a little more time alone with my baby and then I’ll meet you in the parking lot.” 
 
    Susan and I honored his request and made our way out into the overcast afternoon. When we were seated on the same benches I’d sat on earlier with Kim, Susan asked if I knew what I was doing. 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess I just figured it would help keep him preoccupied. If I can keep him busy, I think I can keep him alive.” 
 
    “And if we identify the killers, what then?” 
 
    “We arrest them,” I said simply. 
 
    “What if Chuck gets to them first?” 
 
    “He won’t.” 
 
    We were both silent then. I knew what she was thinking, or so I thought. I figured she was reminded of the battle that took place out at my old house years ago. When she later mentioned not wanting Chuck to go through the same thing I’d gone through, my suspicions were confirmed. 
 
    Thinking back to that fateful night dredged up old feelings of anger that had lain dormant for years. I knew it was better that those feelings remained suppressed. I certainly didn’t want to unleash that beast again. 
 
    “Clint, did you hear me?” she asked after a long while. “It would be horrible for Chuck to go through what you went through.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Sue.” I stood and kicked the leg of the bench with the toe of my boot. “I found it to be very therapeutic.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Wednesday morning found me sitting at my desk buried in bank records, utility usage reports, and computer files. I had pored tirelessly over the documents for three days now, but hadn’t found a clue. Nothing that brought me any closer to finding the killers, if indeed there was more than one. Chuck sat across from me. He was doing everything he could to help me. Other than a trip to the city to make funeral arrangements yesterday, he hadn’t left Chateau Parish. He said he wouldn’t leave until the case was solved, and he didn’t care who liked it or not. Personally, I didn’t mind. We had one huge thing in common—we’d both lost everyone we loved, and I was hoping I could show him there was life after such a loss.  
 
    “How many more tries do you get at that thing?” Chuck indicated Jennifer’s cell phone with his head. We had tried unsuccessfully to guess his daughter’s four-digit pass code, and I knew we only had a few more tries before we’d be locked out of the device forever. I’d contacted a buddy of mine with the FBI to see if he had any thoughts, but he said they hadn’t had any success breaking into the newer model cell phones. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but it can’t be many.” I rested a stack of bank records on my desk and sighed. “I haven’t found anything worth exploring. You?” 
 
    Susan and I had put Chuck up in one of the rooms at the shelter in the back of our street. Thankfully, the shelter was empty at the moment and we weren’t inconveniencing anyone. 
 
    Chuck hefted the cell phone records in his hand. “There are some unknown numbers we’ll need to track down—some from Carl’s phone and some from Annie’s—but nothing looks overly suspicious. It looks like they each have a number they talked to on a regular basis, so I think we should pay them a visit.” 
 
    I dug out my note pad and scrolled through the pages until I found my notes from my interview with Kim Billiot. I had obtained her cell number and that of her husband, Jude. I had called Jude yesterday and he had verified what Kim had said, but couldn’t offer anything more. He said he had no clue what Carl wanted to show him, and he didn’t really care. 
 
    “If it wasn’t a deer head or an ice chest full of red fish, I wasn’t interested,” Jude had declared over the phone. “After Carl and Annie got into that argument, he suddenly lost interest in whatever he was going to show me. Now, he did seem different the rest of the night, like he was distracted about the safe, but he never spoke another word about it.” 
 
    As much as I pressed the man, he didn’t know squat. 
 
    “Are these the unknown numbers?” I asked, shoving my notebook in Chuck’s direction. He lifted his head to bring my notes within view of his reading glasses, and then grunted. 
 
    “Yeah, but I guess you already covered those bases.” 
 
    I told him what I’d learned. The more I spoke, the more twisted his face became. His eyes were still bloodshot from crying and they clouded up often as we worked, but there was genuine surprise on his face at the mention of Carl’s newfound wealth. 
 
    “That’s news to me. I don’t know of any scenario where Carl could’ve paid off his house early, unless he robbed a bank.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a few minutes, him probably trying to figure out where in the hell Carl could’ve gotten his hands on that kind of money, and me wondering how in the hell he couldn’t know about this. If Carl had come by the money honestly, why hadn’t he told his family about it? I cocked my head to the side. Maybe he did tell one member of his family, and maybe that was why they’d killed Jennifer. 
 
    After a long moment of pondering this, I gave up and turned back to the documents in front of me. I had gone through Carl’s debit transactions and was now examining copies of the checks he and his wife had written over the past few months. I began with the most recent, which was written two days before their murders, and worked my way backward. I was surprised by how many checks they’d written. Most of my bills were automatically drafted from my account and I used my debit card for everything else, same as Susan. As for Carl and Annie, it seemed checks were their preferred method of payment. Checks had been written for the light bill, the water bill, the gas bill, at Mechant Groceries, for flowers, and dozens of other transactions. 
 
    “I can’t believe how much Rebecca used her cell phone,” Chuck mumbled after we’d worked in silence for thirty minutes. “This pie chart breaks down how much data each family member uses, and my granddaughter’s eaten more than half this pie all by herself.” 
 
    I chuckled aimlessly, reviewing each scanned check carefully, being sure not to miss anything. I had made my way to December and noticed a check from the seventeenth that was made out to an individual person, rather than a business. I held up the page. “Does the name Philip Crenshaw mean anything to you?” 
 
    Chuck glanced up from his own records. “No. Why?” 
 
    “Carl wrote this guy a check for three thousand dollars on December seventeenth.” I placed the copy of the check in Chuck’s outstretched hand. “The notes section is blank, so it could be for anything.” 
 
    “I thought his friends said he was rich. According to this, he’s only got seven grand in his account.” 
 
    I nodded, but tapped the pages in front of me. “It gets better toward the end of the month, but I haven’t quite made it there yet.” 
 
    “How much better?” 
 
    I thumbed through the pages, stopped when I found the deposit I’d noticed earlier. It was in the amount of $250,000.00 and it had been deposited into Carl’s account on the twentieth of December. I handed that sheet to Chuck. 
 
    “How in the hell did he get his hands on a quarter million dollars?” Chuck’s tone was filled with incredulity. He studied the document, sliding his finger down the long list of transactions. Finally, he grunted his approval. “One week later he paid off his house. I’ve always told my kids to pay their bills first, feed their savings account next, and then do something nice for themselves, but to always live within their means.” After pausing to take a shaky breath, he continued. “That boy always did listen when I spoke to him. Now, Jenny, she was something else.” 
 
    I wanted to ask Chuck if he approved of Annie spending several hundred dollars on a single pair of jeans, but decided against it. “Who was the check from?” I asked instead. “Maybe they can give us some answers.” 
 
    “It looks like it was a cashier’s check from some Platinum Star Bank. Other than that, there aren’t many details.” 
 
    I knew the Platinum Star Bank well. It was in the central part of Chateau Parish and I’d had a serious run-in with the bank owner five years ago. Last I’d heard, the owner’s twin daughters, Maci and Traci, were now running the bank. I wondered if they knew who I was and if they would even speak to me if I went in seeking answers. 
 
    I glanced at the bottom right hand corner of my computer screen. It was almost noon now. “I’ll grab some lunch at home later and then track down this Crenshaw fellow,” I offered, “but first I want to get with the bank and see what they can tell me. What will you do while I’m gone?” 
 
    The older man sighed. He was tired and I knew his heart was hollow. “Well, I’d like to come along,” he said after a minute, “but I know that’s not possible. Maybe I’ll head back to the city for the night. I need to meet with the police chief. He wants to finalize some details for Jenny’s funeral. He swears it’ll be the biggest funeral in the history of the city.” 
 
    “While you’re in La Mort, can you dig around a bit? Talk to her friends and co-workers? Maybe she told someone why she came down here. Maybe someone knows the pass code for her phone.” 
 
    “I can do that.” He stood slowly to his feet, holding onto the table to steady himself. He was a strong man, but life had just kicked him squarely in the gut and sucked the wind right out of him. “I know where Jenny hides the spare key for her apartment. I’ll swing on by and search her place. See what I can find.” 
 
    I thanked him and led the way outside. It was sunny but a little chilly. I called Susan as I watched him drive away. She was across town writing a ticket to some kid who had been popping wheelies on the highway with his motorcycle. 
 
    “Have you heard anything around town?” I asked. “Anyone have any theories about what happened out at Carl Duval’s place?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “Not a peep. A few people asked me about it, but all anyone knows is what they saw on the news. Are you sure this was a murder?” 
 
    “It has to be.” I mulled over the question while walking to my Tahoe. It was true that we hadn’t found the zip ties that had bound Carl’s hands, but the ligature marks on his wrists were real. I decided to change gears and asked if she was going home for lunch. She said she was and that she would be there within a few minutes. 
 
    “I’ll see you there.” I ended the call and tried to push the case from my mind, if just for a few minutes. I wanted to have lunch with my wife and daughter and I wanted to give them my undivided attention. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    Just as the past few months had seemed to fly by at lightning speed, so too did my lunch hour. I had to repeatedly tell Grace that Coco was not a horse. While Achilles was too big for her to climb aboard, Coco seemed to be the perfect size for her to ride. I tried to explain that she could hurt the dog’s back, but I had about as much success as the first men who had arrived in the Americas and had tried to communicate with the Indians. 
 
    “But the black pattern on her back looks like a saddle,” my mom had protested. “It can be confusing for a baby. I mean, I would want to ride her, too, if I was that small.” 
 
    I had only grunted and lifted Grace high into the air and carried her around like she was an airplane. She had giggled until she started drooling. I had been looking up at the time and took a stream of saliva directly to the left eye. That got a good laugh from Susan, which made Grace start chuckling so hard she began to cough. 
 
    After spending a full hour with them, I said my goodbyes and headed out the door. Once I was back in my Tahoe, I was all business again and my mind was completely focused on the case. I headed for the bank first, knowing their hours were shorter than most and wanting to speak with someone before they ended their work day. 
 
    In the unusually heavy traffic, it took me about thirty minutes to get to the bank. The parking lot was full and the lobby crowded. A bank manager glanced down at my badge from the other side of the counter. She quickly waved me toward the far right side of the counter. 
 
    “Can I help you?” she asked in a friendly tone. “I know you probably have to get back to work, so if there’s something I can do for you…” 
 
    As her voice trailed off, I nodded and pulled out a copy of the cashier’s check from Carl Duval’s bank records. “I need to find out who authorized this check.” 
 
    She shot one glance at it and took a surprised breath. “I did. Is there something wrong?” 
 
    “No, not at all.” I leaned closer, wondering if she would make me get a warrant. Keeping my voice low, I explained that there was no information about the person who financed the check. “How can I find out who requested the cashier’s check?” 
 
    The woman hesitated and I hurriedly continued. 
 
    “All I need is a name—a direction in which to go. This is involving a murder and it’s important that I talk to the person who funded this check.” She was thoughtful and I could see she was considering it. I moved in to close the deal. “No one will ever find out where I got the name—I swear it. I won’t put your name in my report. Hell, I don’t even know your name.” 
 
    She shot a glance over her left breast pocket, where a gold nametag was pinned. I smiled. “The first thing I do when I’m introduced to someone is forget their name. So, even if I did accidentally see your nametag, I’d forget it once I walked out the door.” 
 
    “Does this involve the bank at all?” she asked slowly. “Was there a problem with the check? Can this come back on me in any way?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. I only need to know the person’s name, because I need to ask them if they know who might want to kill Carl Duval.” 
 
    Her face paled a bit. “Is this about that family who was killed in Mechant Loup?” 
 
    I leaned even closer. “I’m not supposed to say, but I feel like I can trust you to be discreet.” 
 
    She nodded, wide-eyed. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, it’s about that case and you would be a great help if you gave me the name of the person who financed this check. You might even help me catch a killer.” 
 
    After chewing on her bottom lip for a few seconds, she nodded her resignation. “I remember this check well. It was Mr. Bill Welch who requested it.” 
 
    “Bill Welch?” I echoed, keeping my voice low. “The pawn broker? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes sir. He does a lot of business here. I’d know him anywhere. Of course, I haven’t seen him since that day, which seems odd.” 
 
    My brow furrowed as I stared off and began to wonder why Bill Welch would give a quarter of a million dollars to Carl Duval. As my mind wandered, I caught movement behind a glass wall on the opposite side of the bank. A young woman with long dark hair and a form-fitting dress stood staring at me. They had been seventeen years old the last time I saw the twins, but there was no denying this woman was one of them. I wasn’t sure which one, but she was definitely Mark McNeal’s daughter. 
 
    I gave a quick nod in her direction, thanked the bank manager, and then made my way out into the bright sunlight. Bill Welch, I thought as I made my way to my vehicle. What was his business with Carl? And did this transfer of money lead directly or indirectly to the murder of Carl and his family? 
 
    Bill was no killer. Having met the man before, of this I was certain. He was a nice enough man—albeit a shrewd businessman—and I didn’t think there was a mean bone in his body. He could drive a hard bargain, but he could also be very generous. 
 
    When I pulled up to Bill’s Jewelry and Pawn, I strode briskly to the front door and pulled on the handle. The door refused to move. I puckered my brow and tried the door again. It was locked. I moved my face close to the window and cupped my hands along each side of my head, trying to peer inside. What I could see of the interior was empty. The lights were off. I stepped back and checked the front of the building for a sign that might let me know what was going on, but there was none. 
 
    I cursed silently and stood there wondering why the place was closed. I glanced at the familiar sign hanging on the door and grunted. Welcome to Bill’s Jewelry and Pawn, where you’ll get the best deals from dusk till dawn. 
 
    Amy Cooke had once taken issue with the sign, claiming it should read, from dawn till dusk, and I began to wonder if they’d modified their schedule to make the sign more accurate. I was about to turn away and leave when a lifted pickup truck with big tires whipped into the parking spot next to my SUV. A young man, no older than twenty-five, dropped from the truck and approached the door carrying a large ring filled with keys. 
 
    “Howdy,” he said, grinning broadly. He sported a full beard and his long blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail. His grin faded when he glanced down and saw the badge clipped to my belt and the pistol on my hip. “Oh, is there something wrong?” 
 
    I waved a hand dismissively. “It’s nothing. I just needed to speak with Bill for a minute. Is he around?” 
 
    The kid shook his head as he unlocked the shop. “Sorry, but he left town.” 
 
    “Left town?” I echoed. “Why’s that? Did he do something wrong?” 
 
    “Oh, no, he retired. He left the shop to me and my sister. We run the place now.” Once he got the door open, he stepped back so I could enter. I did. “My sister’s in New Orleans for a jewelry show, so I had to open up today. I usually don’t get up this early because I work the evening shift.” 
 
    I nodded and glanced around the place. It looked almost exactly as it had the last time I’d been inside—the same merchandise and all. “When did your dad leave town?” I asked. 
 
    “It was around the beginning of February. He comes home every few weeks, but he doesn’t stay long. He bought a small yacht and he and my mom spend most of their time on it now. Hell, my dad threw away his watch and he often doesn’t even know what day it is.” He paused and grunted. “I don’t know why they waited for us to grow up before they started having fun. Do you know he’s never taken me and my sister on a vacation? In our entire lives, we’ve never been on a vacation with them. Well, except for a trip here or there to Biloxi. Now, they go everywhere. They’ve even been to Europe!” 
 
    Not at all interested, I nodded absently and asked if there was a way I could reach Bill. “Does he have a phone, or did he get rid of that too when he retired?” 
 
    “No, sir, he still has a phone. I can give you the number, but I can’t promise he’ll answer. He doesn’t get good reception out on the water, which is where he spends most of his time.” 
 
    I asked him a few more questions, but I refrained from talking about the cashier’s check. If he spoke to his dad before I did, I didn’t want him tipping off the old man about the money. I wanted to judge his reaction for myself—I only wished I could talk to him face to face. 
 
    As I drove out of the parking lot, I tried Bill’s number, but didn’t get an answer. Needing to talk to him as soon as possible, I tried a few more times—hoping he’d become annoyed and pick up—but he still didn’t answer. 
 
    “Damn retiree,” I muttered, a little jealous. “He probably drives thirty in a seventy and just waves and smiles when people roar by, flipping him off.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    I drove straight to my office and began running Philip Crenshaw’s name in every law enforcement database available to me. Carl had paid the man three grand for something, and I needed to locate him so I could find out why. I don’t know what I thought I’d find on his record, but he didn’t have a criminal record of any kind in the state of Louisiana. I couldn’t even find where he’d received a speeding ticket. His driver’s license showed he lived in town, but that was about it. 
 
    Next, I accessed some dummy social media sites we’d created to do research on subjects, but it soon became apparent he cared about such things as much as I did. As I worked, a disturbing thought slowly crept into my brain. I tried to dismiss it, but it kept rearing its ugly head. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” a voice asked from the door. I didn’t have to look up to know it was my wife, but I looked up anyway. 
 
    “I’m trying to find anything I can on Philip Crenshaw.” 
 
    “Is he the guy you told me about?” she asked. “The one who got three thousand dollars from Carl?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s the one.” I turned back to my computer and scooted over so Susan could kneel beside me. “He doesn’t have any social media accounts that I can find and—” 
 
    “You do realize people don’t always use their real names for this stuff, right?” 
 
    I hesitated, then scowled. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Honey, you’ve got a lot to learn.” She leaned past me and took over. As her fingers dashed across the keyboard, different websites popped up and she ran search queries spelling Philip in different ways and shortening it to Phil. She was still unable to find anything on social media, but then she executed a Google search and found a business entry under his name. It was called Crenshaw Carpentry and the name Phil Crenshaw was listed as the owner. 
 
    “Are you sure this is him?” I wanted to know. 
 
    “Yep.” Susan scrolled down the page and stopped when the physical address to the business came into view. It was the same address that was displayed on Crenshaw’s driver’s license. She tapped it with an index finger. “This is your guy.” 
 
    I was about to thank her when that disturbing thought came back to me. Susan noticed my expression and asked what was wrong. 
 
    “What if Carl paid this man to kill him and his family?” I offered. “What if Carl knew he wouldn’t be able to go through with it, so he hired Crenshaw to do it?” 
 
    There was a moment of stunned silence. “But what would his motive be for that?” 
 
    “Pick one. I’ve worked a ton of murder-suicides and they all had some reason. While their reasons usually seem ridiculous to me, they apparently make sense to the killers. Maybe Annie cheated on him. Perhaps he lost his job and figured they’d all be better off dead. Maybe the devil told him to do it.” I sighed as I drummed my finger on the table. “I know it sounds bizarre, but we’ve got to keep all of our options on the table.” 
 
    “Well, a murder-suicide for hire would certainly be a first for me, and it would be twisted.” She thought about it for a long moment and then shook her head. “I guess it’s not impossible, but I can’t imagine any man sitting still and watching his family being slaughtered. Even if that was the initial plan, I’m sure he would’ve lost his nerve early on and called the whole thing off. I mean, wanting your family dead is one thing, but sitting through that horror…” Her voice trailed off and she knelt there shaking her head. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” I said as I studied the business page. “Carl probably just paid him for his carpentry service. After all, there was the partial demolition of the one shed on the property.” 
 
    “Look at the phone number. I don’t recognize the area code.” Susan was pointing to the business contact number, and the area code was 256. The address to the business was in southern Chateau, just north of town, so I figured the phone must be a cell. She turned back to my computer and her fingers danced across the keyboard once again. Within seconds, the results were soon displayed on the computer screen. The area code was for the northern portion of Alabama. 
 
    “Alabama,” I said aloud. “I only ran his criminal history in Louisiana. Can you run him in Alabama?” She did and I grunted when I saw his record. While he hadn’t been arrested in Louisiana, he had two DUIs, a domestic violence arrest, one drug possession, a resisting arrest incident, and one charge of theft in his home state of Alabama the Beautiful. His last arrest had been ten years ago, and it had been for the theft charge. 
 
    “It looks like he cleaned up his act at thirty-one, and now he owns his own business. Sounds like a regular success story,” Susan muttered. 
 
    I pushed my chair back and waited for Susan to stand before I joined her. “Want to ride with me to his address?” 
 
    “Sure, but I have to be back at five.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s almost three, so that shouldn’t be a problem, unless—” 
 
    “We have to shoot him or arrest him,” she interrupted. “Well, let’s try not to let that happen. Your dad’s coming home from overseas tonight, so your mom wants to get home early enough to fix him dinner.” 
 
    I had known my dad was coming home tonight, and I also knew Susan’s mom was going to watch Grace for us during the rest of the week. We were lucky that both our moms didn’t have to work, because one of them was usually always available to watch Grace. My years of working in law enforcement had certainly eroded my trust in my fellow man, and Susan and I were equally happy to have trusted family members available to watch our child. Of course, I’d had my doubts about my mom in the past, but she had proven herself trustworthy over time. 
 
    “Look, there’s the street,” Susan said after we’d driven north of town for about ten minutes. 
 
    I turned left and checked the numbers on the mailboxes as we glided toward the back of the neighborhood. Crenshaw’s house was the last one on the right. When I made the corner onto the cross-street and turned into his driveway, I knew instantly that we were at the right place. There were piles of wood stacked to various heights around the carport and tools were scattered about. Most notably were a large table saw and a bench top planer, both of which were covered in sawdust, and two large drums with lids on them. 
 
    Susan and I got out of my Tahoe and I felt the hood of an old truck that was parked in the driveway. It was cold to the touch and was the only vehicle in sight. 
 
    The strong scent of cut oak greeted my nostrils as I made my way up the concrete steps and knocked on the door. “I love the smell of oak,” I said to Susan, who had her hand next to her pistol and was watching the window. 
 
    “Is that what that smell is?” she asked, not turning her head. 
 
    I nodded and knocked again, but didn’t hear any movement from inside. I knocked a third time, harder, but there was still no answer. Finally, I gave up and sauntered down the steps and to my SUV. The sun was beaming down and it had turned into a beautiful day. I found myself thinking about taking Grace for a stroller ride to the back of the street when I got home. I smiled a little as I remembered the way her red hair seemed to glow in the sunlight. 
 
    “What’re you going to do now?” Susan asked once we were back in my vehicle and heading up the street. 
 
    I was thoughtful. I wanted to get my hands on Crenshaw before he knew who I was and why I was looking for him. If he was our killer and I called and identified myself, he would know immediately what I wanted and he might disappear before I could question him. I was also worried his neighbors might tell him I was looking for him. I’d seen the man across the street staring hard at my Tahoe as I had driven to Crenshaw’s back carport. Even a schmuck could see that my vehicle was a cop car, and I might lose him if the neighbor told him the cops had been out to his house. 
 
    “I’m going to order up some work.” I snatched up my phone and asked Susan for the phone number we’d copied from Crenshaw’s business page. 
 
    She appeared skeptical, but called out the number. I dialed it and a gruff voice answered on the third ring. 
 
    “This is Clint,” I said casually. “I was looking for Mr. Crenshaw. I need someone to do some work for me right away.” 
 
    “This is Philip,” the gruff voice responded. “What kind of work do you need done?” 
 
    “I’ve got a shed that needs to be torn down pronto. Do you do that sort of thing?” 
 
    “There isn’t much I don’t do.” There was a pause and I heard a nail gun going off in the background. When he came back to the conversation, he spoke slowly. He sounded like a thoughtful man. “Tell me where I can see this shed, and I’ll come by tomorrow to have a look.” 
 
    “I really need this done right away. Is there any way you can meet me today?” 
 
    He let out a tired sigh. “Nathan,” he hollered, “come take over for me, will you?” There was more talking in the background and then he came back on the phone. “Where’s this shed?” 
 
    I gave him the address across the street from the police department. “I hope you’re not too far away. I really need this done as soon as possible. You see, our sewage backed up and the tank needs to be drained, but the assholes who had the property before me built the damn shed right on top of it.” 
 
    Susan scrunched her face and I just shrugged, mouthed, “I’m desperate—leave me alone.” 
 
    Another sigh sounded from the other end of the call. “Okay, I’m only a few minutes away. Let me get my helper to finish what he’s doing and I’ll get him started on another job. And then I’ll be heading your way.” 
 
    “Great! What time can you be here?” 
 
    He paused and spoke with Nathan again, asking him how far along he was on whatever he was doing. “How’s an hour sound?” he asked when he got back to me. 
 
    “Perfect. I’ll meet you in front of the building.” 
 
    After I ended the call, Susan leaned against her window and studied me as we headed to the police department. “What do you think he’ll do once he realizes this is all bullshit?” 
 
    “I don’t really care. As long as he shows up and I can look into his eyes and question him, I’ll be happy enough.” 
 
    “Well, while you’re doing that, I’ll be looking into our baby girl’s eyes.” 
 
    Jealous, I frowned. “I’ll try not to be late.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    It was almost six o’clock and I was still standing on the sidewalk across from the police department when I finally saw the pale blue van approaching. It was one of those old vans with no windows that my friends and I would call “rape vans” back when we were kids. As an adult, I knew it wasn’t fair to the poor vans, but I still cringed a little when I saw one, and I was now tempted to holler at all of the children along the sidewalk to run, only I frowned when I realized there were no children on the sidewalk. 
 
    Ever since word got out that the Duval family had all been murdered, the townspeople had been on high alert. Children didn’t walk the streets of town alone and they were forced inside before dark. The doors to every home in town were now locked and the shades were drawn as soon as the sun went down. The bars and grocery stores didn’t see much action at night anymore. 
 
    I shook my head. It was odd not to see kids jostling through the streets of town, riding bikes, walking and running, laughing and carrying on. Even tourism had slowed down a bit once the story had been featured on several national media outlets. As though I didn’t have enough self-imposed pressure to solve this case, our department was fielding daily inquiries from various members of the town council, wondering when we could deem the town safe again. Absent an arrest or proof that it was a targeted and isolated attack, it was anybody’s guess who was safe and who was not. 
 
    From what I could see of the driver in the approaching van, he appeared older than Crenshaw’s forty-one years. His graying hair was thick on the sides, but the top of his head looked like a forest that had been mowed down by a tornado, with just a few tufts of standing trees left. Maybe life had been cruel to Philip Crenshaw. 
 
    He slowed when he saw me and I smiled and waved. I had stripped off my pistol and badge and believed I looked more like an insurance salesman than a cop. The window on the passenger’s side was rolled down and I leaned forward when he stopped and put the van in park. 
 
    “Philip Crenshaw?” I asked cheerfully. 
 
    He nodded, stared around suspiciously. “Where’s the shed?” 
 
    “About that…” I allowed my voice to trail off and reached into my pocket with my left hand. I produced my badge, slipped it through the window, and was about to ask him to shut off the engine when he suddenly shoved the gearshift in drive and stomped the accelerator. The van shot forward and the window frame collided with my left shoulder. I spun violently from the force of the vehicle and nearly lost my footing. Although that specific move had caught me a little by surprise, I had been ready for him to try an escape, and I jerked my portable radio from my back pocket. 
 
    “Melvin,” I hollered, “he’s heading in your direction.” 
 
    “I’ve got him.” Melvin spoke coolly, but his actions were swift. I could hear rubber screaming on asphalt from somewhere east of us and Melvin’s truck suddenly burst into view. He drove from the alley where he’d been waiting and blocked off the entire street. In the shadows of buildings to my left, the van’s brake lights shone bright and the van lurched to a stop. I heard the gears grinding and saw the reverse lights illuminate. 
 
    “Amy, you’re up,” I called over the radio. Before the words fully left my mouth, Amy sped from her parking spot under the elevated police department building and promptly cut off his escape. I was running now—well, hobbling, thanks to Coco bending my left knee back the other day—crossing the street and heading straight for the driver door. He was boxed in and he knew it, and his only option was to surrender or give up the van and flee on foot. He chose the latter, which was a mistake. 
 
    I had just reached the back of the van when the door shot open. The first thing I saw of Crenshaw was his left leg. I didn’t even attempt to slow down as his upper torso came into view. I hit him hard, sandwiching him between my shoulder and his van door, which I nearly tore off the hinges. Before he could right himself, I jerked him to the ground and spun him onto his face. Snatching a pair of cuffs from the back of my waistband, I ratcheted them on and sat there for a second, catching my breath. When my breathing was normal, I pulled him to his feet. 
 
    “What in the hell did I do wrong?” he asked when I began reading him his rights. “This is false arrest!” 
 
    Melvin and Amy had walked up and Melvin began patting him down. 
 
    “We’ll start with aggravated battery on a police officer,” I said, “then move into speeding and reckless operation, and finish off with resisting arrest.” 
 
    “But I didn’t do anything wrong. You can run from the police if you didn’t do anything wrong. I learned that in jail.” 
 
    “You didn’t simply run away from the police,” I explained calmly, flexing the soreness from my left shoulder and straightening my sore knee as I regarded him. “You decided to speed off down a busy street while I was leaning into your vehicle speaking with you. You endangered my life and the lives of everyone on this street.” 
 
    “But you lied to me!” He spat the words. “You told me this was about a shed. That was a trick. I don’t even know why you tricked me.” 
 
    “You’ll know soon enough.” I turned him over to Amy and asked her to place him in the first interview room at the police department. She nodded and sat him in the back of her patrol car. 
 
    “What about the van?” Melvin asked. “Want me to have it towed?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’ll drive it back and secure it for him. If he’s not a murderer, I don’t want to cause him more problems than is absolutely necessary.” 
 
    He grunted. “If he’s not a murderer, then why’d he run? He could’ve killed you when he pulled away like a crazy man.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side and studied my longtime friend. “You think I’m that easy to kill? Are you forgetting that I survived the crushing jaws of Godzator himself?” 
 
    Melvin smiled, thoughtful. “That sure does seem like a lifetime ago.” 
 
    “Yeah, it does.” I turned away and started for Crenshaw’s van. Melvin told me he was heading home and I waved a hand. As I drove the few hundred feet to the police department, my mind turned to the task at hand, to the interrogation of Philip Crenshaw. If he was the one who murdered Carl and his family, I’d need him to confess. And what if he did? How would I handle that? I shuddered, thinking back to that fateful night in my bedroom so many years ago. I couldn’t revert back to the person I’d become on that day, this I knew, but someone had to pay for what they’d done to those poor children. 
 
    I was certain there had been more than one person in the house, because it would’ve been nearly impossible for a single person to gain control of everyone in the house and force them into the living room. I would need to be nice to Crenshaw, extract every bit of information I could from the man. If he did commit these murders, I’d need him to tell me that he did, and I’d need him to name his accomplices. Unless… 
 
    Unless his accomplice was Carl. I shook my head, not liking that thought. While I had to keep that option open and I’d worked cases where fathers had killed their children, I didn’t want to believe Carl could hire someone to kill his family and himself. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Philip Crenshaw was sitting slouched over in his chair when I stepped into the interview room. He looked up and immediately began talking. 
 
    “Look, I didn’t know you were a cop, I swear it! I thought I was being held up. I thought it was a robbery.” 
 
    “In front of the police department?” I asked with a smirk. “And why would I show you a badge if I intended to rob you?” 
 
    He stammered, then clamped his mouth shut when he saw that my jaw was set and I wasn’t buying what he was trying to sell. He folded his arms in front of his chest and began tapping his foot on the floor. The man wore a white T-shirt that was dirty and covered in sawdust. There were also chips of sawdust clinging to the thick hair on his arms and a stench of stale sweat floated on the still air inside the room. 
 
    I studiously placed my case file on the desk and removed a blank notebook from inside. The file was thick and I noticed Philip studying it with concern. 
 
    “Mr. Crenshaw, do you know why we’re here?” I finally asked, resting my forearms on the desk. 
 
    “No. I thought you wanted me to tear down a shed. Next thing I know, you’re attacking me and making a false arrest of my person.” 
 
    I was still trying to figure out how to best approach him with the allegations, so I focused on the arrest to buy some time. “Well, why did you speed off that way? From what were you running?” 
 
    “I…I wasn’t running from anything. Like I said, I thought you were going to rob me.” 
 
    I waved my hand dismissively. “Let’s change gears. Were you ever arrested before?” 
 
    “I’ve had a few run-ins with the law, but I’m sure you already know about those.” His eyes were suspicious. “I’m betting you know just about everything there is to know about me.” 
 
    “If I did, we wouldn’t be talking,” I said simply. “According to your rap sheet, you’ve cleaned up your act over the past ten years.” 
 
    He nodded, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “It’s a shame that good run is coming to an end.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” 
 
    “You know how I figure.” I leaned forward, then winced inwardly when I caught another whiff of his sweaty shirt. “Speaking of sheds, how many have you torn down in town lately?” 
 
    “Um, none, really.” 
 
    “When’s the last time you tore down a shed in Mechant Loup?” 
 
    He was thoughtful, scrunching his face. “I don’t know. It’s been a while. Why? Did someone complain that I tore down the wrong one? If so, that’s on the homeowner. I don’t check land deeds when I take a job. I trust that the homeowner knows what belongs to him and what doesn’t.” He laughed nervously, but I kept a straight face. “I mean, why else would you be asking about a shed, unless I tore down the wrong one?” 
 
    “Do you know Carl Duval?” I asked the question suddenly, and it took him by surprise. His face turned three shades whiter. 
 
    “No.” He said it quickly…too quickly. 
 
    “Are you sure?” My eyes bored into his and he looked away. “Remember how you said I knew everything there was to know about you? Well, I might not know it all, but I know a lot, and I know that’s horse shit.” 
 
    His eyes flashed and I saw him stiffen, but he quickly got control of himself. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Why are you lying? I wondered, studying him closely. I looked deep into his eyes, trying to imagine if those eyes were capable of staring down at Carl’s two children while blasting the life right out of them.  Could you be the killer? 
 
    “Don’t make me prove it, Philip,” I warned. “If you do, it’ll look a whole lot worse on you. If you didn’t do anything wrong, there’s no reason to lie about tearing down the shed.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything wrong and I already know it, so I don’t have to prove nothing to you.” 
 
    “Can I safely deduce from your reaction that you know the name Carl Duval?” 
 
    “Hell, everybody around here knows that name.” He spat the words. “Those names are being blasted on the news every day and night.” 
 
    He was right, of course. In a small town like ours, you couldn’t murder an entire family and expect us to keep the lid on that kind of story. We’d had reporters from every major news organization come into town and report on the case, but I had kept things close to the vest. Heeding my advice, Mayor Pauline Cain had also provided few details when confronted by reporters outside of her office. 
 
    “Why’d it look like you saw a ghost when I said the name?” I challenged. “What are you hiding?” 
 
    “I’m not hiding anything, but I’m no fool. I know what you’re trying to do, and it won’t work with me.” 
 
    “What is it that you think I’m trying to do?” 
 
    “You’re trying to pin those murders on me because I’m from out of town. It wouldn’t look good if a local did this, so you’re trying to pin it on an outsider.” He shook his head. “I might not be smart and I might not be from here, but I’m not stupid. That kind of thing goes on in Alabama all the time. I’ve seen outsiders get framed for everything from church burnings to murder and I ain’t about to be one—” 
 
    Hearing enough, I lifted a hand to silence him. “Save it, Crenshaw. That argument won’t work here. You’re lying about knowing Carl Duval and I can prove it. As you should be able to imagine, that’s got me thinking—why on earth would an innocent man lie about knowing a guy who was murdered along with his entire family? The only reason I can figure is because he killed them.” 
 
    “I already told you, I don’t know Carl Duval. Never heard of him before in my life. And I would never kill anyone.” He was sweating now. “Look, I know I’ve got a record, but I’ve never hurt anyone. All of my crimes were petty. I’ve never done anything violent and I never would.” 
 
    “You call wife beating petty?” I scowled. “That might fly where you’re from, but down here in the swamps, we don’t like men who beat on women.” 
 
    “No, that was a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “Sure it was. What about this resisting arrest charge?” I held up his rap sheet so he could see what I was talking about. “Was this also a misunderstanding? And I guess speeding off down a busy street while a cop is leaning in your window isn’t violent at all.” 
 
    “I thought you were—” 
 
    “I know, I know…you thought I was going to rob you.” I set down the rap sheet and leaned back in my chair, studying him. “Why won’t you just admit to knowing Carl Duval?” 
 
    He was silent, and I knew we were getting somewhere. He had been firm in his denial when he said he didn’t know Carl, but I knew that to be a lie—unless someone else had dealt with him or he’d forgotten Carl’s name. I started to have doubts. What if Annie had dealt with Philip? What if he’d never even seen Carl? What if he hadn’t paid any attention to the name on the check? 
 
    The thoughts of doubt continued to swirl, but I suddenly dismissed them. He had to know Carl. The look on his face told me he knew Carl, and it wasn’t from some news article. That look would have been one of recognition, not one of shock. No, when I said Carl’s name, I could’ve sworn he saw the man’s ghost standing behind me. 
 
    “Look, Chuck, I know you’re a good man,” I said in a soft tone. I needed him to take a step in my direction. If I could just get him to start moving my way, I might be able to gain some momentum and have him rolling down the hill toward a confession. “I don’t believe you hurt those people—” 
 
    “I didn’t!” he blurted. “I already told you, I would never hurt anyone.” 
 
    “Right, but I know you did some work for them and I can prove it.” I paused to let the information sink in. He sat there quietly, not denying it. “Since you did some work for them, does that mean you automatically killed them?” 
 
    “Hell no!” His shoulders drooped when he realized I’d tricked him into admitting he’d done some work for them. He let out a long sigh. “Look, I’m sorry I lied, but I know how it goes. I wasn’t raised around here. I’m an outsider, and outsiders are the first ones to get picked up when something bad happens.” 
 
    “No, you weren’t picked up because you’re an outsider. I called you because you did some work for the Duvals, and I wanted to know if you noticed anything suspicious out at the house when you were working there.” I waved a hand in the air. “It’s when you started going all crazy and trying to drive us down that I became suspicious.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that. I…I was just scared.” 
 
    I nodded, but I knew he was still lying. He’d tried to run for a reason, and I needed to figure out what that reason might be. 
 
    “So, what kind of work did you do for Carl Duval?” 
 
    “He hired me to tear down a shed. It was an old shed on the land north of his property.” 
 
    “Did the shed belong to him?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, it did. He said he bought the strip of land the sheds were on after he bought his house. I think he said something about wanting a place for his kids to ride four-wheelers and dirt bikes. I think that’s why he wanted to clear out the property.” 
 
    Well, that certainly explained the partially demolished shed, but why hadn’t he finished the job? 
 
    “When did he hire you to tear down the shed?” 
 
    “It was back in December sometime. I don’t remember exactly when, but it was before Christmas.” 
 
    “How much did he pay you for the job?” 
 
    “Three thousand dollars.” 
 
    I scowled. “That seems expensive just to tear down an old shed.” 
 
    “Well, I was supposed to tear down two sheds. Now, they were over a hundred years old, so they were well built. I tell you, they don’t make lumber like they used to. Three thousand almost seemed like too little once I got started.” 
 
    That sounded a bit more reasonable, but he hadn’t even finished tearing down the first one, much less two. “I was out at the house,” I said. “You didn’t even finish the job. Why not?” 
 
    “He changed his mind.” 
 
    “About tearing down the shed?” 
 
    He nodded slowly, hesitantly, but didn’t offer an explanation. 
 
    “Well, why’d he change his mind?” 
 
    “We, um, we found something.” He hesitated some more and I was starting to grow impatient. 
 
    “You said we found something. Are you referring to you and your helper?” I snapped my fingers. “What’d you say his name was again—Nathan?” 
 
    “Nathan Baxter.” He shook his head. “No, Nathan wasn’t with me on that job. It was just me. Carl told me he would help, so I didn’t need the extra hand. It was me and Carl Duval that found it.” 
 
    “Continue,” I pressed. “What’d you find?” 
 
    “We had started tearing everything down, working from the front to the back, and we had just finished ripping out the inside walls on the right when we found it.” He paused again and I almost slapped the table. 
 
    “Found what?” I tried to keep the irritation from my voice. “What did y’all find?” 
 
    “It was I who saw it first. I had just pried loose a thick board on the inside wall and that’s when I saw a strange little box between the inner wall and outer wall. It was a wooden box. Well made, but old.” 
 
    “What was inside the box?” I asked, wondering if this strange little box had anything to do with the murders. I doubted it, but I was a little curious about what a box would be doing between the boards of an old shed. 
 
    He leaned across the desk and lowered his voice. When he told me what was inside, I blinked. Recognizing the look of bewilderment on my face, he nodded. 
 
    “You heard me right,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    I sat drumming my fingers on the desk. So, that’s where Carl got the money to pay off his house. “Who’d you tell about this discovery?” I asked. 
 
    “No one.” 
 
    “Not a single soul?” 
 
    Philip Crenshaw shook his head. “No one.” 
 
    “What else was in the box?” 
 
    He hesitated ever so slightly, then shook his head. “Nothing. Well, except for some ancient cobwebs.” 
 
    Not convinced, I continued questioning him. I grilled him late into the night, but he remained steadfast in his denial. According to him, he hadn’t told a soul and he never saw Carl Duval again, nor had he been back out to the house. 
 
    “I cashed my check and that was the end of my dealings with him,” he said wearily for the umpteenth time at around three in the morning when I was wrapping up the interview. “I swear to God, I haven’t seen the man since.” 
 
    I sighed and wiped my tired face. More than once during the interview I’d glanced at the time on my computer and frowned, knowing I would not make it home in time to tell Gracie goodnight. Now, I would have to settle for a light kiss on her forehead. “Okay, Mr. Crenshaw, it’s time to get you booked into the jail.” 
 
    Philip came suddenly awake. “Jail? But I said I didn’t do it!” 
 
    “That remains to be determined, but you did try to rip off my shoulder with your car, so that necessitates a court appearance.” While he had committed a crime—a few of them, in fact—I really wasn’t interested in what he’d done yesterday afternoon. Other than a bruise on my shoulder, I hadn’t been hurt and I would be satisfied with him paying a small fine. However, I wanted to keep him on ice for as long as I could—just until I could be positive he wasn’t involved with the murder of Carl and his family. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re going to put me in jail after how much I’ve helped you.” He glowered now, his voice losing its conversational tone. “Had I known this would happen, I wouldn’t have said a damn thing.” 
 
    “Well, I believe you’re still lying about some things,” I said flatly, “and if I don’t get my answers, you may never get out of jail.” 
 
    I knew I couldn’t hold him for long, but he didn’t need to know that. I wanted him to sleep in a cell for a minute to think about things, and to give me some time to interview his helper. I had a hard time believing he didn’t tell anyone about his discovery, and Nathan Baxter was as good a place to start as any. I remembered my time working in construction, and those guys told each other everything. Nothing was sacred. They told stories about their wives that would’ve gotten them killed had their brides found out. 
 
    Once Philip was locked in the cell, I finished my paperwork and made my way to the front of the station. Amy was sitting in the dispatcher’s office working on a report, her blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail. She looked up when she heard my boots. 
 
    “Did he confess?” 
 
    I shrugged, told her what I’d found out. Whistling, she twisted around and rested an elbow on the back of her chair when I was done talking. “Gold, you say? Like buried treasure?” 
 
    “Yep. According to Crenshaw, there was a single gold coin in the box, and it was old.” I told her my theory that Carl had sold the gold coin to Bill Welch and that’s what had started the entire horrible mess. “And I’m betting Bill paid only a fraction of what it was worth to Carl, because he suddenly retired and left town, which can only mean he sold it for much more than he gave Carl.” 
 
    “Do you think Bill killed Carl and his family?” 
 
    I considered it, and a new theory started to take shape. “Knowing what we know now,” I said slowly, sitting on the corner of the desk, “the scene is starting to make sense. It appears someone found out about the gold and thought there was more. They took Carl’s family hostage and used them to squeeze the information out of Carl. They then murdered his family members one-by-one in front of him, trying to force him to give up the location of the rest of the gold.” 
 
    “But there is no more,” Amy said simply. “Otherwise, he would’ve turned it over before those animals killed anyone.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. What if he did give it up, but they killed him and his family anyway? They wouldn’t want to leave witnesses.” 
 
    “That would be pure evil,” Amy said quietly. “It doesn’t get colder than that.” 
 
    I agreed with her. I could understand someone going through desperate and drastic measures to convince Carl to give up a gold treasure, but once they got their hands on it they should be happy. That feeling of hate began burning deep inside again and I wondered what I might do to Philip Crenshaw if I found out he was, indeed, the murderer. A person who would do something like this didn’t deserve to live. I knew it wasn’t my place to exact revenge or pass judgment. I was simply a public servant, out here gathering facts to make sure there was enough evidence for a trier of facts—be it judge or jury—to come to a just conclusion. It was up to them to decide the fate of the criminals. But this case…this case was different. It was especially evil. 
 
    I shook my head to clear it and slid off the desk. 
 
    “See you later,” I said to Amy before strolling out the door and into the cool night air. I drove straight home and slipped inside without making much noise. Achilles was waiting for me by the front door and Coco was on his heels. I stopped for a moment and rubbed their heads, then shoved my keys in my pocket and tiptoed up the stairs, not wanting to awaken Susan. 
 
    Once we had known Grace was coming into our lives, we had rearranged the upper level of our home. We had converted the loft area into a master bedroom and turned the first room to the right into Grace’s room. The bedroom to the left was going to serve as a temporary office until—and if—we decided to have more children. If we had more than two kids, we’d have to add another wing to the house. 
 
    There was a recliner in the large space between the rooms that served as a sitting area, and it was here that Susan would sit to feed Grace. Just to the right of the foyer was the door to our bedroom, and when I reached the upper stairway landing I could see that it was open. I was about to turn right into Grace’s bedroom when I was suddenly blinded by a brilliant light and a voice challenged me. 
 
    “If you move one more step. I’m going to murder you where you stand!” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    I didn’t startle easy, but the stress of the case and the fear that lurked in the back of every mind in town was also lurking in the back of mine—What if my house was hit next?—and it must’ve been taking a toll on me, because I flung myself backward and clawed for my pistol. I was just getting it up when I heard a screech and the light shut off as suddenly as it had come on. 
 
    “Jesus, Clint—it’s me!” Susan’s voice called desperately. “Don’t shoot!” 
 
    I nearly dropped my pistol as a terrifying gasp ripped from my throat. “Sue, what in the hell is going on? What are you doing?” 
 
    I heard her hand brushing against the wall as she reached for the light switch, and the sitting area lit up. I saw Susan standing in her night shirt, a flashlight in one hand and her Glock in the other. Her face was pale and she was panting. 
 
    “I thought they were coming for us,” she said breathlessly. “I heard a sound and I thought they had gotten into the house and slipped past the dogs and I thought they were going for Grace.” 
 
    I shoved my pistol back in its holster and rushed forward, taking my wife in my arms. Behind me, I heard a stirring and Grace began to cry. The commotion had disturbed her sleep. While I held Susan’s trembling frame, I smiled a little, not a little disappointed that I would get to see Grace. 
 
    Susan took a deep breath in my arms and pushed back. Her tired eyes squinted against the bright light overhead and, after offloading the pistol and flashlight, she headed for Grace’s room, calling over her shoulder, “Was it Crenshaw? Is he the one who killed those poor people?” 
 
    “Why don’t I pick up Gracie?” I asked. “At the rate you’re going—thinking I’m a family murderer—you might mistake her for that Chucky doll from Child’s Play.”  
 
    Susan smiled and stepped aside. “Well, they both have red hair, so…” 
 
    My heart swelled when I saw Grace’s scrunched up face relax and light up when I came into view. She grabbed onto the side of her baby bed and I waited while she pulled herself to her feet. 
 
    “Da-da,” she mumbled, drool leaking down her mouth. “Da-da.” 
 
    “She said my name!” I hollered, snatching her from her bed and planting a kiss on her forehead. “She said daddy before she said mommy—she loves me more!” 
 
    Susan laughed, planting a hand on Grace’s back and watching me try to get her to say it again. She just mumbled incoherently, but that was okay with me. I’d been there to hear her first word. I held her close and followed Susan into the bedroom, talking as we walked. I filled her in on the interview, and let her know I thought this was a targeted attack. If true, that would mean the rest of the town was safe—unless someone else in town found a box of gold. 
 
    “What’s your next move?” she asked, taking Grace from me so I could get ready for bed. 
 
    “I’m going to pull in the helper—this kid named Nathan Baxter—and see what he knows. I don’t believe Philip kept this to himself. That kind of thing is big news.” 
 
    “I’m surprised it didn’t leak out into the town gossip,” Susan muttered. “Have you heard anything at all about gold treasure?” 
 
    “Not a peep.” 
 
    I brushed my teeth while she talked about her day. She used her soothing mommy voice and talked directly to Grace while telling me she had received a few calls from different media organizations wanting to know the latest on the murders. “I told them we didn’t have anything new,” she sang, “and that when we did, we would surely let them know— 
 
    “Oh,” Susan blurted, her normal voice interrupting her mommy voice, “did you get the crime lab report? I put it on your desk. I also got a call from the lab to explain some things.” 
 
    I quickly rinsed out my mouth and stepped into the room. Grace’s eyelids were drooping as Susan cradled her close to her soft chest. 
 
    “No, I never made it to my desk. What’d the report say?” I knew she’d looked it over. 
 
    “Let’s see…all of the shotgun shells were fired from the shotgun you recovered. There’s a team of DNA analysts processing the blood. Even with multiple analysts working the case, they said it could take up to a week to get it done. You sent up a ton of samples, and they’ve got their work cut out for them. If they locate any unknowns, they’ll run it through CODIS, so if we don’t develop a suspect, we might get lucky in that regard.” 
 
    CODIS stood for Combined DNA Index System, which is a database containing the DNA profiles of convicted criminals, missing persons, and evidence from other crime scenes. It was an extremely useful law enforcement tool. 
 
    “Anything else?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, they found a piece of green latex on the shotgun. They said it was caught in the release mechanism for the shotgun, and it was a piece about an inch long by—” 
 
    “The shooter was wearing gloves!” 
 
    She nodded. “And the glove tore.” 
 
    “Damn! We might’ve just gotten a break!” I paced back and forth in front of the bed, encouraged. “Did they swab that area for DNA?” 
 
    “They did and they put that specimen at the top of the list of importance.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Oh, and they’re working up the blood that was recovered from the shells and the car. They’re also processing the chain that was used to secure Jennifer.” She was thoughtful. “They did say they needed a reference sample of Jennifer’s DNA, so I put in a request at the coroner’s office.” 
 
    “So, one of the killers ripped a glove while manipulating the shotgun,” I mused aloud after a minute of silence while Susan yawned and stretched. “This is good, because there will certainly be DNA on that lever—and possibly the chain, if they didn’t glove up again after the rip. I mean, how many criminals think to bring an extra pair of gloves to a crime scene? Once we identify that DNA, we’ll be in business.” I stopped pacing and faced Susan. “Anything else?” 
 
    She was thoughtful, and the dimple in her chin deepened. “Oh, they raised the serial number on the shotgun.” 
 
    That got my attention. “Why didn’t you lead with that?” I asked excitedly. “This is our big break. Who’s it registered to?” 
 
    She shrugged gently, trying to slide from the bed without stirring Grace. “They just provided the number for now. I think they’re in the process of running it. I can check with them when I get back to work.” 
 
    I thanked her and watched as she carried our beautiful daughter to her bed and eased her onto the mattress. When she and I were back in our room and had slipped under the covers, she rested her head on my chest. I know she was talking, because I could feel the vibrations of her voice against my body, but my eyes fluttered and I found myself slipping into an unconscious world where I was chasing alligators and fighting with men carrying spears. 
 
    Spears? 
 
    I didn’t try to understand it. I simply pulled out my pistol and gave chase along a narrow street that was paved in gold. It was so bright I had to squint against the brilliance… 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    A single bright ray of sunlight had found a slender crack in the drapes and was harassing the outsides of my eyelids. I grunted and turned onto my side, reached for Susan. She was gone. I lurched up and glanced wildly about. I knew it was Thursday, but what time was it? I stretched toward the nightstand and grabbed my phone. My eyes were blurry and it took a few seconds for the digits to come into view. Eight o’clock. 
 
    “Shit!” I kicked off the covers and hurried into my clothes. While it had been nice to get a few hours of sleep, I had a lot to do, and the day wasn’t going to wait on me to get my ass in gear. 
 
    I was jogging down the stairs when my phone rang. Without looking, I put it to my ear. “This is Clint.” 
 
    “Detective Wolf, this is Bill—Bill Welch. I got your call when we arrived back onshore this morning. What can I do for you?” 
 
    I stopped in mid step. “Mr. Welch, hi, how are you? I needed to talk to you about something.” 
 
    “Shoot. The day is long and I’ve got nothing but time.” 
 
    I hesitated. I didn’t like doing interviews over the phone. I wouldn’t be able to measure his eyes, couldn’t study his body language. What if he was involved in the murders? Sure, I could get a confession over the phone almost as easily as in person, but I didn’t like it. I also wanted to record the conversation, but I couldn’t at the moment. I usually used the speaker feature on my desk phone to record telephone conversations onto a digital recorder. Susan had told me there was a way to record conversations on my smart phone, but I hadn’t taken the time to figure it out. I guess my smart phone was smarter than me. 
 
    “Detective, are you still there? Hello?” 
 
    Oh, well, here goes nothing, I thought, hoping he wouldn’t say something crucial to the case. While my word had always been deemed credible in court, I always liked to have supporting evidence for everything I said or did. 
 
    “Yes, I’m still here. I went looking for you at the pawn shop and they said you had retired,” I said smoothly, trying to build a rapport with the man. “Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thank you. It’s nice to sleep until my body wants to wake up and it’s a dream to go fishing every day.” 
 
    “What made you decide to retire when you did? I know I’m still too young to think about retirement, but I’ve always wondered how I’d know when the time was right.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll know,” he assured me. “You’ll know.” 
 
    I continued making small talk for a few minutes, then got down to business. “The reason I’m calling,” I said, deciding to gamble a little, “was because I’ve received information that you purchased a gold coin from Carl Duval. I believe it was around the nineteenth of December.” 
 
    There was a long pause, where I could hear him breathing heavily. Finally, in a cautious voice, he said, “I don’t typically discuss my business transactions with others. If one of my customers chooses to put their information out for the world to know, that’s up to them, but they know I’m a discreet businessman. I think that’s why I’ve been so successful all of these years. My customers trust me.” 
 
    “Well,” I said flatly, “in this case, your customer’s dead—murdered.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard…so I’ve heard.” After another brief pause, he said, “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    I repeated his phrase back to him. “Shoot. The day is long and I’ve got nothing but time.” 
 
    He seemed not to notice. “Did his murder have anything to do with the gold?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. Do you know something that might prove helpful?” 
 
    “I mean, I don’t know much. If memory serves, Mr. Duval came into the shop early one morning. You say it was the nineteenth. Well, that sounds about right. He was in the parking lot before I unlocked the door and I saw him sitting there. He seemed to be fidgeting around like he was nervous, so I opened up early. Usually, when people are acting that way, they bring in something very good or very stolen. He didn’t appear to be the thieving type, so I let him in.” He stopped to catch a breath. “By the time I made it behind the counter, he had already unwrapped an old kitchen towel and had the gold coin exposed to the light. I’m no numismatist, but I’ve seen enough coins to know he had something special.” 
 
    “You’re not a what?” I asked, having never heard the word. 
 
    “Someone who studies coins.” He took another breath. “Now look, that coin was worth a half million dollars and I told him so. I told him it would fetch at least that much at auction, but he told me that he was happy with whatever I could afford to pay. I hope you understand I wasn’t trying to cheat the man. I was up front with him, but he was satisfied to take what I could give him.” 
 
    “And how much was that?” Although I already knew the amount, I wanted him to tell me. I wanted to see if he was being totally honest. 
 
    “Well, I was able to scrape together a quarter million dollars from my savings account and the company checking account, and I offered it to him. I’d been saving to buy a little place out on the beach I’d been eyeing, and it was all I had. He took the offer. We shook on it.” 
 
    “And how much did you get for it?” 
 
    “Um, let me see…” 
 
    He allowed his voice to trail off and I wanted to call bullshit. There was no way he’d have to think on that amount. He knew exactly how much he received for it. 
 
    “Yeah, I think it was about a half mil,” he finally said. 
 
    “Half a million dollars?” I blurted. 
 
    “Um, maybe a little more.” 
 
    I whistled. “And where’d you sell it?” 
 
    “To a dealer in La Mort.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “The next day.” 
 
    As I sat at the table idly watching Susan shovel tiny spoonfuls of grits in Grace’s direction, my mind worked. Carl Duval sold a gold coin he’d found to Bill Welch for 250 thousand dollars. Bill sold it to a dealer in La Mort for over 500 thousand dollars. Bill more than doubled his money, so I didn’t see where he might be mad at Carl—unless he thought there was more to be had. Of course, Bill didn’t seem to be the greedy type. 
 
    “Tell me, Bill, were there more coins where that one came from?” 
 
    “He didn’t say, but I suspect there were more.” Bill cleared his throat and spoke softly. “I believe he might have stumbled upon something evil.” 
 
    “Evil? Like what?” 
 
    “That coin,” he said, “it was old Spanish gold. My collector friend tells me it was minted in the 1700s. He believes it was brought over here on Spanish ships.” 
 
    My face scrunched up. “When I was in school I heard about a fleet of Spanish ships that went missing off the coast of Florida during a hurricane. Wasn’t that in the 1700s?” 
 
    “It was, but this coin could not have been from those ships. That would be a major discovery and it would be hard to keep something like that quiet. Besides, those ships went down off the coast of Florida, not Louisiana. No, my friend believes this coin was from something else. He believes this coin was from the Death Shadow Massacre.” 
 
    I blinked. “The what?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    “In the early 1700s, a group of marauding pirate ships terrorized the coast of what is now Louisiana. There were three ships in all, run by ruthless captains who had banded together for strength, and they would gang up on unsuspecting vessels that were sailing toward the Great River—which is now the Mississippi—intent on making it to the fledgling city of New Orleans to trade and find wealth in the New World.” 
 
    Although he couldn’t see me, I nodded and waved my hand impatiently, wanting him to hurry and get to the point. What this had to do with Carl Duval’s murder, I had no idea, and I was hoping he was going somewhere pertinent with his story. 
 
    “Women were scarce back in those days, so the pirates took to raiding Indian villages in search of female companionship. They’d carry some away as slaves and others as entertainment, and this caused quite a stir among the Kamakic Tribe, which was a subdivision of the Chitimacha. Well, one night—and against the will of the elders—a young Kamakic warrior, who had been off hunting during the most recent raid on his village, put together a war party of thirty strong and fierce braves and set out to exact revenge. According to recorded history gathered from tribal informants, one of the women captured was to be the young warrior’s wife, and he was filled with rage and hatred. 
 
    “After four days, the group of warriors found the pirate ships backed into a swampy cut just off the coast that was called Death Shadow Marsh. Under the cover of darkness, these braves slipped aboard the ships and dispatched the pirates with extreme prejudice. Ninety pirates in all were slaughtered that night, their scalps taken and their bodies severely mutilated. Afterward, all three ships were set ablaze with the bodies still aboard. 
 
    “The young warrior never did find his wife, but he rescued twenty other tribal women and recovered barrels of gold doubloons that the pirates had looted from Spanish ships. Legend has it he buried the gold deep in the swamps of Louisiana, someplace where it would never be found, because he believed it to be cursed.” 
 
    When Bill Welch paused to take a breath, I asked—not so skeptically—if the gold coin Carl Duval found could be from the same cache of gold. I was far from superstitious, but I would not argue if someone told me the gold coin he found was cursed. How else could I explain the horror that had befallen him and his family? 
 
    “My friend seems to think this coin was from the loot taken during the Death Shadow Massacre,” he said quietly, as though worried someone might overhear him. “Mr. Duval might’ve stumbled upon this buried treasure. If so, it would be worth billions and might draw the attention of some very bad and greedy people.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, the fellow who was with Carl when he made the discovery said they found a single coin in a box hidden in a wall. There were no other coins and it wasn’t buried. Your friend must be mistaken.” 
 
    “He could be, or he could not be. All I know is this—Mr. Duval knew the coin was worth a lot more than I gave him for it, and he was happy to do so. He was acting like someone who won the lottery.” 
 
    “Meaning?” I asked. 
 
    “I mean he was acting like he had lots of free money to throw around. He was being extremely charitable. He told me to get as much as I could for the coin and he wished me luck. People aren’t usually that charitable unless they’re spending someone else’s money. He didn’t act like a man who thought the quarter mil I gave him would be the last of it. If he didn’t have more coming, I think he would’ve tried to get as much as he could for that one coin.” He grunted. “No sir, I believe he found it all. Sure, I could be wrong, but I’m betting not. In fact, when I heard he had been murdered, I was sure of it.” 
 
    “How’d you hear about the murders?” I asked. 
 
    “Like everyone else, I imagine. I heard about it on the news. I called my son the next day and he confirmed it.” I heard him shudder. “I thought whoever did that to him and his family might come after me, but then I figured no one knew about our business dealings.” 
 
    “Did you tell anyone at all about the gold?” 
 
    “Not a soul. Not even my wife. All she knows is that I finally saved enough money to give up the shop and retire.” 
 
    “You’re still living off of that one coin?” 
 
    “I live modest, you understand? A little carries us a long ways. Sure, I still get a cut from my kids, and social security finally kicked in, so that helps out a lot, but we could go the rest of our lives on what I got from that gold—as long as we don’t live to be 150 years old.” 
 
    We talked for thirty minutes longer, and he swore up and down that he never told a soul. He also claimed he never heard a whisper about it in Chateau Parish. 
 
    “In a small community like that, word gets out, but it didn’t. That could only mean that Mr. Duval never told anyone either.” 
 
    I frowned. Carl supposedly hadn’t told anyone, Bill swore he didn’t tell anyone, and Philip denied telling anyone. I was reminded of that old saying the mafia stole from Benjamin Franklin: Three people can keep a secret…if two of them are dead. 
 
    If these were the only three people who knew about it, then one of them had to have told someone. What about Annie? Had she known? If so, what if she told one of her friends? Jennifer—I frowned, poor Jennifer—had driven out to Carl’s house that night. Why? Was it a coincidence, or had Carl told her about the gold? Had someone threatened him and he needed her help? 
 
    I had so many questions and not enough answers, and I was running out of witnesses to interview. 
 
    “What about the man who bought the coin from you?” I asked Bill. “Would he have told anyone?” 
 
    “No, he’s a discreet man and he’s a professional. In any event, he didn’t even know where I got the coin, so the most he could’ve done was told someone he bought it from me.” I thought I heard Bill shudder. “Had he done so, I might be the one dead today, rather than Mr. Duval.” 
 
    I thanked him for his time and he told me to call back if I needed any more information. Sighing heavily, I ended the call and placed my phone on the table. Grace was now holding the spoon, although it was upside down, and trying to scoop up some grits. She dipped the spoon in the bowl, lifted it to her mouth, and frowned when nothing was there. She then slammed the spoon on the top of her highchair and voiced her objection loudly, albeit unintelligibly. 
 
    As Susan and I laughed, I began filling her in on what I’d just learned. She listened with great interest until I was done. 
 
    “It’s a fascinating story, but gold?” she asked in exasperation. “Here in Mechant Loup?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “Clint, we have to keep this quiet for as long as we can,” Susan said. “This can’t get out to the press. All we need is a bunch of treasure hunters joining the hordes of tourists who already come here searching for Godzator. Before you know it, we won’t even recognize our peaceful little town anymore.” 
 
    She was right. After Godzator had taken old man Boudreaux’s arm four years ago, tourism had risen exponentially. The swamp tour companies had begun flourishing, hotels and motels were always full now, and most restaurants had to take on extra help to keep up with the demand. The extra attention had been good for the town, but I imagined treasure hunters would bring trouble and cause problems. We couldn’t have strangers tramping around on private property trying to find the treasure from the Death Shadow Massacre—if it did exist. 
 
    I told Susan I needed to find out who else knew about the gold coin. “I’m going to start with Nathan Baxter and then I’m going to grill Philip some more. It’s possible Crenshaw’s lying about how much gold they found.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Susan declared. “Wait for me at the office. I’ll head that way as soon as my mom gets here.” 
 
    I nodded and fixed a plate of breakfast. I forced myself to push the case far from my mind, focusing instead on Grace and Susan. I wanted to cherish these moments with my family. Sad as it was, I knew even the smallest of children weren’t guaranteed tomorrow. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    An hour later… 
 
      
 
    Nathaniel Baxter had a short criminal record, but it was a bad one. I didn’t have access to his juvenile file, but by the age of seventeen—when he became an adult in the eyes of the Louisiana justice system—he was arrested for aggravated assault with a firearm. He was sentenced to probation, which did nothing to dissuade him from criminal activity. A week after he had been sentenced, he was popped for possession with intent to distribute marijuana. While awaiting his first court appearance for that charge, he was involved in a shooting over drugs and was arrested for attempted first degree murder. In lieu of going to trial, he entered a plea of guilty one year later and was sentenced to twelve years. He did eight hard. 
 
    I had already reviewed his record at the station, and Susan was now reading it aloud as I drove toward his house. 
 
    “I guess he didn’t waste any time,” she muttered. “He’s only been a free man for two years, and he’s about to head back to the big house.” 
 
    “When you’re twenty-nine, life in prison is a long, long time.” I pursed my lips. “Of course, if he’s involved, he deserves the death penalty.” 
 
    Susan nodded her agreement, but said nothing. Her expression was a somber one, and I knew she was thinking about our victims. It was hard not to. I’d seen a lot of death and destruction during my law enforcement years, but the sight of that entire lifeless family lined up on the sofa—it would never leave me. 
 
    I turned left onto Haven Drive, which was in lower Chateau Parish and out of our jurisdiction, and cruised toward the back of the street. According to his last contact with the law, Baxter lived midway down the street, on the right. It seems he moved here from a small town north of New Orleans a few months ago. 
 
    “There.” Susan pointed. “The house with the gray awning and the shit brown pickup truck.” 
 
    I slowed and pulled as far as I could to the right side of the street. It was a narrow lane, with sharp drop-offs into ditches on either side, and I didn’t want to go over that edge. My Tahoe might bottom out and we’d find ourselves in quite a pickle. 
 
    I shut off the engine and we stepped out into the brilliant sunlight. The sun was to our back, which served as an advantage for us if Nathan peered out of his house and up the street. We each eased our doors shut and waited, studying the neighborhood around us. All was quiet, except for a few birds singing. 
 
    Susan stared ahead. 
 
    “Do you see anything?” I whispered. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    I nodded and walked forward, heading for the front door. Susan had fanned out a little to my right, and I knew she was going to approach the side door under the carport. We didn’t have anyone to cover the back, but we also didn’t have a warrant, so we didn’t have the right to go tramping all over his property. This was an exploratory mission. I just wanted to see him face-to-face and ask him some questions. With luck, he might say something incriminating and I’d be able to take him into custody. I was banking on him being easier to break than Crenshaw, but he had a saltier record so I might be wrong. 
 
    Using hand signals, Susan and I coordinated our movements and I was soon standing to the left side of the front door. I could no longer see Susan, but I knew she would be in position. I listened for a moment before knocking, but heard no movement from inside. I rapped three times, hard and loud, and then waited. There was still no movement from inside. I began to wonder if Nathan had seen our approach and run out the back door. If he had, he hadn’t slammed any doors, because there had been no such sound. 
 
    Everything was quiet in the neighborhood. Other than a lawnmower droning in the distance, there were no other human sounds. Had I not known better, I would’ve figured this for a ghost town. I knocked again, this time harder. The birds stopped chirping, as though sensing something wasn’t right with the tone of my knock. 
 
    “Anything?” Susan’s whispering voice brought my head around. She was standing at the corner of the house, an inquisitive expression on her face. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not a sound.” 
 
    “The truck engine is as cold as river water.” She indicated the back of the house with her head. “I’ll walk around and see what’s going on back there.” 
 
    When she disappeared, I knocked again. While waiting, I pressed my face against the window and tried to peer through the slits in the blinds that hung on the inside of the door. It was too dark inside. I couldn’t see anything. 
 
    I was about to knock again when my radio scratched to life. 
 
    “I’ve got an open door,” Susan called in a low voice. “Meet me in the back yard.” 
 
    I hurried from the concrete steps and made my way around to the side of the house, taking the opposite route as Susan just to be sure that side of the house was clear. I didn’t encounter any problems on my way to the back yard. 
 
    When I rounded the last corner, I saw Susan standing to one side of a partially open door. It was a flimsy door made of plywood and it hung on rusty hinges. 
 
    “It’s some type of closed-in carport,” Susan whispered. “I can see inside, but I can’t see the back wall of the house because the carport is cluttered.” 
 
    A dark feeling came over me. Things seemed too quiet. I had seen a pair of work boots near the front steps, which told me Baxter had returned home from work yesterday. Had he left home for work again, his boots and his truck would be gone now. However, with Crenshaw in jail, he probably wouldn’t have gone to work today. So, where in the hell could he be? 
 
    Susan made a motion to let me know she was going in. “It’s a carport, not his house,” she explained. “I’m just walking to the back door to knock, so there’s no need for a warrant.” 
 
    I shrugged and followed, my head on a swivel and my mind working. Was he inside waiting for us? Was this some sort of trap? Whoever killed the Duval family was a ruthless person. If there was more than one, they were ruthless people. 
 
    The closed-in patio looked like it had been set up for a garage sale that never happened. Thick walls of clothes hung from ropes that crisscrossed the air space. Pieces of furniture, an old tiller, four chrome rims, and a riding lawnmower cluttered up the walking space. An army of grizzly bears could be hiding inside and we’d never know it. 
 
    I followed Susan as she carefully picked her way through the maze of junk. She had almost reached the back door when she inadvertently bumped into a chest of drawers that had a glass vase resting on top of it. The vase rocked precariously—as though in slow motion—and then tipped over. I didn’t even realize I’d moved, but my hand was out like a snake’s strike and I caught the vase in midair, just as it tipped over and fell from the dresser. 
 
    Susan sighed when she saw me catch the vase and mouthed an apology. I waved her off and she carefully covered the last few yards to the back steps. Mounting them, but staying off to one side, she gave me a second to get in position before knocking. 
 
    I had wormed my way between the exterior wall of the house and some shelving units—careful not to rock them—and stopped when I reached a window. I peered inside and could see an empty bedroom with a dull light beaming from the ceiling. The room complemented the back patio. Clothes were piled high on the bed and dishes littered the floor. An open pack of cigarettes rested on the nightstand and I saw a burned out cigarette shoved into an edge indentation on a red ashtray. A long, thin finger of ash extended jaggedly from the butt and rested like a dead snake in the ashtray. It appeared the cigarette had been sitting there unattended, as though the smoker had gotten up in a hurry and failed to return for it. 
 
    I frowned. The cigarette would still be burning if Nathan had gotten up when Susan and I first arrived at his house. No, he had hurried off for some other reason prior to our arrival and he hadn’t returned. He hadn’t put on his boots. He hadn’t taken his truck. Something’s wrong! 
 
    I was just turning to alert Susan when I saw her peeking into one of the window panes on the door. Her face was scrunched up and her eyes were slits. Before I could say anything, she began hollering. 
 
    “Clint! Jesus, Clint, we’ve got to get in there! It’s the kid, it’s Nathan Baxter, he’s down!” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Before I could take a single step, Susan reared back and shot a left push kick toward the door. The push kick had been her signature move when she was a professional cage fighter, and it was a violent one. The door jamb splintered into thousands of pieces and shards of wood exploded into the air. Before the debris had settled, she was inside the house. 
 
    I was right on her heels and the sweet smell of fresh blood mixed with an alcohol beverage immediately hit my nostrils. We found ourselves in a short hallway that opened into a dirty kitchen. Nearly every inch of countertop was occupied by soiled dishes that were piled knee high. Pizza boxes, take out bags, beer bottles, and frozen dinner packages littered the table. Some had even spilled to the floor. While the mess was remarkable, it was nothing compared to the condition of the body that lay on the floor. 
 
    Susan had slipped on a latex glove she’d pulled from a pouch on her gun belt and she was now squatting beside the mangled remains of who I assumed to be Nathan Baxter. He was on his side, strapped to a stout wooden chair that had been pushed over. 
 
    Susan shook her head. “He’s gone.” 
 
    “If he wasn’t,” I muttered, “he would’ve wished he was.” 
 
    Susan suddenly sucked in her breath, craned her neck to look under the table. “Are those fingers?” 
 
    I followed her gaze and grunted. As sure as we were standing there, four severed fingers were scattered on the floor under the table. They appeared to have been discarded like cigarette butts. I glanced toward the decedent’s hands and saw that his right one was missing three fingers and his left one was missing two. 
 
    “One’s unaccounted for.” I squatted beside her and scanned the floor. I finally noticed it under the edge of the stove. I pointed it out and stared around the place. It looked like he had been strapped to the chair and tortured…but by whom? And why? “This is getting ugly, Sue.” 
 
    She nodded. “Whoever did this to him has to be the same person or persons who murdered the Duvals, and they’re still searching for something. More gold, perhaps?” 
 
    I straightened and pulled out my cell phone to call Mallory Tuttle, who was a detective with the Chateau Parish Sheriff’s Office and one of Susan’s good friends. We were in her jurisdiction and, while this case certainly overlapped with ours, this would be her scene. As I scrolled through my contacts list, I wondered if Philip Crenshaw had killed Nathan Baxter. This scene was many hours old and it appeared the kid had been murdered yesterday, but would Philip have had enough time to kill him and then meet me in Mechant Loup? He had definitely been late for our meeting and he had been on edge, but would he have had enough time to tie Nathan up and torture him to this extent? And the most obvious question was—why on earth would he do this to his helper? 
 
    With the phone poised in my hand, I posed my questions to Susan. She was thoughtful for a long moment. “Maybe he wasn’t fooled by your phone call and he knew you were a cop,” she said after a few moments. “Maybe he knew you were onto him and he knew you would go for Nathan after talking to him. If he thought Nathan would confess to what they did, that would be incentive enough for him to murder the kid.” 
 
    “But he didn’t have a speck of blood on him when I arrested him,” I countered, “and I really don’t think he had time to do this. And why torture him? That would just waste time.” 
 
     “If Crenshaw didn’t do this, then we’re in real trouble, because it means we still have a ruthless killer out there.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I think we’re in real trouble.” I tapped Mallory’s name on my phone and waited for her to answer. I needed her to get here quick so Susan and I could sit down with Crenshaw again. The man had some questions to answer, and I needed those answers soon. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    It was almost one o’clock in the afternoon when I finally ended the interview with Philip Crenshaw. He continued to deny any involvement in the murder of Carl Duval and his family, and he insisted he had never been back to the house since the day they found the gold coin. He seemed genuinely shocked to hear about the murder of his employee, and I’d seen a fear in his eyes that told me he knew more than he was saying and that he knew he was next. 
 
    “Do you think he’s lying?” Susan asked when I joined her in the observatory, where she and I watched him through the two-way mirror for a few minutes. 
 
    “He’s got to be lying.” I was about to explain why I thought so when my cell phone buzzed in my pocket. It had buzzed several times during the interview, but I had ignored it. Now, I pulled it out and answered. “This is Clint.” 
 
    “Clint, this is Chuck Duval. I did some digging and I think I might have something for you.” 
 
    “Mr. Duval, how are you, sir?” I was happy to hear from him. When he left for La Mort, I didn’t know if I’d ever see him again. I figured that once he buried his family, he might end his life. “It’s really good to hear from—” 
 
    “There’s no time for pleasantries, son. We’ve got work to do.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “While we were having…um, during Jenny’s funeral, I met a detective who worked with her. She said she and Jenny were best friends since the police academy. She said she knew that Jenny was in love with you and she also said she knew the pass code to Jenny’s phone.” 
 
    “She did?” I stood straighter and felt Susan’s eyes on me. “What is it?” 
 
    “It was your old badge number—back when you worked for La Mort.” 
 
    I sank back against the wall of the observatory. “Are you shitting me?” 
 
    “No, son. We Duvals, when we fall, we fall hard. And my baby girl fell hard for you. She loved you, Clint. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    It wasn’t love, I wanted to say, but an obsession. Susan had once joked that I was Jennifer’s Misery, referencing Stephen King’s 1987 novel. I told her I wasn’t a writer, but she said it didn’t matter. Instead of kidnapping me and forcing me to change a novel, she said Jennifer would take me captive and make me fall in love with her. I had only laughed and told Susan she’d know where to look if I ever disappeared. 
 
    I couldn’t say any of that to Chuck—not given what had happened to the poor man—so, instead, I just shifted my feet and told him I would try the code right away. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Susan asked curiously after I’d ended the call. She frowned when I told her what he’d said. “I told you she was obsessed with you.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue. It made me feel uncomfortable, and guilty. That anyone would feel so strongly about me was a shock to my senses. I didn’t quite know what to say, so I simply said, “I just didn’t love her back, you know?” 
 
    Susan nodded, then indicated Philip Crenshaw through the glass. “I’ll keep an eye on this asshole while you check Jennifer’s phone.” 
 
    I hurried out and made my way to my office. It seemed like ages since I’d been in there. I walked to the safe in the corner of the room and dialed the combination. The door creaked when I pulled it open. It was an eerie sound. Once I’d pulled the cell phone from the evidence bag and turned it on, I hesitated with my finger over the key pad. My hand shook a little. Michele and Abigail had been alive the last time I wrote my badge number. It seemed like a lifetime ago. 
 
    God, I miss Abigail. 
 
    I took a breath and shook my head to clear it. “Two, three, one, zero,” I said aloud as I entered the pass code. There was a brief moment when I didn’t think anything would happen, but then it did. “Well, I’ll be damned!” 
 
    The phone lit up and the main frame appeared. I accessed her message folder. The top name on the list was titled “Brother Carl”. I tapped the name and a string of messages appeared. I scrolled through them, working my way backward until I found the first one in the most recent conversation. It had begun on Friday, May 1, at around noon. It was the day of the murders. I pulled the phone closer, read through the messages carefully: 
 
      
 
    Carl: sis 
 
    Jennifer: Brother. 
 
    Carl: well 
 
    Jennifer: I don’t know, bro. I don’t know if I can make it. 
 
    Carl: please. need to talk 
 
    Jennifer: So talk. 
 
    Carl: in person 
 
    Jennifer: I’m swamped, bro. I won’t be able to make it down this weekend. 
 
    Carl: but its important 
 
    Jennifer: If it’s so important, tell me. 
 
    Carl: cant 
 
    Jennifer: Then call me. 
 
    Carl: thats worse 
 
    Jennifer: Jesus, Carl, just tell me! Talk code if you must, but just tell me, damn it! 
 
    Carl: remember the thing i found in shed 
 
    Jennifer: The gold? 
 
    Carl: not on the phone sis!! 
 
    Jennifer: Why not? 
 
    Carl: theres been trouble 
 
    Jennifer: What kind of trouble? 
 
    Carl: someone stole the other thing we found 
 
    Jennifer: The map? 
 
    Carl: sis!!!!!!!! 
 
    Jennifer: Sorry. But who? 
 
    Carl: don’t know. it was in the safe and now its gone. safe and all. 
 
    Jennifer: When? 
 
    Carl: not sure. noticed it missing new years eve. was going to show it to Jude but the safe was gone. and now I keep hearing a strange car driving by the house. almost every day 
 
    Jennifer: What kind of car? 
 
    Carl: i never saw it. i keep trying to get a look at it when i hear it, but it keeps getting away 
 
    Jennifer: Has anyone been to your house lately? Delivery man, workers, any other strangers or friends? 
 
    Carl: just the guys who tore down the shed and jude and his wife 
 
    Jennifer: Did you ever leave your doors unlocked? 
 
    Carl: never 
 
    Jennifer: What about keys? 
 
    Carl: what about 
 
    Jennifer: Can you account for every set of keys to the house? 
 
    Carl: … 
 
    Jennifer: Well? 
 
    Carl: damn it! the spare key is gone. the one i kept outside 
 
    Jennifer: Who knew about it or had access to it? 
 
    Carl: not sure. no one 
 
    Jennifer: Why didn’t you tell me this sooner? 
 
    Carl: i thought annie might have moved it and forgot where she put it but i found pieces of it in the field yesterday when cutting the grass. i hit it with the lawnmower 
 
    Jennifer: So, it was definitely a burglary? 
 
    Carl: yes 
 
    Jennifer: Call the local police department. I know the detective there. He’s a good man. He can help. 
 
    Carl: i cant report this. it was the only thing in the safe. if they find out about the gold, i might be forced to give back the money. i dont know who to trust. i need you to come here and figure it out 
 
    Jennifer: I’m busy. I’ve got a ton of cases to work. Clint can be trusted. 
 
    Carl: please sis. just come down for the weekend and help me sort it out 
 
    Jennifer: … 
 
    Carl: please. im begging 
 
    Jennifer: Under one condition. 
 
    Carl: what 
 
    Jennifer: Learn how to text properly. 
 
    Carl: never :) 
 
      
 
    There was only one text message between them after that exchange, and it came around seven-thirty Friday night from Jennifer to Carl: I’m stuck in traffic at some damn bridge, so I’ll be a little late. There had been no response, but then, I now knew there wouldn’t be a response. By that time, Carl Duval and his entire family were already dead. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    After I locked Jennifer’s phone back in the safe, I hurried toward the interview room, waving for Susan to follow me inside. Philip Crenshaw’s head was resting on the desk and he jerked upright when the door flung open. 
 
    “Okay, the shit ends now,” I said, jerking a chair back and dropping into it. “The next words out of your mouth had better be about the map you and Nathan found in Carl Duval’s shed.” 
 
    “But, Nathan wasn’t—” 
 
    “The map, Philip, tell me about the damn map!” 
 
    Philip gulped and Susan’s eyebrows rose curiously. He sat like a caged animal, looking around as though he were searching for a place to hide. I wasn’t ready for him to know about Nathan. 
 
    “I’m this close”—I held my index finger and thumb about an inch apart—“to locking you up for five counts of murder. I know you’ve been lying about the map and I know you’ve been lying about Nathan. The only reason for that is to cover up your crimes.” 
 
    I fixed Philip with a hard stare and he wilted under the pressure. He licked his lips. “Look, I don’t know what you’re talking about—” 
 
    “I’m done here.” I pointed to the prison jumpsuit he was wearing. “Get used to that look. I have a feeling it’ll be a major part of the rest of your life.” 
 
    I stood and pulled him to his feet and escorted him down the hallway and back into the cell. Susan followed me and I could see a curious expression on her face. I didn’t say anything right away, but my mind was racing. I was remembering something I’d read in the text message between Jennifer and Carl, and I was remembering something I’d seen when I’d collected Philip’s personal property. 
 
    Once Philip was secured in the cell, I walked to the lockbox where his property was stored. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Susan asked. 
 
    “You’ll see.” I dug through the lockbox and found the bag that contained his property. “Want to go for a ride?” 
 
    Susan nodded and followed me out the door and into my Tahoe. I drove to the east side of town and made my way to Carl Duval’s house. Susan was eyeing me curiously the entire time, but I didn’t say a word. I didn’t want to jinx anything. If I was right, we would know soon enough. If I was wrong, I didn’t know what I’d do next. I was sure Philip was lying to me, but I would need to have some definitive proof to shove down his throat before he would admit to anything. I was willing to bet he was annoying when he was a kid, and his mom probably had to beat the truth out of him more than once. I couldn’t do that. I had to work for my truth. 
 
    I parked my SUV deep in the driveway of Carl’s home and hesitated before stepping out. It didn’t look like anyone had been there since we’d wrapped up the crime scene investigation on Saturday. As for me, if I’d never had to come back to this place, it would’ve been too soon. 
 
    “What are we doing here?” Susan finally asked, looking from me to the house and then back to me again. “Why’d you bring his property bag?” 
 
    I opened the bag and reached inside until I found what I was searching for. Without saying a word, but praying under my breath, I walked to the back door. I held up Philip’s key ring and fumbled for the right key. I found the one that looked bright and new and held my breath as I shoved it in the keyhole. It fit, but that didn’t mean a whole lot. The big test came when I turned the key. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Susan blurted. “His key opens their door.” 
 
    “It’s not his key.” I told her about the text messages between Carl and Jennifer. “When Philip was working for Carl, he stole the spare key and came back later to steal the map.” 
 
    She blinked. “What map?” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t tell you about the map.” I went on to explain Jennifer’s mention of a map, and then pointed toward the partially demolished shed. “It appears they found a single gold coin and a map in that shed. I’m betting it’s the map to the Death Shadow Massacre loot and, if so, it’s definitely enough of a motive to commit this kind of heinous murder. Whoever did this was very greedy, and Philip Crenshaw is definitely our prime suspect.” 
 
    “So, do you believe he’s the one who stole the map?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “But if he’d already stolen the map, why would he come back later and kill the entire Duval family?” Susan wanted to know. “He got what he wanted and no one suspected him of the burglary, so why come back and start murdering innocent children?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I frowned. “Maybe he stole the map, went to the location the gold was supposed to be, but couldn’t find it. He might’ve thought Carl already found it, so he came back to ask him where it was. Maybe Crenshaw thought he had to threaten Carl’s family to force the information out of him.” 
 
    “I guess that’s one theory.” 
 
    “Do you have a better one?” 
 
    She frowned, shook her head. 
 
    I took a picture of the key in the keyhole and then glanced toward the property behind the house. “Carl told Jennifer he found pieces to his safe in the field back there. I’m going to check it out.” 
 
    Without saying a word, Susan followed me. It was growing warmer as the day drew on and the sun was shining bright. The smell of fresh-cut grass carried on the wind, and I smiled a little. I couldn’t wait for summer. It was my favorite time of the year. While most people I knew complained about the heat in the summer and the cold in the winter, I made sure to never complain about the heat. I loved it. 
 
    “There it is.” I pointed to a white chunk of chalky material up ahead in the thick grass. From there, I moved toward the right and entered a thick patch of forestland. There were tiny specks of the fire-retardant material scattered just inside the tree line. I pushed through the underbrush and it wasn’t long before we found what was left of the safe. It might’ve been fireproof, but it wasn’t sledgehammer-proof. 
 
    “So much for that,” Susan said. 
 
    There was, of course, no sign of the map. I took more pictures and pulled on some latex gloves to gather what I could of the remnants of the safe, which was more of a firebox that anything. Susan helped and we were soon back at my Tahoe and returning to the police department. 
 
    Susan hadn’t said a word on the entire drive back to the police department. I paused when I shut off the engine. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “It seems like this is it—Philip Crenshaw might very well be the killer. Well, one of them at least. Someone else must’ve killed Nathan.” 
 
    I nodded and studied her. “What’s going through your mind, Sue?” 
 
    “I’m remembering the faces of Rebecca and Lex.” She took a deep breath and exhaled forcefully. “If Philip is the killer, I don’t know if I can keep my hands off of him. You might have to stop me.” 
 
    I grunted, knowing exactly how she felt. Self-restraint was a necessary quality in law enforcement and I came by it easily—except when children and women were brutally murdered. When that happened, I had to remind myself that I worked for God, and I knew he wouldn’t want me straying outside of my oath. But was I also responsible for reminding Susan? 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Once we were back in the interview room with Philip, I tossed the keys on the desk in front of him. 
 
    “Want to tell me about this key?” I fingered the key that fit the lock at Carl’s house. 
 
    “That’s…that’s the key to my shed.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and scrolled through my images until I found a photo of the key in the lock at Carl’s house. “Does that look like your shed?” 
 
    He sighed long and hard. “Look, can I start all over again?” 
 
    I wanted to tell him where he could go, but I ignored the impulse and nodded. “Yeah, please start from the beginning and tell me the truth this time.” 
 
    His shoulders drooped in resignation. “Okay, I received a call from Carl Duval to tear down his shed. I now remember that Nathan was with me. I work so many jobs that I actually forgot he was with me on this one.” 
 
    I wanted to tell him he was full of shit and that he remembered very well, but, again, I resisted the urge. “Go on,” I coaxed when he paused to sit there and stare down at his hands. “Tell us what happened next.” 
 
    “Well, we worked for a couple of days before we found the box. It was hard work, because this was a well built shed and it took some time to tear through the walls. When we found the box, Mr. Duval was in the shed. Like I already told you, I found the box when I pried a board loose, but I’m not the one who opened it. Mr. Duval pried it open using one of my flat bars. That’s when he found the gold coin and a piece of animal hide rolled up tight and tied in place with some kind of leather string.” 
 
    “Did you see the map?” 
 
    Philip nodded. “It looked ancient, like it was drawn in the stone ages. I knew right away that we had found something special, and so did Mr. Duval. I could tell by the way he was acting that he thought he had stumbled onto something that would fetch a lot of money.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Well, he didn’t know what to do at that point. He wanted to know if there was more, so he had us pull the remaining inner panels off the wall. We worked on that until noon and then he invited us inside for lunch.” He rubbed his face, hesitating for a few seconds before continuing. “While we ate, we could hear him in the next room on the phone. He was talking to someone and I heard him ask what he should do if he found an expensive gold coin and a map to a treasure. They talked for a while and he then said he would stop tearing down the shed and call some experts to come in.” 
 
    “How’d you feel about that?” 
 
    “I mean, I wasn’t happy about it, but what could I do?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Um, it was Nathan’s idea. We had seen Mr. Duval unlock the house with a set of keys from his pocket a couple of times, but one day he didn’t have those keys. He asked us to wait by the garbage can while he went to unlock the door. Well, Nathan walked where he could see him and he saw Mr. Duval pull a key from under a brick along the flowerbed.” 
 
    “Is that the key you stole?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s not like you think.” 
 
    I wanted to ask him how he knew what I was thinking, but just waved for him to continue. 
 
    “When Mr. Duval told us he was terminating the job, I asked about the money he’d already paid me. He said I could keep the extra as a bonus, so Nathan and I went down to the Bayou View Pub in town and had a few drinks.” 
 
    I was very familiar with the Bayou View Pub. Every time I drove by the place it brought back bad memories of a murder I’d worked there. “Who was working that night?” I asked. 
 
    He snapped his finger, trying to remember. “I don’t go there often, but it’s the same girl every time. I think her name’s Dixie or something?” 
 
    I nodded. Dixie Boudreaux. We had a lot of Boudreauxs in town, not all of them related, but Dixie was related to an old friend of mine and the former mayor, Dexter. Dixie was always helpful when something happened at the Pub, so she would be able to either verify or discredit Philip’s story. 
 
    “So, what happened at the bar? You said something about it being Nathan’s idea—what was his idea?” 
 
    “To steal the gold and the map.” Philip glanced from Susan to me. “You’ve got to believe me—I wouldn’t usually entertain such a thing, but the economy hasn’t been kind to handymen. I was hurting for money. Hell, I still am.” 
 
    “Get to Nathan’s idea,” I pressed. 
 
    “Right. Okay, so Nathan gets a few drinks in him and he starts talking about taking the map. He said we could wait until no one was home, use the key to enter the house, take the map, make a copy of it, and then put it back before anyone even noticed it was missing. I knew it was a bad idea, but—I’m not gonna lie to you—I wanted part of the money. Hell, I’m the one who found it, and Mr. Duval didn’t even offer me a penny. I felt like he owed me, you understand? After all, it wasn’t his money. He’s not the one who put it there.” 
 
    I nodded, maintaining a poker face. I now understood how they entered the house and left without causing damage, and I was now convinced I was staring at one of the killers. I was also convinced Nathan was with him during the murders, but how had he managed to kill Nathan while he was locked in jail? It would’ve been nearly impossible for him to kill Nathan and then meet me at the police department yesterday evening. Could there be a third killer working with—? 
 
    Just as the thought entered my mind, it was blown violently away by another, more reasonable, idea. Chuck Duval had somehow gotten his hands on Nathan Baxter and exacted his revenge on the young man! 
 
    “So,” I asked as calmly as I could, trying not to give away my thoughts, “when did y’all retrieve the map?” I was careful not to use terms like “break in” or “burglarize” or “steal.” I needed this to seem casual, like he was merely picking up his dry cleaning or a load of wood from the lumber yard. 
 
    “Um, let me see…we watched the house for a couple of days, waiting for the whole family to leave. I think it was Christmas Eve when we finally went in.” He cleared his throat and licked his dry lips. “We, um, we searched the house and couldn’t find it. It felt like we were in there way too long. I have to say, I’ve never done anything like this before, but Nathan, he was acting like a pro. It was all his doing, really. I was just going along with him, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “I do,” I coaxed. “Where’d y’all eventually find it?” 
 
    “Well, we found this lock box in the closet. We lifted it and shook it, but there wasn’t much inside. We could tell it was something light, like a piece of paper—or a map—so we brought it out of the closet. We didn’t have any tools with us, so we headed for the garage. That’s when we heard a car drive by. We took the safe with us and hurried outside. After making sure to lock up, we ran off with the safe, heading back to the boat.” 
 
    “Wait—boat?” 
 
    “Yeah, we came up from the back in my boat. There’s a canal about a mile east of his house, and we came up that way.” 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully, then asked about the car they’d heard. “Who was in it?” 
 
    He shrugged. “We didn’t wait around to find out. We just got the hell out of there. Nathan, he said we shouldn’t keep the safe in our possession in case we got stopped by a game warden on the water, so he said we should break it up in the field and take only the map. He said that would be easier to hide. So, we threw it against a tree and used some heavy branches to break it open. It wasn’t hard. Once we were inside, we found the map.” He paused and took a deep breath, almost trembling. “It was something, I tell you. I’ve never seen anything like it. It was so old it seemed like it might break, but it stayed together.” 
 
    “What was on it?” 
 
    “We couldn’t really see it until later, when we got to my house. We unrolled it and it was some kind of dried animal hide with some drawings on it. I wasn’t too familiar with the area, but it looked like Lake Berg was on the map and there was an X on a little island on the western side of the lake.” 
 
    I thought back to the story Bill Welch had told me about the Death Shadow Massacre. Lake Berg was large enough to fit the types of ships that ran the waters in the 1700s, and there was a path of bayous through the marsh that connected the lake to the Gulf of Mexico. I felt a rush. My heart was pounding in my chest. Was this real? Could the area around Lake Berg be what used to be called Death Shadow Marsh? Could we be on the verge of unearthing a treasure that had been buried over three centuries ago? And could this treasure have been the reason an entire innocent family had been wiped out? 
 
    “Did you go looking for the treasure?” I asked. 
 
    He hesitated, then shook his head slowly. “We went out on the lake right after we got the map, but we were too afraid to go on the island. Nathan said Carl might’ve called the FBI or something and they might be watching the island. And then after the murder happened, we were too scared to go searching anymore. We figured whoever had the map would be blamed for the murders.” 
 
    No shit, I wanted to blurt out, but didn’t. Something Bill Welch had told me now made sense. He said Carl acted like a man who’d won the lottery. If this map was for real, then he might’ve done better than winning the lottery. I needed proof that the map existed. 
 
    “So, where’s the map now?” I asked. “Do you still have it?” 
 
    Philip hesitated again, this time for a long moment. When he spoke, he was unsure of himself. “What’ll happen to the treasure when it’s found?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, will I get a cut? After all, I’m the one who found it first. It’s only right that I get some of the treasure.” 
 
    My blood boiled. I couldn’t believe he would even consider getting his hands on some of the gold after murdering the Duvals—if, indeed, he had. It was true that he might be innocent, but as of right now, he was my number one suspect. 
 
    Disguising my feelings, I said, “Well, fair is fair, I guess, but first we need to sort out this case. In order for me to believe you have rights to the treasure I’ll need to prove there is a treasure. I’ll need something to corroborate your story.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Well, the key to the Duval home was a start. It helps to establish that you did go into their home to retrieve something, but it doesn’t prove that you have claim to a treasure.” I was making things up as I went along. “Now, if the map is in your possession, then that would go a long way toward giving you claim to the treasure. It would also help corroborate your story that you were the one who actually found it, which would definitely infer a rightful claim to it.” 
 
    “I do still have it.” 
 
    “Where can I find it?” 
 
    It was obvious to me that he didn’t want to tell me, but he knew he had to. Finally, after much inner contemplation, he sighed heavily. “I have two fifty-five gallon drums where I dump my sawdust. You might’ve seen them if you went to my house. It’s buried at the bottom of the one with the red lid, and it’s in a plastic bag—a Mechant Groceries bag.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side. “Not a very secure location.” 
 
    “I’ve always heard the best place to hide something was in plain sight.” 
 
    “There’s some truth to that, I suppose.” I returned him to the jail cell and told him we’d be right back to finish our talk. Once the cell door was locked, Susan and I headed for the front lobby. Before we could push through the door, it opened and there stood Chuck Duval. I froze in place, studying the man. 
 
    “Mr. Duval.” My voice betrayed my surprise. “I didn’t know you were back in town.” 
 
    “I came in last night,” he said calmly. “I didn’t want to burden you with my presence. I knew you were busy.” 
 
    I just stood there nodding, the images of Nathan’s severed fingers and mutilated body flashing like a slide show in my mind. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    Chuck Duval did not look like a man who had tortured and murdered a man mere hours earlier. But then again, what does such a person look like? A killer could look like the man, woman, or child next door. Sure, some of them looked evil, but others didn’t. And people killed for all sorts of reasons. Hell, I knew that first hand. 
 
    “How were the funerals?” I asked, not knowing what else to say. 
 
    Chuck was thoughtful. “Well, as funerals go, I guess they went alright.” He paused and glanced from me to Susan and then back to me. “You two are going somewhere. Before you saw me, there was focus in your eyes, like you were on a mission. Has there been a break in the case?” 
 
    I wanted to tell him about Philip Crenshaw, but I didn’t want him to try and kill the man while we were gone. 
 
    “We’re going to search a house,” I said, and then explained a little about what was going on. “I’d love for you to come along, but I don’t want to create a conflict—” 
 
    “Please, no need to explain,” he said, holding up a hand. “Go on and do your job. I’ll make my way down the street to that hamburger joint I saw when I was driving in. It looks promising.” 
 
    Without saying another word, he spun on his heel and headed out the door. Susan and I followed. My stomach had immediately started growling when he mentioned hamburgers. I suddenly realized we hadn’t eaten lunch, and it was almost time for dinner. 
 
    “Do you think he did it?” Susan asked when we were seated in my Tahoe and pulling out of the parking lot. “Do you think he killed Nathan?” 
 
    I only shrugged and asked her to call Mallory Tuttle for an update on the investigation. She hit her speaker button and began dialing. Soon, Mallory’s voice was emitting from the tiny speaker and she was filling us in on her findings. 
 
    “Somehow, someone gained entry to the house—either by knocking and forcing their way in or by him knowing them and letting them in—and tied him up and tortured him. Whoever did this used zip ties to secure him to the chair while they cut his fingers off one by one. It appears they were trying to get something out of him. They ransacked the house, but it’s such a mess that it’s hard to tell what was done by the intruders and what was done by Nathan. His phone is missing and I put a trace on it, but I haven’t gotten anything back yet.” She took a breath, continued. “He’s not originally from Chateau. I ran his rap sheet and—” 
 
    “We’ve got that,” Susan said, saving her the time it would take to run through his history. 
 
    “Well, then you have everything.” Mallory sighed. “We swabbed for DNA and dusted for prints, but nothing looks promising. In the few places the intruders obviously touched things, we came up with smooth finger smudges in the dust.” 
 
    “Gloves?” Susan guessed. 
 
    “That’s what it looks like.” 
 
    “They used gloves out at the Duval residence, too,” I interjected, but then remembered Chuck. He was a former detective. He would know to use gloves if he planned on murdering someone. But if he came here to exact revenge, why would he search the kid’s house? Maybe, like me, he suspected there were multiple killers, and he was trying to force Nathan into giving them up. 
 
    Susan and Mallory continued to talk while I drove, and we were soon pulling up to Philip Crenshaw’s house. Susan was just ending the call when I threw the gearshift in park and stepped out. I wanted to see that map, and I wanted to see it now. 
 
    The carport looked pretty much the same as it had the last time we were there, but I did notice a subtle difference. The table saw had been moved ever so slightly. The only reason I knew that was because of the drag marks in the sawdust on the concrete. I walked around the saw and approached the two barrels. My heart began to pound as I drew closer. No! 
 
    There appeared to be more sawdust on the ground near the drums than I remembered, and the red lid was placed loosely on top, unsecured. I hurriedly removed the lid and checked inside. It was only half filled with sawdust. My heart sank. 
 
    Susan grabbed one side of the drum and I grabbed the other, and we tilted it over, allowing most of the sawdust to spill onto the concrete. We then dropped to our knees and ran our hands quickly through the dust, searching frantically for the map. The fine particles tickled my nostrils and I sneezed a couple of times. 
 
    “I don’t feel it,” Susan said after about five minutes of searching. “I don’t think it’s here.” 
 
    I had crawled as far into the drum as I could and had scooped out the last of the dust. Nothing. The map wasn’t there. I scrambled around in the sawdust, pushing through the pile, searching almost desperately. “Where can it be? Do you think he lied?” 
 
    Susan sat back on her haunches, dust covering her uniform pants and her forearms. She puffed out her bottom lip and blew upward to get a tuft of hair out of her eyes. “Did Crenshaw say if Nathan knew about the map’s location?” 
 
    “I didn’t ask. Why? What’re you thinking?” 
 
    “I’m thinking someone kept cutting off his fingers until he told them where to find the map, and when he did, they killed him so he could never give up their identity.” 
 
    I grunted. If that were true, it meant Chuck didn’t kill Nathan. If Chuck didn’t kill Nathan, then we were in real trouble, because there was another killer on the loose—and I had no clue who it could be. A thought suddenly occurred to me. I jumped to my feet and jerked my cell phone from my pocket. I called Mallory. 
 
    “Mallory, are you any closer to finding Nathan’s phone?” 
 
    “Yeah, we got it. Our phone guy is doing a forensic dump now. The file should be complete in an hour or so.” 
 
    Relieved, I asked where she’d found it. 
 
    “When Dr. Wong undressed him for the autopsy, she found the cell phone hidden in the crotch of his shorts. The battery was dead, so I got our—” 
 
    “We don’t have an hour,” I said, interrupting. “I need that phone dump as soon as possible. I’m looking for an image of a map—an old map. As soon as you get it, forward it to my cell. I can’t impress upon you how important this is, Mallory. It could be the key to solving the case.” 
 
    “What’re you thinking?” Susan asked after she’d ended the call. 
 
    “Someone else knows about the map and the gold, and they know Nathan and Philip are involved. They tortured Nathan into telling them where the map was located, they stole it from Philip’s house, and they’re going for the treasure now.” I took a deep breath. “Our only hope of stopping them is to find a copy of that map and get to the treasure before they do—or while they’re there. If they find it and leave, we may never identify them. With that kind of gold—if they found the right buyers—they could drop off the face of the earth and never be heard from again.” 
 
    Susan began running her thumb across her cell phone. “I’ll call my mom to let her know I’ll be late, and I’ll tell Melvin to get a boat ready.” 
 
    I nodded. “If all else fails, at least we know it’s somewhere around that island on Lake Berg.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s a big island.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    The sun was going down fast, causing long shadows to cast across Washington Avenue in front of the police department. Once I parked my Tahoe, Susan and I hurried up the wide steps, through the doors, and we parted ways near the dispatcher’s office. She went to find Melvin and I headed for the jail cell. I didn’t even take Philip out of the cell. 
 
    “Nathan knew where you kept the map, didn’t he?” 
 
    Philip stared up from the bunk, half awake. “Nathan? Wait, did he steal the map?” 
 
    “Nathan can’t steal anything,” I said flatly. “He’s dead. Murdered. Someone tortured him into giving up the map, and now it’s gone.” 
 
    Philip was on his feet now, his eyes wide and his lower jaw hanging open. “Are you serious? Is…is the map really gone?” 
 
    “And Nathan’s dead,” I said heatedly, losing my patience, “which should be more important to you.” 
 
    “No, no, it is—” 
 
    “Who else did you tell about the gold and the map?” 
 
    He clamped his mouth shut and shook his head weakly. “No one, I swear it.” 
 
    “What about Nathan?” 
 
    “God, no, he was the one who insisted we keep this a secret.” 
 
    I clung to the bars and studied the man. Was he lying? I’d had to work for every bit of information I’d gotten from him so far, so there was no reason to think he was making things easier now. “What about the barroom—did anyone overhear the conversation you had with Nathan about the map at the Bayou View Pub?” 
 
    He was thoughtful, and I saw his face turn a shade whiter. “That would be the only way someone else could know. We…we never spoke about it in public except for that one time.” 
 
    “Who was in the bar at the time? Did you recognize anyone?” 
 
    “I…I mean, there were a few people in there. Um, let me see, it was during the day, so most people were at work. If I remember right, there were two guys there, but they didn’t seem to know each other. One of them was sitting at the other end of the bar, so there’s no way he heard anything. The other one was sitting closer to us.” 
 
    “Do you know their names?” 
 
    “Nah, I don’t even remember what they looked like. But that bartender seemed to know them. Maybe you can ask her the name of the guy sitting near us. We were trying to be quiet, but it’s possible he could’ve overheard us because he was sitting only a couple of stools away from Nathan.” 
 
    “What day was it?” 
 
    “I’m not…I don’t remember.” He shook his head. “I just know it was the same day we found the gold. We got off early and went to the bar to spend the bonus money. That’s all I can tell you.” 
 
    I tapped my fingers on the bars to the cell. According to Bill Welch, Carl Duval had shown up to his shop with the gold coin on a Wednesday, so my guess was he found the map and gold on the previous day, which meant Philip and Nathan were at the bar on that Tuesday. 
 
    “Don’t go anywhere,” I said, and quickly turned to leave. 
 
    “Where in the hell could I go?” Philip called after me. 
 
    I ignored him and hurried to my office, wanting to check something. I wasn’t paying attention when I walked in and didn’t notice the shadow in the corner of the room until it spoke. 
 
    “Did the man in the jail cell kill my family?” 
 
    I froze with my hand extended toward my desk, and slowly turned my head to stare at Chuck. He had moved a chair to the far corner of the room and had been sitting there in the dark. “What’re you doing here, Chuck?” 
 
    He held up Jennifer’s phone and the glow from the screen lit up his face, giving him a ghostly appearance. “This is the only thing I have left that belongs to Jennifer.” He lowered the phone and stared down at it. “I wanted to feel close to her.” 
 
    I nodded my understanding, closed the distance between us slowly. “Did you happen to look through her pictures?” 
 
    “I started to, but I got stuck on this one.” He turned it so I could see. It was a selfie of Jennifer in her unmarked police cruiser. She was smiling, but there was a hint of sadness in her eyes. 
 
    I frowned and pulled up one of the other chairs and sat beside him. “To answer your question, I’m not sure if Philip Crenshaw murdered your family. I suspect he did, but I’m not convinced beyond a reasonable doubt.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He handed me the phone. “Were you looking for this?” 
 
    “Yeah, I need to know if Carl sent her a picture of a map.” As I searched through the images, I gave Chuck the full rundown on the case, leaving nothing out. I sighed and handed him back the phone. “It’s not here.” 
 
    “Are you heading to that barroom now?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Can I come?” 
 
    I hesitated, but something in his expression told me I’d better bring him along just so I could keep an eye on him. “Sure,” I finally said, “but I’ll need you to wait in the Tahoe while I do the interviews. I don’t need to tell you how important it is to—” 
 
    “No, you don’t. I’ll stay out of your way…for now. I want to see what you turn up.” 
 
    As I led the way to the dispatcher’s station, where Susan joined in and followed us outside, I wondered if he would become a problem. I didn’t want to have to tell him to back off, and I certainly didn’t want to have to arrest him for interfering with the investigation. I didn’t want to, but I would if he forced my hand. 
 
    I frowned as I slid behind the driver’s seat. Would I really? 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    I parked my Tahoe in front of the Bayou View Pub and gave Chuck a nod before approaching the concrete steps that stood on one end of the porch. My boots echoed against the hollow wooden floor as I crossed to the front door. There were two entrances at the front of the building. One was a modern double-door made of glass and the other was an antique-looking wooden door with nine individual panes of glass. The wooden door was always open, so I approached it and pushed through to the inside. 
 
    The flickering florescent lights overhead cast a dim glow about the place, and I could plainly see that there were no customers. Over the years, the ancient building hadn’t undergone a single change. The left side of the room opened into a large dance floor, where the DJ usually set up in a corner, and a secondary bar was in the other corner. The main bar was to my right. It was constructed of rich mahogany and stretched nearly the length of the room. It was on the opposite end of the bar that Dixie Boudreaux was cleaning whiskey glasses. She was humming to herself, but stopped when she saw us approaching. 
 
    “Can I get y’all a drink?” she asked cautiously. “Or is this official police business?” 
 
    I smiled. “Sorry, but this is business. I need to ask you some questions about two customers who came in here on the eighteenth of December. It was a Tuesday, and they came in during the day.” 
 
    “Damn, you’d have better luck asking me what color panties I was wearing on my birthday exactly twelve years ago.” She shrugged. “Do you have anything more? Maybe names or something?” 
 
    “Yeah, their names are Philip Crenshaw and Nathan Baxter.” 
 
    She scrunched up her face and was thoughtful. “Do you have a picture?” 
 
    I pulled out my phone and showed her a picture of Philip. It would’ve been useless to show her the picture I had of Nathan, because he was unrecognizable in his current condition. 
 
    Dixie snapped her fingers. “I have seen him in the bar before. It was a while back. Yeah, it could’ve been in December. He’s only been in here once that I’ve seen.” 
 
    “Did he have someone with him?” 
 
    “Yeah, there was this younger kid with him. He was a little pushy, tried to get my number. When I told him no and that I had a boyfriend, he told me he didn’t care. Said something about what my boyfriend didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.” She indicated a bar stool to my left. “He came in here last night, too, and sat right there. He wasn’t as cocky as he was the first time though.” 
 
    I shot a glance toward the bar stool. “Nathan Baxter was here last night?” 
 
    “I don’t know his name, but he’s the same guy who was with the man in that picture you just showed me.” 
 
    I drummed my fingers on the countertop. “Do you remember who else was in the bar back in December when they were here?” 
 
    “Um, let’s see…that was a long time ago.” Her eyes turned to the ceiling and she squinted. “If I’m not mistaken, Miguel Garcia and Tristan Borel were in the bar.” 
 
    “What can you tell me about those two guys?” 
 
    “Miguel’s a welder and Tristan manages an auto parts place in Upper Chateau. Miguel is married and I know Tristan has a girlfriend who’s pregnant.” She shrugged. “That’s about all I know. They don’t talk much about their personal lives when they come in here. They’re too busy trying to impress me.” 
 
    Susan had walked to the door to check on Chuck and she had just made it back to me when I asked Dixie if she overheard the conversation between Philip and Nathan. 
 
    “No, but Tristan was sitting next to them and he came back in the bar on New Year’s Eve and said they were talking about some old map.” 
 
    Susan’s head jerked around and my ears perked up. 
 
    “What exactly did Tristan say?” 
 
    “He just said the young guy—this Nathan, I’m assuming—was talking about some treasure map.” She shrugged. “Tristan talks a lot of crap when he’s drunk, so no one really pays any attention to him.” 
 
    “Where can we find Tristan?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’ve already told you everything I know.” 
 
    I glanced around the place, looking for surveillance cameras. There were none in view. “Are there hidden cameras in here?” 
 
    Dixie shook her head. “No, our patrons wouldn’t like it much if we recorded everything they did. Some of them like to come here with women who aren’t their wives, and they would shy away from the place if they knew we were documenting their affairs.” 
 
    I nodded and was about to ask my next question when I heard a noise. I turned. A bathroom door opened behind me and a man stepped out fastening the belt on his jeans. He looked at Susan and me and then at Dixie and raised his hands. “I didn’t do it.” He then started laughing at his own joke and walked to the bar, asking for the usual. 
 
    “Dennis,” Dixie said, “do you know where Tristan Borel lives?” 
 
    The man looked to be in his early forties, but his hands looked to be in their mid-fifties. The grease under his fingernails told me he was probably a mechanic. He rubbed a hand over his blond hair. “I know he works at the parts place on Main in Upper Chateau, but I thought I heard him say once that he lived down here somewhere.” 
 
    “How well do you know him?” I asked. 
 
    “I buy parts from him all the time, but I don’t know a whole lot about him. He seems to be a nice enough guy.” Dennis glanced over at Dixie. “Hey, wasn’t he here last night?” 
 
    I froze in place. “Tristan was here last night, along with Nathan?” 
 
    Dixie nodded her head. “He sure was. In fact, he left not long after Nathan left.” 
 
    “Who’s Nathan?” Dennis asked. 
 
    I ignored him and started questioning Dixie more about Tristan, but she seemed to know little about him other than his favorite drink and that he “didn’t tip for shit.” 
 
    I was still questioning Dixie when Dennis suddenly snapped his fingers. “Wait a minute! Tristan said he lives with his girlfriend. She’s a Billiot. I think her first name is Piper.” 
 
    Susan walked away immediately and got on the phone. 
 
    “Do you know what he drives?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s one of those old El Caminos or Rancheros. I know a lot about cars, but I can never tell the difference between those damn things unless I see the manufacture’s emblem. To be honest, I’ve got no use for them. It’s like, make up your mind—get a truck or a car, not some in-between.” 
 
    “What color is it?” 
 
    “It’s green with wood grain panels. Ugliest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Susan walked up and nodded. “Got it. Piper Billiot lives on the east side.” 
 
    I thanked Dixie and Dennis, and then Susan and I hurried out into the mosquitoes and humidity. Chuck was sitting patiently in the back seat and I studied him in the rearview mirror. I still wasn’t sure if he had killed Nathan or not, but I was sure hoping he hadn’t. He didn’t ask where we were going, but I let him know anyway. He nodded and stared out the side window and into the darkness as we drove. I could imagine the evil thoughts that were going through his mind, because I had walked in his boots before. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    We found Piper Billiot’s residence at the end of an uneven concrete road that snaked through an old trailer park. Most of the trailers were dilapidated but still occupied, and one had burned to the ground at some point in the not-too-distant past. 
 
    “There’s his car truck,” I said, pointing. “It’s a Chevrolet, so does that make it an El Camino or a Ranchero?” 
 
    Susan only shrugged. She was staring intently at the tiny trailer, trying to penetrate the darkness in search of even the slightest hint of danger. “I’ll take the back door,” she said as I slowed to a stop two trailers from Piper’s place. “Chuck can come with me.” 
 
    I hesitated, shooting Susan an inquisitive stare. 
 
    “He’ll be okay.” Susan glanced at the older man. “Won’t you, Chuck?” 
 
    Surprised at the invitation, he nodded vigorously. “I won’t do anything to jeopardize the investigation. I know how important this is.” 
 
    I didn’t have time to argue, so I just nodded and headed for the front of the trailer. It was late, so there were no lights on. I banged on the exterior wall instead of the door so I could make the most noise, and stood to the right of the metal steps. I didn’t have to wait long. The sound of my knocking had barely carried off on the breeze when I heard footsteps stomping toward the door. 
 
    My hand dropped close to my pistol as the door swung open to the outside. A skinny fellow stood there, peering hesitantly into the night, as though he wasn’t accustomed to having company after dark. 
 
    “I’m Clint Wolf, a detective with the Mechant Loup Police Department,” I announced, stepping forward so the light from inside could illuminate me. “Are you Tristan Borel?” 
 
    He nodded, seemingly surprised to hear his own name. “What’s this about?” 
 
    Feet shuffled behind him and I glanced toward the noise. A young woman—barely out of high school—walked up wearing a thin nightgown that stretched over her swollen belly. “Tris, is something the matter?” 
 
    “Just go on back to bed,” he said, waving a hand. “I’ll be back in a minute.” 
 
    When the girl was gone, he asked again what this was about. 
 
    “Do you know Nathan Baxter?” I asked. “From the Bayou View Pub?” 
 
    He swallowed hard. “Um, I heard about him.” 
 
    “What’d you hear about him?” 
 
    “I heard he committed suicide.” 
 
    “Really? Where’d you hear that from?” 
 
    “It was all over the store. Some customer came in and told us the sheriff’s office found him dead inside his house. They said a neighbor told them it was suicide.” He swallowed hard. “It’s, um, kind of scary, because I just saw him last night at the Pub.” 
 
    Susan and Chuck walked up from my right and I indicated the inside of his trailer. “Do you mind if we come inside and talk some more?” 
 
    He swallowed hard again and nodded nervously. “I guess that would be okay.” 
 
    I led the way up the wobbly steps after him. Susan was next, followed closely by Chuck. When we had all crowded inside the kitchen, Tristan sat in a chair and reached for a pack of cigarettes that were on the table. 
 
    Susan had run his rap sheet before we’d arrived, and I knew he was clean. From the looks of things, though, he could certainly use some extra cash. And money was always a powerful motive for murder. I dropped to a chair opposite him. 
 
    “So, tell me about the conversation you overheard at the Bayou View Pub just before Christmas.” 
 
    He gulped. “You mean the one between Nathan and that older man?” 
 
    “Precisely.” I nodded for emphasis. 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t much. I just heard him say something about finding a gold treasure. He was saying there was a map and that they should go get it.” He shifted his feet nervously as he lit the cigarette. “I don’t really know what they meant by that and really didn’t understand what was going on. I just heard bits and pieces of the conversation because they were trying to keep it quiet.” 
 
    “Did you tell anyone about the gold treasure and the map?” 
 
    “No, sir.” His hand trembled when he brought the cigarette up to his lips. I had already decided he hadn’t killed anyone. He didn’t have the nerve for it. 
 
    “Are you sure? Because I’ve got a statement from someone saying you were drunk and spouting off at the mouth about gold treasure and maps. Think real hard before you answer.” I paused to let my words sink in. “Now, did you or did you not spout off at the mouth about Nathan’s gold treasure?” 
 
    He was shaking uncontrollably now. “I…I don’t remember doing that. If I did, I was drunk and didn’t mean anything by it.” 
 
    “Did you talk to him last night?” 
 
    He was thoughtful. “I might’ve told him hello, but that’s about it. I don’t really talk to people when I go there. I just kind of go there to get some peace and quiet.” 
 
    I glanced around the place. It was a cluttered mess. If he couldn’t handle a mess and a pregnant wife, what would he do once they introduced a screaming baby into the equation? 
 
    “What about Miguel Garcia—was he at the bar last night?” 
 
    The kid shook his head. “He doesn’t come in often.” 
 
    “Do you know him?” 
 
    “Just a little. His wife was my teacher in middle school.” 
 
    “Was he there the night you heard Nathan talking about the gold?” 
 
    He nodded. “That’s the last time I remember seeing him there.” 
 
    I chewed on the inside of my mouth. After running through different scenarios in my head, I pressed him further, but got nowhere. I was convinced he didn’t know a damn thing, and that frustrated me. I was afraid we were coming upon a dead end—a brick wall—and I was running out of options. My suspect pool had dwindled to nothing, as had my list of potential witnesses. 
 
    As I tried to put things together in my head, I imagined a giant puzzle with only the outline completed, and dozens of pieces on the table that belonged to another puzzle. Philip was definitely involved, but there was no way he had killed Nathan, so did that mean he was in cahoots with someone else? And what if Nathan’s murder wasn’t connected to the gold at all? 
 
    “Sorry for bothering you,” I muttered, rising to my feet. “I’ll call if I have any more questions.” 
 
    I trudged out of the trailer and directly to my Tahoe, hearing the sound of Susan’s boots right behind me. Once I reached my door, I spun to face Chuck. “Listen, damn it, if you killed Nathan Baxter, I need to know it right now.” 
 
    He pulled up short and his eyes widened in surprise, but only for a second. Once he was over the surprise, his eyes flashed. He opened his mouth to offer a retort, but then thought better of it and clamped it shut. When he spoke, his voice was reserved. “Clint—is it okay if I call you that?” 
 
    I waved a hand dismissively. 
 
    “Clint, I have to be honest…I sat in your office for a long time and contemplated walking to the back of your police department and murdering Philip Crenshaw while he sat in that jail cell.” He wiped a bead of sweat from his brow. “The only reason I didn’t was because of a case I worked years ago. I was a young detective and mostly observed the case because I was still in training, but I sat in on interviews with three witnesses who positively fingered a man for murder. He was arrested, convicted, and sentenced to life without benefit.” He paused to take a breath. “Ten years ago he was released when DNA cleared him of any wrongdoing.” 
 
    I started to interrupt, to ask what that had to do with our case, but he held up a hand. 
 
    “Now, I know wrongful convictions are a rare thing, but I also don’t know much about your case.” He shook his head sadly. “It terrified me to think I might be taking the life of an innocent man, so I decided to sit back and wait. I want to give you a chance to prove who did it. Once you can prove it, then I’ll make my move. I won’t tell you when or where, because I don’t want you spoiling my plan, but I will get the son of a bitch who killed my children—this I swear to you.” 
 
    Not for one second did I doubt him. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    “Is Melvin ready with the boat?” I asked Susan after we’d piled into my Tahoe and left Tristan’s trailer. “I want him ready to go in case we find a copy of that map.” 
 
    “The boat’s fueled up and he’s waiting for us at the office,” she confirmed, as she sat glancing coolly at Chuck in the rearview mirror. She had only squinted and cocked her head to the side when he’d made his threat, and I knew she was wondering if we might have to kill this poor tortured soul. 
 
    I was wondering if we should just head out to the island anyway and take our chances, but I knew it was a big island. And what to do about Chuck? The only way I could be sure he wouldn’t kill anyone was to keep him close to me, but I didn’t have time to babysit him, and he might get in my way. 
 
    I was still trying to figure out what to do with Chuck when I arrived at the police department. I saw a familiar detective car and indicated it with my head. “Mallory’s here,” I told Susan. “Do you think she found something?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but something tells me we’re about to find out.” 
 
    Once we’d made our way into the building, we found Mallory in the dispatcher’s station. She held up a flash drive when she saw us. “This is the phone dump and it’s a big file, but there’s one thing you need to see.” 
 
    I waved for her to follow me and I led the way to my office. The faxed documents from the crime lab were still on my desk where Susan had placed them. I moved them to a desk drawer for safekeeping and then shook the mouse to wake up my monitor. 
 
    Mallory leaned forward and shoved the flash drive into the USB port. “I swear, this guy takes more pictures of his tiny penis than he smokes cigarettes.” 
 
    “Please,” I said quickly, “I don’t want to see those.” 
 
    “You won’t,” Mallory assured me. “I searched through everything beginning on the day they tore down that shed until yesterday and I found this”—she clicked on an icon and a dark image appeared—“taken late on Christmas Eve.” 
 
    I leaned closer, but it was too dark to discern anything in the image. “What is it?” 
 
    “Well, at first I thought he’d taken a dick pic in the dark, but then I adjusted the brightness on the image and this happened…” 
 
    I sucked in a mouthful of air when she clicked on an image titled: “IMG_9206_adjusted”. There, in the foreground of what appeared to be grass and a badly damaged lock box, was an ancient rawhide skin of some kind of animal with faded scrawling all over it. The drawing was almost indiscernible, especially in the poor lighting, but there was enough present to make out a large body of water that appeared to be shaped like Lake Berg. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said under my breath. “This is it!” 
 
    Mallory nodded, her face beaming. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Since you said this might relate to a division of the Chitimacha Tribe, I spoke with Gretchen Verdin and she said she’s familiar with the story.” 
 
    Gretchen was a K-9 sergeant with the Chateau Parish Sheriff’s Office. She was three-quarters Chitimacha Indian and my heart jumped with excitement at the news. “So, is there some truth to this?” 
 
    “I think so. When I told Gretchen the location of Carl’s home, she said her great uncle, Andy Verdin, used to live in that area and his grandfather was a direct descendant of the Kamakic Tribe and served as chief for a time. She did some discreet digging and found out that the property on which the shed stood used to belong to Mr. Verdin. Somehow, he must’ve gotten his hands on that box and secreted it into the shed wall.” 
 
    “How’d Carl Duval end up with the property?” 
 
    “According to what Gretchen found out, the bank foreclosed on the land after Andy died and it went up for auction. I guess no one knew about the gold coin, otherwise someone would’ve retrieved it before the place sold.” She indicated the map with her head. “Do you recognize anything on the map?” 
 
    I did and I trusted Mallory, but I wanted to play this one so close to the vest that even I wouldn’t be able to see the cards. Instead of lying to her, I ignored her question and posed a question of my own. “Did Gretchen see the map?” 
 
    “No. Given the circumstances, I thought it best not to show anyone the map. As soon as I’d gone through the files and realized there was no evidence of Nathan’s murder on the phone, I met with our phone guy and instructed him to wipe all of the files from his system. I watched as he did it.” She pulled a cell phone from the file folder she was carrying. It was in a sealed evidence envelope. She handed it to me and pointed toward the flash drive. “This phone and that drive are the only copies. Since the map was found in your jurisdiction, I figured you should get everything I have on it. Lord knows if this gets out, you’re going to have treasure hunters stampeding down here and tearing the place up. I wouldn’t want to be the one responsible for that kind of information leaking.” 
 
    I frowned and thanked her as I took the phone. At least we were on the same page, and I knew I could trust her to keep her mouth shut. After considering it for a moment, I asked if she wanted to come along when we headed out to the lake. “Whoever stole the map is either out there now or will be heading there soon,” I said, “and I want to catch them in the act of searching for the gold.” 
 
    Mallory nodded. “Sure, I’ll be happy to lend a hand.” 
 
    If Mallory came along, that would bring our number to four, unless I could convince Susan to stay behind. Forever in the back of my mind was the United States of America’s common practice of not having the president and vice president travel together, so as to maintain a continuity of government in the event of an incident. Much the same, I didn’t want Susan and me going into a dangerous situation together, because if something went wrong, at least one of us would be left behind to care for Grace. 
 
    After agreeing to meet back at the police department early in the morning, Mallory left. I moved my face close to the computer monitor and began studying the map carefully. I wanted to memorize every little detail so I wouldn’t have to bring anything out on the water with me. I wanted this thing buried as deep as possible after the murderers were caught. If this got out, greedy people would come to our town, and with them, there would be trouble. 
 
    Susan and Chuck ambled into my office an hour later, and Susan asked if I was ready to turn in for the night. I rubbed my tired eyes and nodded. I secured the flash drive and cell phone in my safe and then followed them out the door. 
 
    Once we turned down our street, I continued to the back to set Chuck up in a room at the empty women’s shelter. Meanwhile, Susan went inside our house to relieve her mother. I took my time driving back to the house after Chuck was situated, because I was dreading the conversation I was about to have with Susan. She was never one to back down from a fight, and I knew it would be hard to convince her to sit this one out. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    It was four-thirty when my alarm went off the next morning. Surprisingly, Susan had agreed to remain behind without much of a fuss. She understood the job well and she saw the wisdom in not risking both of our lives at the same time. It had also been her idea for me to leave early in the morning. It had sounded good last night, but now, half asleep and groggy, I only wanted to hit the snooze button and go back to sleep. 
 
    “You’ll get a head start on the day and be gone before Chuck realizes what happened,” she had said while preparing for bed last night. 
 
    “What’ll you do with him?” I’d asked. 
 
    “I’ll take him to the office and keep him occupied while you’re searching for the killers,” she had explained. “I’ll also call and find out if the trace on the murder weapon is complete.” 
 
    I groaned when Susan put a cold hand on my back and told me to shut off the alarm. With my eyes half closed, I rolled from the bed and quickly dressed for the day. Not wanting to tip off the killers, I decided to wear jeans, a T-shirt, and a baseball cap, and tucked my pistol inside my belt. 
 
    Melvin, who was always where he was supposed to be when he was supposed to be there, was probably already at the boat launch waiting for me. I grabbed a banana and refilled the water bowls for Achilles and Coco, who were in the back yard chilling out in the cool morning air. When I’d first stepped out, Achilles had rushed over and sat at my feet, staring up like he’d done something wrong. Too tired to try and figure it out, I’d only rubbed his head and told him to be good. 
 
    After kissing Grace’s forehead and grabbing my AR-15 from the gun safe, I slipped into my Tahoe and headed for the boat launch. Although I was five minutes early, I was still late according to Melvin’s standards. He’d already launched the boat and was just slipping his rifle bag between two of the passenger seats. 
 
    I greeted him and loaded my own gear on the floor of the boat. I indicated the aluminum flat boat with my head. There were three rows of two swivel seats positioned side-by-side. “Whose boat is it?” 
 
    “I borrowed it from one of the swamp tours,” he explained. “I figured we’ll need the element of surprise, so I didn’t want to pull up to the island with lights and decals all over the boat. It also has a four-stroke outboard motor that’s a whisper on the water, so we should be able to glide up to the island with minimal noise.” 
 
    I smiled, but it faded quickly as my mind wandered to the day ahead. While trying to sleep last night, a new theory had begun to form in my mind, and it disturbed me deeply. 
 
    Melvin and I looked up when a Dodge Charger roared into the shell parking area of the boat launch. It parked near a tree and Mallory stepped out wearing snug-fitting jeans and a sweatshirt. I could see a bulge where her pistol was concealed under her shirt, and she dragged a pump-action shotgun from the back seat. 
 
    When she drew nearer to where Melvin and I stood under a lamppost waiting, I could see that her jaw was set, making her chiseled facial features even more distinguished. 
 
    “Morning,” I said. 
 
    She nodded, glanced from me to Melvin and then back to me. “When we find the killer or killers, what’re we going to do?” 
 
    The question was direct. I knew what she was asking and I was positive Melvin knew it, too. I waited a long moment before answering. There was a conflict raging inside of me. On one hand, there was the cop side of me, which said everything had to be handled legally and by the book—that it was the only way. And then there was the human side of me, which said someone had to pay for what had happened to those poor children and their parents and grandmother. 
 
    “We’re going to do our jobs,” I finally said, with more confidence than I felt. “No more and no less.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and then let out a long sigh. “Okay, I’m with you.” 
 
    I watched her place her shotgun on the floorboard and plop down in one of the seats. Melvin and I traded glances and then we boarded the boat after her. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    A cool breeze was blowing in from the southeast, but it did little to clear the thick fog that had settled over the surface of the lake. Melvin had traveled without lights, so it had taken a couple of hours for us to reach the western end of the lake where the island in question was supposed to be located. 
 
    “Where is it?” Mallory asked in a low whisper, leaning close so she didn’t have to raise her voice. 
 
    I peered ahead, trying to penetrate the white fog. “It should be close.” 
 
    Melvin nodded and pointed to the left. I shifted in my seat and, through the blanket of mist, saw a dark shadow rising up from the water. I had seen the island from a distance but never up close, and I’d never stepped foot on it. From what I’d been told by some old timers, no one ventured onto the island anymore, because it was overgrown with ancient oak trees and thick underbrush and infested with water moccasins and rattlesnakes. 
 
    “It’s a thirty-two-acre death trap, is what that is,” Dexter Boudreaux had once told me when we rode by in his boat. “You can’t go two steps without getting rattlesnake fangs in your ass. And if the snakes don’t get you, the alligators will.” 
 
    I frowned, remembering how much I’d learned from Dexter. I sure wished he was still around to lead this search party. If there ever was a man who knew how to survive in the swamps, it was him. 
 
    None of us spoke as Melvin shut off the engine and allowed the boat to drift closer to the land. The trees were tall and thick and loomed ominously overhead. A low-lying branch reached out for us and Melvin grabbed hold of it and slowed the boat to a stop. We all listened intently. Our heads were on swivels and our eyes sharp. 
 
    “Is this the area?” Melvin asked in a whisper of a voice. 
 
    I nodded, remembering every detail of the map. I had described the area to Melvin on the ride over, and he had easily found it. At this point, we were supposed to get out and walk to the midway point across the island to a place where three trees grew together, making a sizeable triangle. A roughly defined X was positioned at the center of the three trees, and I was guessing this was where the treasure was buried. Although the map seemed plain enough, it was hard to distinguish one tree from another, and I was pretty sure there were more than a few dozen triangle patterns among the thirty-two acres. 
 
    I also knew the landscape had changed a lot over the past few hundred years. Hell, every hurricane that blew through here seemed to rearrange the natural furniture a bit, so even if the treasure was still buried out here somewhere, the landmarks on the map were probably no longer valid. 
 
    “It looks like we beat them here,” I whispered, to which Mallory and Melvin only nodded. Somewhere in the mist behind us, an alligator snorted and I thought I detected a shiver from Mallory. “Is there a place where we can hide the boat?” 
 
    Melvin silently scanned what we could see of the island’s banks. It looked spooky as all hell, and I could tell he wasn’t eager to go ashore. Hell, neither was I, but I knew we had to. 
 
    After a few minutes of scanning the banks and weighing his options, he finally pointed farther west, to where two fallen trees had formed a leafy cove. “We could conceal the boat between those downed trees and go ashore there,” he said, speaking barely over a whisper. “If we hunker down and listen, we should be able to hear them coming. Hell, it’s so quiet right now that we could hear a mosquito fart.” 
 
    Melvin was right. Other than an occasional snort of an alligator, a splash of some marine life, or birds singing, everything was deathly still. It was a bit unnerving. I tried to imagine a party of young Kamakic Indians gliding across the water in canoes made from hollowed-out cypress logs, revenge on their minds and rage in their hearts. They had gone after a band of heartless heathens who had murdered women and children. I swallowed hard. We, too, were going after heartless heathens who had murdered women and children, but we were bound by a different set of rules and we couldn’t just go off killing— 
 
    A mosquito suddenly sank its tiny syringe into the left side of my face and broke me from my thoughts. In a deft motion, and making no sound, I smashed the mosquito to my face. It would be the first of many I would kill, of that I was sure. 
 
    Grabbing onto nearby branches, Melvin, Mallory, and I began guiding the boat toward the hiding spot. I heard Mallory suck in her breath and turned to see her standing frozen, with her eyes closed. Inches from her face, coiled around a tree limb, was a large snake. It was facing her and seemed agitated. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Melvin whispered, taking a step closer to Mallory. “It’s non-venomous.” 
 
    I studied our surroundings as Melvin used a push-pole to swing the boat around and create some distance between Mallory and the snake. I thought I’d heard a noise that didn’t fit into the normal swamp sounds, but I couldn’t place it. I cocked my head to the side and listened intently. Mallory’s attention was still on the snake that was now about five feet from her, and Melvin was trying not to let the boat hit the fallen tree and make noise. 
 
    The sun was slowly rising to the east and shadows were starting to take shape now, but the fog was still thick and our visibility was only about twenty feet. The breeze that had been blowing softly slacked off somewhat and the sound I’d heard a few seconds earlier carried across the water. From the corners of my eyes, I saw Melvin stop what he was doing and turn toward the open lake. He then glanced at me and our eyes locked briefly. He indicated the north and I nodded. 
 
    Shifting my feet very carefully, I turned until I was facing the direction of the noise. It was only then that I recognized the sound. It was the humming of a trolling motor. Someone was coming! 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
    Susan wasn’t especially thrilled about having to babysit Chuck Duval, but she understood the importance of keeping an eye on the grieving father. The ex-detective was nice enough and he seemed to be willing to do whatever she needed him to do, so she put him to work entering traffic tickets into the computer. It only took a few minutes to teach him the computer program, and then he was off on his own, sitting at the extra computer in the dispatcher’s station and working so intently that it was obvious he was trying to keep himself busy. 
 
    Knowing Chuck would be busy for a few hours, Susan strode to Clint’s office and began reviewing the lab reports more closely, trying to do her part to help solve the case. There were hundreds of items of evidence and she began analyzing each one carefully. She glanced often at the time on her phone, wondering if Clint, Melvin, and Mallory had made it to the island on Lake Berg. She was worried sick about Clint, so she also wanted to keep busy to keep her mind preoccupied. 
 
    She had just finished going through the results of the evidence on the first page when Clint’s desk phone buzzed. 
 
    “Chief, are you in there?” asked Lindsey. She had been a constant in the police department for many years, and she was as good at her job as any. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here.” Susan picked up the handset. “Is it Chuck? Is he giving you problems?” 
 
    “No, he’s fine. It’s the crime lab. They’re calling about the gun that was used in the murder.” 
 
    “Put it through.” 
 
    Susan hung up the handset and waited. When it rang again, she picked up. “It’s Susan Wolf, what’s up?” 
 
    “Oh, I was looking for Clint Wolf.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m his wife, and I’m also the chief of police here in Mechant Loup. What’d you find out about the gun?” 
 
    There was a moment of hesitation, and then the lab tech said, “Well, if you give me a fax number, I can send along the ATF trace form.” 
 
    Susan provided the number and the tech said she was sending it over now. After thanking her, Susan walked to the dispatcher’s station and waited impatiently. That the crime lab had raised the serial number was a miracle on its own, but now that they had a registered owner’s name, this could be the big break Clint had been waiting for. 
 
    As the report slowly spat from the fax machine, she leaned close to read what she could of it. “Huh?” she said as she snatched the form from the paper tray. “Who in the hell is Patrick Carville?” 
 
    The address was for Brandon, Mississippi. She groaned. She didn’t have time to drive to Mississippi to speak to the man, so her only hope was to find a public service number registered to him. She fired up Clint’s computer and ran a name inquiry on Patrick Carville. She crossed her fingers when his current address and cell number were displayed. 
 
    “Please don’t be disconnected,” she said of the phone number as she dialed, “or dead.” According to the printout, the man was north of eighty years old and she didn’t know if he was still around or how much help he would be. And what if the number wasn’t registered to Carville? 
 
    “Who is this?” came a gruff voice. “If you’re one of those damn telemarketers, you’d better save yourself some time and hang up. And while you’re at it, go hang yourself!” 
 
    “No, sir, I’m not a telemarketer—and I hate them as much as you do.” 
 
    That brought a satisfied grunt from the man. “Who are you looking for? Mary’s at the grocery store and won’t be back for at least another hour. When she starts shopping, she doesn’t know when to stop.” 
 
    “No, I’m actually looking for Mr. Patrick Carville. My name is Susan Wolf and I’m the police chief for Mechant Loup, here in Louisiana. I needed—” 
 
    “Is it Dennis? Is he okay?” 
 
    “Dennis?” 
 
    “He’s my son. He lives in Mechant Loup. Is everything okay?” 
 
    Susan scowled as her mind began to work. It suddenly made perfect sense how a shotgun from Mississippi could’ve gotten to Louisiana. “It’s not about Dennis,” she said idly, as she tried to remember where she’d heard that name recently. “It’s about a shotgun that used to be registered to you. It was a twelve-gauge double-barreled shotgun. It was purchased about twenty-five years ago from a gun shop in Jackson.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I know the one, but I don’t have it anymore.” 
 
    “What happened to it?” 
 
    “I gave it to Dennis. He’s been using it for a few years now. I gave it to him for protection against alligators when he moved down into the swamps. He said alligators will come right up out of the water and into his back yard.” He shuddered on the other end of the phone. “I’m more scared of alligators than I am of Mary when I forget to put the toilet seat—” 
 
    “Is Dennis a mechanic?” Susan asked, interrupting. 
 
    “Why, yes, he is. Do you know him?” 
 
    “No.” Susan’s eyes had narrowed. “Not formally. Well, you’ve been a big help. If I need anything more, I’ll give you a call.” 
 
    “But wait, what’s wrong with the shotgun?” 
 
    “Um, we’re not sure just yet. We located a shotgun and it had the serial number scratched off. The lab was able to lift the serial number and it came back to you, so I was calling to see if it had been stolen.” 
 
    “Well, if it was stolen, Dennis would have to speak to that, because he’s the one who owns it now.” There was a brief pause and then he asked if he was in trouble for giving his son the gun. 
 
    Susan told him he was not in trouble and thanked him again, then returned the handset to the cradle. She quickly ran a criminal history check on Dennis Carville and frowned. He was clean. 
 
    Susan wanted to call Clint, but she didn’t want to ring his phone while he was trying to track down a murderer in the swamps. He should’ve turned off his phone, but she didn’t want to call it just in case he’d forgotten. She’d hate to be the reason his position was given away. Another thought came to her and she hurried to the jail cell at the back of the police department building. “Philip, do you remember your rights?” 
 
    He lifted a disheveled head and squinted against the light in the hallway. “How long are you going to keep me locked up?” he demanded to know. 
 
    “You’ll go before a magistrate this afternoon and the judge will set bail on your current charges,” Susan explained. “Whether or not you’re charged with murder will depend upon what happens in the next few days. Now, do you remember your Miranda rights, or do I need to read them to you again?” 
 
    “I remember them.” 
 
    “Are you still willing to talk to me and answer questions?” 
 
    Philip nodded his tired head. 
 
    “How do you know Dennis Carville?” 
 
    Philip’s brow furrowed in genuine confusion. “Carville? I’ve never even heard of that name.” 
 
    Susan frowned, believing he was telling the truth. And if he was, it might mean he had nothing to do with the murders. She turned slowly and began walking toward the front of the building, wondering what she should do. 
 
    “Hey,” Philip called after her, “who in the hell is Dennis Carville?” 
 
    She ignored him and a plan formed in her mind as she walked. She picked up speed and hurried past the dispatcher’s office, trying not to attract Chuck’s attention, but she had no such luck. The man didn’t seem to miss a thing. She was just reaching for the doorknob to her Tahoe when she heard Chuck clear his throat directly behind her. She spun around. “Mr. Duval…I didn’t hear you walk up.” 
 
    “I couldn’t help but notice you left in a hurry, as though you were on a mission.” He shot a thumb toward the police department. “Did that bastard give you a lead?” 
 
    Susan hesitated, not wanting to waste time. She sighed and quickly told him to get in her Tahoe. As she drove to the Bayou View Pub, she explained to Chuck what she had learned. He nodded and listened. 
 
    “So, are you thinking Philip Crenshaw stole the map but didn’t kill my family?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “But he admitted to breaking into Carl’s house with a key he stole while working for him,” Chuck protested. “And whoever killed them probably used a key to enter the house. I know he had something to do with it.” 
 
    “Or the killers knocked on the door and were invited inside.” Susan slowed as she reached the parking lot to the bar. “The biggest question I’ve had is this: if Philip and Nathan stole the map, then why would they kill Carl’s family in front of him? What were they trying to get out of him? Think about it, Mr. Duval, they already had the map—they stole it and got away clean—so they had no reason to go after Carl again.” 
 
    He grunted and opened his door when Susan shut off the engine. It was still early in the day, but the bar usually served lunches and someone was always there by six in the morning. A car was already parked in the driveway. 
 
    “Don’t say a word,” Susan cautioned Chuck. “Let me do all of the talking.” 
 
    As their boots crunched across the driveway, Chuck asked if he could intercede if she needed backup. Susan chuckled, then nodded her head. “Sure, but only as a last resort.” 
 
    Although it was a bright day outside, the bar was dark and Susan had to blink a few times before her eyes adjusted to the dimness of the place. When she could make out the shadows inside, she saw a man with white hair bustling about behind the bar. A cigarette hung from his lips and he glanced up, squinting through the smoke. 
 
    “Chief Wolf,” said Ed Brody fondly. He was the owner of the establishment and Susan had met with him numerous times over the year. 
 
    “Ed, how’s it going?” Susan wanted to be polite, but she didn’t have time to waste, so she continued before he could respond to her greeting. “Where’s Dixie?” 
 
    “She called me first thing this morning and said she wasn’t feeling well and asked if she could have the day off.” He grunted. “It seems like I’m on my own today.” 
 
    Susan chewed on her bottom lip, thinking. “Do you know a man named Dennis Carville?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s Dixie’s boyfriend. He’s the first good one she’s had since I’ve known her. That poor girl is a magnet for scum.” 
 
    “Of course!” Susan slapped her head as she spun and stormed out of the barroom, with a bewildered Chuck following behind, asking what was wrong. 
 
    “Dixie was in the bar when Nathan was running his mouth about the treasure map, she was also in the bar the night he was killed, and her boyfriend’s gun was used to kill your son and grandkids.” Susan shook her head and slipped into her Tahoe as she called Clint. “Those are not coincidences. That bitch lied to us so she could protect Dennis.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
    Melvin, Mallory, and I all stood deathly still. It had been about twenty minutes since we first heard the trolling motor, and the sound came and went on the wind. Out on the lake, on a quiet day, sounds could be deceptive. Something a mile away could seem to be a hundred yards out, while something nearby could seem to be far off. 
 
    An alligator was floating on the water just to my left, about ten feet from the boat. There were two more to my right—one of them at least nine feet long—and they were about fifteen feet away. They had appeared while we stood like statues, and the slightest movement would probably send them scattering—unless boaters had been feeding them. We were always handling complaints of alligators coming too close to boats and swimmers, and this was a direct result of irresponsible people intentionally feeding the gators or negligently discarding scrap food and bait from their boats. We tried to educate the public with brochures, lectures, and signs at every boat launch that read, “A fed gator is a dead gator,” but it seemed we were fighting a losing battle. Still, we pressed the fight. 
 
    The fog had thinned somewhat with the approaching sunrise, but our visibility was only about thirty feet. 
 
    I lifted a hand to signal for Melvin, and the alligator nearest the boat suddenly disappeared. 
 
    “Anything?” I mouthed. 
 
    He shook his head slowly, trying not to rock the boat. “Getting closer,” he mouthed. “Anytime now.” 
 
    He was right. The humming of the trolling motor seemed to be almost upon us. I turned my attention back toward the open lake and my eyes strained to penetrate the wall of mist, but it was no use. 
 
    We must’ve waited for another five minutes when there was a slight plop of water and the two alligators to my right disappeared. My heart started to beat a little faster as the sound of wood softly bumping wood carried to us from where the trolling motor was whining. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that Melvin’s hand had drifted to the pistol on his belt and Mallory had tilted the muzzle of the shotgun slightly upward, in the direction of the approaching boat. My own hand was wrapped around my Beretta 92FS semi-automatic pistol and my index finger was pressed against the release button on my holster. 
 
    My senses were heightened and everything around me seemed amplified. Tiny waves from the approaching vessel lapped loudly against the hull of our boat. A heavy bead of sweat dripped down my face. A mosquito drank thirstily from the back of my neck. The gases from the swamp water stung my nostrils— 
 
    And then, appearing out of the fog like a ghost, the bow of a flatboat came into view. Milliseconds later, a human figure started to take shape as the trolling motor continued to push the flat boat forward. It was on a collision course with our boat and would make contact within seconds. 
 
    Suddenly, the human figure gasped audibly and I knew we’d been spotted. I recognized the voice to be that of a woman. As the boat continued forward and her face and body broke through the last shades of mist, I recognized her with a start. She recognized me in that very instant as well, and exclaimed loudly. 
 
    Several things happened simultaneously, all of them with lightning speed and a potential for a deadly outcome. From the opposite side of the boat, I saw Melvin’s pistol come up to bear on the boat. Closer to me, Mallory’s shotgun lifted to her shoulder and she peered down the rail at Dixie Boudreaux. And from the front of the approaching boat, Dixie screamed for help and—quite unexpectedly, and taking all of us by surprise—then threw herself headlong into the alligator-infested water. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
    Dixie was screaming for help and thrashing around in the brackish water. Without thought, I kicked off my boots and was diving into the water long before I’d had the time to talk myself out of it. As I was in midair, I heard a boat engine roar to life and I caught sight of the guy named Dennis, whom I’d met at the Bayou View Pub, working the till frantically in an attempt to turn the boat around and get the hell out of Dodge. 
 
    Although the morning air had been cool, the water was warm and inviting as it enveloped me, but I was not fooled. The scenario in which I found myself—of my own doing, no less—was a precarious one. I had acted on instinct out of a desire to save Dixie’s life, but I was now wondering why I hadn’t simply thrown her a rope. 
 
    “Help me! Please, God, someone help me!” she screamed, her head bobbing up and down like a fishing cork. It seemed that each time she went under the surface of the water it took a little longer for her to resurface. 
 
    I kicked my feet strongly and paddled with my hands, heading for her as fast as I could swim. I could hear the roar of Melvin’s boat motor coming to life as the other boat’s engine puttered and struggled to fire up. It finally turned over and started and I heard Dennis give a shout of triumph. 
 
    Although I was scared to death I’d be eaten by an alligator and I was focused on trying to get to Dixie before she drowned, my mind was working overtime wondering how in the hell the mechanic named Dennis had gotten involved with the treasure murders, and I was also wondering why Dixie was with him. 
 
    “Stop, or I’ll shoot!” I heard Mallory cry from somewhere behind me, just as the other boat’s engine roared and began to fade away. No shot followed, and I knew the boat must’ve been out of sight by now. Cops are trained to only shoot at what they can identify, and Mallory was a well-disciplined officer. 
 
    When I reached Dixie, I grasped a hold of the front of her shirt and spun her around. She reached for me and tried to grab me by the hair, but I spun her roughly around and hooked my right arm under both of her armpits, pulling her close. 
 
    “I’ve got you,” I said between gasps, spitting out swamp water as I kicked with my feet. She had stopped struggling, but was still at least 115 pounds of dead weight and I had to work overtime just to stay afloat. I also wasted precious energy turning my head from side to side searching for hungry alligators. “You’re going to be okay.” 
 
    “He was going to kill me,” Dixie wailed, choking on water and coughing forcefully. “He…he was taking me out here to kill me.” 
 
    I was curious and wanted to know more, but I dared not ask any questions or speak at all. It would take up too much of my energy and I already felt the strength in my legs waning. Melvin had just navigated the boat around the end of the fallen tree and had gunned the engine, but I didn’t know if I could stay afloat until he reached us. I felt the bottom of the lake falling out from under me and I was swallowing more water than I liked. 
 
    The boat was still about ten feet away when I felt something wet and snakelike fall across my face and shoulder. A rope! 
 
    “Grab the rope,” Mallory called from the bow of the swamp tour boat. “I’ll pull you in!” 
 
    Grateful, I hooked my hand over the rope and held on for dear life. Through the droplets of water that sprayed my face, I saw the slender muscles in Mallory’s arms flex and relax as she pulled hand-over-hand, reeling the rope in and drawing me and Dixie closer to the boat with each tug. When we had reached the boat, I looked up and saw Melvin’s wide face leaning over the edge beside Mallory. He helped Mallory pull Dixie off of me and out of the water. I grabbed onto the edge of the boat and paused for a moment, trying to catch my breath. 
 
    I hadn’t taken two good breaths when something splashed behind me. I didn’t know what it was, but the sound—and the thought of an alligator approaching from behind—lit a fire under my ass. Within a split second, I was out of the water and over the edge, not even sure how I’d managed to do it so quickly. 
 
    Without waiting to see if we were okay, Melvin hurried to the engine and grabbed the till. With the twist of his wrist, the engine roared, the boat shot forward, and we were in pursuit. 
 
    As the front of the boat rose and fell rhythmically, Melvin hollered over his shoulder for Mallory to keep an eye out for any signs of the other boat. The fog hadn’t burned off yet, but visibility seemed to be improving with every passing minute. Thankfully, Dennis’ boat had cut an obvious path through the lily pads and Melvin was following the trail like a bloodhound on a scent. 
 
    I turned my attention to Dixie, who lay sprawled on the floor of the boat, breathless and pale. “What’d you mean when you said he was bringing you out here to kill you?” 
 
    “He…he’s after the gold,” she said through gasps of air. “He took me with him because I’m the only one who knows what he did. I swore I’d never tell, but he didn’t believe me. He told me he’d kill me…and anyone else who tries to get between him and the gold.” 
 
    “Does he have the map?” I helped Dixie to a seated position in one of the chairs. 
 
    She nodded, squeezed her eyes shut. “He told me he tortured that poor kid…that Nathan boy. He said he made Nathan tell him where the map was and then he went and found it. He wants that gold, detective, and he won’t let anyone stop him.” 
 
    I studied Dixie’s face. Tears flowed freely down her red cheeks and her bloodshot eyes were desperate. 
 
    “I know too much,” she wailed. “If you let him get away, he’ll kill me! You have to stop him!” 
 
    I looked in the direction we were heading. I could still see a faint trail through the lily pads. I turned back to Dixie. “Did he kill Carl Duval and his family?” 
 
    “It’s all my fault!” She squeezed her eyes shut and turned away, crying uncontrollably. She didn’t speak for a long moment, but she nodded her head up and down vigorously. When she had composed herself somewhat, she opened her eyes and let out a long and quivering sigh. “I’m the one who told him about the treasure. I told him Nathan and Philip were talking about finding a treasure map and gold in somebody’s shed. I’m the one who started it all. I should’ve kept my mouth shut. I swear, I didn’t mean for any of this to—” 
 
    “Look, there’s the boat!” Melvin suddenly hollered, killing the engine instantly, allowing the boat to coast to a stop. 
 
    I jumped to my feet and the boat rocked. I moved closer to the front, where Mallory and Melvin were staring intently ahead. Dennis’ boat had been run aground on the northern end of the island in an area where the land formed a V, and he was nowhere to be seen. The trees were thick along the banks. From our vantage point, we couldn’t see more than a few feet into the dense forest. 
 
    “Get down,” I hissed to Dixie as we all stood staring, rocking gently with the swaying of the boat. I reached between two of the seats and retrieved my AR-15 rifle, shouldered it. As I scanned the tree line, I asked Dixie what kind of weapons Dennis had in his possession. 
 
    “Um, he has a pistol—it’s an old one he got from his dad a long time ago—and he’s got a big hunting knife.” She was cowering between a row of seats and she stared up at me with wide eyes. “Can’t we just get out of here? I’m scared. He…he’s not stable. He’s dangerous. I’ve never seen him so crazy.” 
 
    Not taking my eyes off of the tree line, I called over my shoulder, “Someone’s got to stay here with Dixie and someone’s got to go track down Dennis. Melvin, you’re the best tracker in the department. Will you do the honors?” 
 
    “I’d love to.” 
 
    “I’ll stay with Dixie,” Mallory volunteered. “I don’t mind a fight, but I hate snakes. If Dennis tries to come after Dixie, I’ll take care of him.” 
 
    I knew without asking that Mallory could drive a boat—hell, everyone in southeast Louisiana over the age of five could drive a boat—and I suggested she back the boat to the middle of the lake once we were gone. “It’ll keep you out of pistol range and Dennis won’t be able to ambush you out in the middle of the lake.” 
 
    As I kept my rifle trained on the shoreline, Mallory and Melvin traded places and Mallory backed the boat to the eastern point of the V. Melvin and I quickly dismounted and merged into the jungle-like forest. We could no longer see Dennis’ boat and would have to work our way into position to pick up his tracks. I hesitated a moment, watching as Mallory backed the boat toward the center of the lake, where the fog had finally burned off and the sun was shining brightly. 
 
    “You ready, Clint?” Melvin asked when I turned to face the jungle. 
 
    I nodded, welcoming his expertise at tracking and the extra firepower. In a game of hide-and-seek with guns, the one doing the hiding always had the upper hand. I would need as much help as possible to come out of this alive. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 44 
 
      
 
    The sun was high in the sky by the time Melvin and I reached Dennis’ boat and began hunting him. I wasn’t a skilled man tracker, but a novice could’ve followed the path Dennis left behind. Tall weeds were pushed down in large clumps, branches had been snapped all along the trail, and pieces of fabric had even been left behind by his clothing. 
 
    Melvin and I worked from a position that was parallel to Dennis’ track and to the left of it. We didn’t want to walk directly down the path he had taken, just in case he planned on ambushing us. The going was slow, because we were trying to move with stealth, and that was almost impossible given the dense foliage we had to traverse. Occasionally, we’d come upon patches of barren ground under large oak trees, but we had to be careful not to crackle the dry leaves that blanketed the ground. 
 
    We had probably traveled a hundred painstaking feet when Melvin stopped abruptly and lifted a hand. He put a finger to his ear to indicate he’d heard something. I froze in place and listened. Nothing stirred and there were no sounds other than mosquitoes buzzing around my ears. The birds weren’t even singing anymore. 
 
    After a long moment of silence, I heard the sound. Melvin pointed toward our left and I nodded. It was a rhythmic chopping sound, and I realized quickly that it was the blade of a shovel striking dirt. Dennis was digging for the treasure! 
 
    If he was preoccupied with his search, then the element of surprise might be on our side. It had taken us so long to reach the boat and then get to this point that Dennis was probably thinking he’d gotten away clean. 
 
    We couldn’t pinpoint the exact location of the shovel chops, but it was somewhere to the left. I motioned to Melvin to let him know we should split up and approach the location from two sides, just in case Dennis decided to cut and run. Melvin nodded and signaled that he would go wide to the left, and I signaled that I would go wide to the right. 
 
    I had to admit to myself that I felt a little uneasy when we parted ways. I moved even slower than we had been moving all day, trying to remember everything I’d ever learned from Melvin and Gretchen Verdin about moving stealthily through the swamps. It was hard to keep from making a sound while also studying my surroundings for bad guys. My only consolation was that it would be hard for Dennis to take a sniper shot on us, because the trees were too plentiful and thick. 
 
    It felt as though I was only a dozen or so feet away from the chopping sound when it suddenly stopped. I instantly squatted to my knees, cursing silently when my sore left knee popped. For a long moment I waited. There was no other sound except for the beating of my own heart. Where was Melvin? Had he captured Dennis? I knew that couldn’t be the case, because I would’ve heard some violent rustling sounds or voices. 
 
    Time ticked slowly by as I waited and listened. I was in the thick shade, but the warmth from the afternoon sun bled through the leaves and enveloped me. A bead of sweat dropped to the leaves at my feet and I actually heard the tiny splash. It sounded loud in the eerie stillness that surrounded me. 
 
    I was about to rise to my feet when I caught movement in the corner of my right eye. It was a little behind me and seemed very low to the ground. My grip tightened on the AR-15. I was in a bad spot, and I knew it. It would take too long for me to spin around and get off a shot if that movement I saw presented a threat. Moving my head as slowly as I could so as not to attract attention, I turned to see what was moving toward me. 
 
    I wanted to gasp out loud when I saw what was slinking across the ground toward me, but I somehow managed to suppress the sound. Curving around a tree and disappearing into the brush a few feet away was the biggest snake I’d ever seen. The part of the body that was in view was at least eight feet long and it was thicker that my upper thigh. I recognized right away that it was a Burmese python. As I watched it slither around the tree and out of sight, I tried to calculate the length of the monster snake, but it was difficult. At a minimum, it had to be over fifteen feet in length. I couldn’t see where the snake’s head was going, but when the tail finally appeared and then disappeared, I decided it was time to move away from the area. I didn’t wish to have a disagreement with that big fellow. 
 
    I rose slowly to my feet and eased my right foot back until I had moved it a full step. I placed it gently toward the ground, careful not to snap any twigs that might be underfoot. I then slowly brought my left foot back. I continued moving in that fashion until I was sure I had created enough distance between myself and the snake. I then began circling toward where I had last heard the sound of the shovel stabbing at the ground. 
 
    Although my AR-15 was short, I found it difficult to maneuver between the crowded trees. Occasionally, my boot or the butt of my rifle would brush against a tree trunk and I’d have to stop to see if it had attracted any attention. So far, it seemed as though I’d made my way undetected. 
 
    As I moved, I began to grow worried. Where was Melvin? Why hadn’t I heard anything from him or Dennis? Had Dennis doubled back to the boat? Had he attacked Melvin and taken him out stealthily, like a ninja? And where in the hell was that giant snake? 
 
    I was still wondering these things when I stepped out from behind a tree and stopped short, my heart stuck in my throat. A few feet in front of me, resting on the ground in a small clearing, was a dirty shovel with a long wooden handle. I could see a hole at the center of the clearing. A wall of soft mud was stacked all around the hole. A bucket was nearby and turned upside down, and an axe was leaning against a nearby Cypress tree. 
 
    As I studied the items in the clearing, I wasn’t one bit disturbed by what I saw. Instead, I was disturbed by what I didn’t see—Dennis Carville. Where could he be? 
 
    I looked over my shoulder, studying the woods behind me. Nothing moved. I turned slowly back toward the hole and a chill suddenly reverberated up and down my spine when I realized the axe was gone! 
 
    I broke out in a sweat as I remembered being a young boy and my grandpa telling me a chill up and down my spine meant someone had just walked over my grave. That memory caused my nostrils to flare and my senses to go on high alert. Was I about to die? Did Dennis hold some advantage over me? Had I blindly stumbled into his trap and—? 
 
    “Clint, get down now!” screamed a voice from the thick trees somewhere to my left. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 45 
 
      
 
    Mallory Tuttle shaded her eyes from the sun and scanned the banks of the small island for the umpteenth time. It had been over an hour since she’d seen the jungle-like forest swallow up Melvin and Clint, and she was worried something terrible had happened to them. If so, what was she to do? She was no tracker. She hated the swamps. She preferred the city over the marshlands and would rather shoot it out with three criminals at high noon on a dusty street than chase one bad guy through the snake-infested swamps. 
 
    As she considered her options and tried to decide if she should risk going ashore with Dixie, one thing became clear—she needed to create a record in the event none of them made it back to town. Hunkering down in a chair directly in front of Dixie, she pulled out her cell phone and activated the built-in recording device. 
 
    “For the record,” she began, speaking into the phone, “I am Detective Mallory Tuttle and I will be obtaining a recorded statement from Dixie Boudreaux. This statement is relative to the murders of the Duval family that occurred exactly one week ago.” Mallory paused and regarded the confused expression on Dixie’s face blankly. “Mrs. Boudreaux, go ahead and state your name and date of birth for the benefit of the record.” 
 
    Dixie hesitated, but Mallory nodded to reassure her, so she provided the information. 
 
    “Next, I want you to begin by telling me how this whole thing happened.” Mallory glanced toward the banks of the island. “And you need to hurry, because I don’t know how much time we have.” 
 
    Dixie’s face turned a few shades lighter than it had been. “What do you mean? We’re not going on that island, are we?” 
 
    “If I don’t hear from Clint or Melvin within the hour, we’re going in.” 
 
    “No!” Dixie shook her head and stood, her sun-dried clothes still clinging to her body. “Dennis is going to kill me! You can’t let him hurt me!” 
 
    “God damn it, shut the hell up!” Mallory ended the recording and stood to face her, causing the boat to rock roughly. “I don’t have time for your meltdown. I need you to sit your ass down and tell me what happened before it’s too late.” 
 
    Dixie gulped and sank to a seat, then nodded weakly. “Okay, I’ll talk.” 
 
    Positioning herself where she could see Dixie while also keeping an eye on the island, Mallory started the recording again and made another introduction. When she was done, she said, “Okay, Dixie, go ahead and tell me everything you know about the murders of Carl Duval and his family.” 
 
    Dixie licked her lips. “Like I said earlier, the first thing I heard about the treasure was when Nathan and Philip came to the bar and started talking about it. I mentioned it to Dennis that night—you know, just making conversation—and he told me to try and find out the name of the people who owned the house.” 
 
    “Did he say why?” 
 
    “No. He just told me to find out where they lived. I didn’t think he would do what he did.” Dixie lowered her eyes and her shoulders slumped. “I asked around a little bit and then one day Bill Welch’s son came into the bar and I asked him if he knew about any gold that was found in Mechant Loup. He told me he did, but that he couldn’t talk about it. I…well…um, I started giving him doubles and even gave him a few on the house. Once he was drunk, I flirted with him a little and he told me everything I wanted to know.” 
 
    “And what was that?” Mallory asked, trying to hide her disgust. 
 
    “He said that Carl Duval was the one who found the gold coin, but he didn’t know anything about a treasure map.” Dixie sighed. “When I told Dennis, he insisted on going after it.” Dixie suddenly stopped talking and tears welled up in her eyes. 
 
    Mallory turned her gaze from the island to Dixie and put a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Whatever it is, you can tell me. I’m here to help.” 
 
    “I swear to God I didn’t know what he had planned.” Tears were flowing free now. “He found out their address and he began stalking them. He devised a plan to go to their house on the night of the parade. The plan was to wait until they got back from the parade and follow them in the house, but it turned out they wouldn’t even leave. So, Dennis told me to knock on the door and ask for help. He said a helpless woman alone at night would seem harmless and they would let me in to use their phone.” 
 
    Another pause, and then Mallory asked if that’s what she did. Dixie nodded and went on to describe what happened next. She knocked on the door and a man answered. She told the man she was having car trouble. The man let her inside and left the door unlocked. While she was talking to the man and his wife, Dennis slipped in through the door and made his way upstairs. 
 
    “He’s like a ghost when he moves,” Dixie said. “He reads those ninja books. He loves camouflaging himself and disappearing in the woods just for practice. He makes me try to find him sometimes and I never can.” 
 
    She said Dennis found a little girl first and took her captive. “He came down the stairs with a knife to her throat and stepped out where the man could see him. He told the man to be very calm and to call his whole family downstairs or he would cut the girl’s head off.” She shivered, as though reliving every detail. “The man begged Dennis not to hurt his family, and Dennis promised not to do anything to them if only he cooperated. But he lied. That bastard lied!” 
 
    Mallory nodded solemnly and squeezed Dixie’s shoulder. “It’s okay. Just tell me what happened next.” 
 
    “Everyone cooperated. They didn’t give any trouble. While Dennis held the shotgun to everybody, he made me tie them up with some zip ties that he brought along, starting with the man. Once everyone was tied up, Dennis demanded to see the treasure map, but the man said he didn’t have it anymore. He said someone stole it.” 
 
    “Let’s back up. You said Dennis brought zip ties. Did he plan this thing out?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, he had everything planned out. He drove by the house a bunch of times to scope it out and he filed the serial numbers off of his shotgun in case he had to use it. He said the only way we could get away clean was to make it look like a murder and a suicide, and he said he’d have to leave the gun behind and we couldn’t break into the house. He said it had to look like somebody on the inside did it.” 
 
    Mallory nodded, and then asked if Dennis believed Carl when the homeowner said someone stole the treasure map. 
 
    “Oh, God no, Dennis thought he was lying all the way. He threatened to kill the older woman if Carl didn’t start talking. When Carl kept saying he didn’t have the map, Dennis pulled the trigger twice on the shotgun.” Dixie shuddered again. “It was so loud and scary. I…I’ve never seen a dead person before, and I’ve never seen Dennis looking so mean. I didn’t think he was capable of murdering someone. It…I was scared to death. I knew if I didn’t do exactly what he told me to do, he would kill me.” 
 
    Dixie took a deep and shivering breath and continued in a monotone voice. Her eyes were glazed over and she stared unseeing at a spot in the water. “That’s when things got really ugly. Dennis, he was a crazy man. He was screaming at the dad to tell him where the map was or he would annihilate the man’s entire family. The man was crying and begging Dennis to stop. He swore on his life that the map had been stolen. Dennis shot the wife next. The man begged him to stop, to kill him and leave his family alone, but Dennis told him he was going to talk or everyone would die.” Dixie wiped a lone tear from her cheek. “When Dennis killed the boy, the man began screaming that he knew where the map was and he would take us to it, but Dennis said he had to describe the location. When he couldn’t, Dennis told him they all had to die. Without blinking, he killed the girl and then put the barrel on the floor at the man’s feet.” 
 
    When Dixie stopped talking, Mallory turned her attention from the shoreline and glanced at her briefly. “What happened next?” 
 
    “I’ll never forget the look in that poor man’s eyes. Dennis reached up to grab the man behind the head, but he jerked away from Dennis. He then laid his face right on the barrel of the shotgun and told Dennis to do it. He told Dennis to kill him and get it over with.” Dixie frowned. “And he did—he wiped out every last one of them. Once he was done with the killing, he cut the zip ties off of the man’s hands and rubbed the man’s finger against the trigger area to get gun powder on it. Dennis was really pissed that we didn’t get the map. He wanted to start searching the house, but he heard a car outside. He told me to hurry and get my ass outside. I ran out the back door and he followed me, careful to lock the place up. This dog was barking in the back yard and we heard a car door slam and knew there would be trouble. While I hid in the bushes, Dennis pistol-whipped a girl that showed up in a detective car.” 
 
    Mallory’s gaze continued roaming the banks of the island while Dixie told the horrific story about what happened to the Duvals. She had heard and seen a lot in her time as a detective with the Chateau Parish Sheriff’s Office, but never had she heard of an entire family being wiped out, and never had she heard of anyone being killed over a treasure map. 
 
    “What’d y’all do with the woman he’d pistol-whipped?” Mallory asked when Dixie stopped talking. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything with her—it was all Dennis. He dragged her to this shed nearby, but he was afraid someone would see her from the road because the front of the shed was destroyed, so he made me help him drag her to another shed behind the first one. He tied her to a chair that was inside and started asking her questions. She was coming in and out of it and Dennis was getting desperate. A dog was barking real loud from the back yard of the house and it was making him nervous. He cursed a lot while he tried to get her to talk. He thought maybe she was a security guard and we might’ve triggered a silent alarm and that’s why she had come. He wanted to bring her in the house and shoot her in the living room to make it look like the husband did it, but we had already locked the house. He said if we broke the door to go back in it wouldn’t look like an inside job.” 
 
    “Go on,” Mallory coaxed when Dixie stopped again. 
 
    “Dennis wanted to take her with us, so he put tape on her mouth so she couldn’t scream. We then ran down the road to where the truck was parked. He said I would drive the truck and we would put the woman in the back of her car and he would drive it. He said we would figure out where to bring her and we would make her talk. He was convinced she knew about the treasure.” She shook her head. “He was sounding crazy by then, suspecting everyone of knowing about the map. He even accused me of having it at one point. It was all very scary.” 
 
    “Well, I know he didn’t take the woman, so what happened? Why’d he leave her behind?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, when we tried to come back to the house to get the woman, that big dog had gotten loose and was running around crazy. It was barking ferociously and it attacked the car when we turned into the driveway and tried to get out. Another car was coming down the road and Dennis got spooked and we left. He thought the car saw us and he became paranoid. He kept saying it was only a matter of time before the cops came looking for us and we’d have to leave town, but it never happened.” She sighed. “I was relieved when I heard the cops called it a murder and suicide, just like Dennis said they would, and I thought everything was going to be okay.” 
 
    Mallory’s head jerked downward to glare at Dixie when she made the last comment, but Mallory refrained from speaking so the woman could continue her story. 
 
    “Dennis wouldn’t stop obsessing about the treasure. He kept devising ways to get his hands on it, and he decided he needed to go after Nathan Baxter. He told me if Nathan ever came back in the bar, I was supposed to call him right away. I wanted to go to the cops, I swear I did, but he told me he’d hunt me down and kill me—and I knew he would. The next time Nathan came into the bar, I did what Dennis wanted me to do. I called him, he showed up in the parking lot, and then he followed Nathan home. When I heard from him again, he said he was right and he had found the map. He didn’t tell me anything else—just that he found the map. And then last night he said we were coming to get the treasure. He said we were leaving Louisiana once and for all. He even made me pack a bag and load it in the boat.” 
 
    Mallory was about to ask Dixie a question when the sound of gunshots erupted from the jungle. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 46 
 
      
 
    I immediately recognized Melvin’s voice and I responded with lightning reflexes that would have impressed Susan. As though shot in the brain stem, I dropped straight down and was going to roll to my right, but my rifle sling snagged on a branch and twisted my right side up and around, causing me to fall onto my back. I was just in time to see Dennis spring from behind a giant oak tree and swing the missing axe in a looping arc exactly where my head had been a split second earlier. Had it not been for Melvin’s warning cry, Dennis would’ve surely beheaded me. 
 
    Although my life now hung in the balance, I was calm—deathly calm—and things seemed to move in slow motion. I could see every detail of Dennis’ face; the surprise in his eyes when the axe slammed harmlessly into the trunk of a nearby sapling, the sweat pouring from his cheeks, the greasy blond hair dangling in his face, and the tightening of his jaw as he prepared to wrench back on the handle of the axe. 
 
    My AR-15 was stuck under me. Instead of trying to fight it free, I reached for my sidearm. Even as my hand wrapped around the grip and my finger hit the release button, I knew I was going to be too late. In one deft motion, Dennis had ripped the axe free from the trunk of the tree and lifted it high in the air. It had already reached its apex and would descend and smash through my chest before the muzzle of my pistol could clear the holster. 
 
    Realizing I would never shoot him it time, I immediately kicked out with the heel of my boot, trying to take out his left knee. To my dismay, I realized the kick would not reach him in time. As I braced for impact, I saw something pluck at the front of Dennis’ shirt. There was a startled look on his face. The axe paused and hung in the air for a second, giving my foot time to reach his knee. I heard his leg pop as it folded ninety degrees in the wrong direction. The front of his shirt jumped several more times as bullets sprayed the area, some of them riddling his body and others peppering the surrounding trees and empty space around me. I stayed low, where it was safe. 
 
    Melvin must’ve fired his entire magazine, because there was a brief pause and I could hear the sharp metallic click of a magazine being fed into a weapon. 
 
    Dennis looked shocked as his arms went limp, the axe falling from his grip. With a grunt, his body collapsed toward his left, directly over his broken leg. I brought an arm up to shield my face from the falling axe, and it thudded roughly against my forearms. I untangled myself from my rifle sling and the axe and scrambled to my feet. Dennis groaned on the ground. He reached for a nearby sapling and pushed himself onto his good knee, attempting to stand. Something crashed through the bushes to my left and I glanced up to see Melvin making his way toward me like a wild boar tearing up the countryside. 
 
    “Stay down,” I said evenly as I refocused on Dennis and trained my pistol on him. “If you don’t, I’ll shoot.” 
 
    Dennis steadied himself with his left hand and reached slowly for his waistband with his right. His eyes glowered with hatred. “Damn you to hell, that treasure’s mine!” 
 
    When he pulled his hand from his beltline, I saw an old Colt Model 1911 semi-automatic pistol gripped tightly in his grease-stained paw. I didn’t wait for him to even try to lift it. I raised my own pistol slightly. When the front sight settled over his face, I pulled the trigger. The first bullet hit him right under his left eye. The second bullet entered the soft flesh under his chin as he rocked onto his back. 
 
    Melvin pulled up short next to me and took in the scene. His breath was coming in heaving gasps. “I felt like I was running the gauntlet,” he complained, turning to give me a once-over. “Are you okay? Did he get you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m fine now that he’s dead.” 
 
    “I didn’t think I could hit him with all the trees in the way.” He wiped a rivulet of sweat from his face and approached the hole in the ground. “Do you think the treasure’s down there?” 
 
    I had moved to Dennis’ body and was searching his pockets. When I reached the back right pocket of his jeans, I found what I’d hoped was there—the treasure map. I held it up and regarded it with awe. Melvin strode toward me and stopped when he was beside me. He whistled. “Damn, that’s an old piece of history. It belongs in a museum, not in some private person’s possession.” 
 
    “Yeah, but then the map would be revealed and all kinds of people will be heading out here trying to find the gold.” I frowned. “Six people have already lost their lives over this piece of rawhide, and I’m afraid it won’t end there unless…” 
 
    “Unless what?” Melvin asked curiously. 
 
    “Unless we get rid of this thing.” 
 
    “Get rid of it? How?” 
 
    I indicated the hole in the ground. “That looks as good a place as any.” 
 
    Without saying another word, I threw the map into the hole and picked up the shovel. Melvin watched as I transferred the mound of soft mud back into the hole, covering up the map until we could no longer see it. 
 
    “I’ll let Mallory know we’re okay,” Melvin said as I worked. He disappeared and I continued to move scoop after scoop of mud on top of the map and possible gold that was buried beneath the earth. I wanted to walk away from this area and forget it existed. With any luck, the next hurricane would come along and destroy this little island, burying the treasure forever. 
 
    Once all of the mud had been returned to the hole, I packed everything down as smooth as I could and covered the freshly turned earth with tree branches and underbrush. No one ever ventured out here on the island, but if someone did, I didn’t want to make it easy for them to find this place. Hell, for all we knew, the treasure wasn’t even down in the hole. It might’ve been found years ago, or never buried here in the first place. 
 
    Even as I thought it, I knew I was probably wrong. I could almost feel the spirits of those brave warriors lurking in the shadows, just waiting to stop whoever might try to claim the treasure as their own. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 47 
 
      
 
    It had taken Melvin and me nearly an hour to get Dennis’ body and his boat back to where Mallory was waiting with the tour boat. We had covered him in a large tarpaulin we found in a hatch on the tour boat and shoved him across the back row of seats. Dixie hadn’t seemed disturbed by her boyfriend’s sudden exit from this earth, and after receiving a brief summation of her story from Mallory, I understood why. 
 
    “Where’s the treasure?” Mallory had asked once Dennis’ body was in place. 
 
    Melvin and I had glanced at each other and shrugged. In a voice loud enough to make sure Dixie heard me, I said, “It was all bullshit. There’s nothing out there except big snakes, alligators, and spiders the size of my palm.” I held up my open hand for comparison. “That map was a deathtrap.” 
 
    Mallory nodded in agreement, knowing it was best to kill any chances of word getting out about hidden treasure in our swamps. 
 
    I walked over to Dennis’ body and kicked it with the toe of my boot. “It seems this lowlife killed an entire beautiful family for nothing.” 
 
    Dixie gasped—I didn’t know if it was from my revelation or the kick to her former boyfriend’s body—and buried her face in her hands. Mallory took a seat beside her and wrapped an arm around the distraught woman, trying to calm her down. I studied Dixie through slits, remembering the conversation I’d had with her in the barroom. She could’ve spoken then—told the truth—but didn’t. She had done a good job of acting casual, and I wondered if the lure of gold had been enough for her to excuse what Dennis had done. 
 
    On the boat ride back to the Mechant Loup boat landing, I pushed Mallory’s phone to my ear and listened to Dixie’s tearful statement. I was unsure of what to do with her, so I decided it would be best to take a formal statement from her once we arrived at the police department, and then I could contact the district attorney’s office for guidance. She hadn’t killed anyone and she could be viewed as an unwilling participant, considering her boyfriend was a ruthless killer and had threatened her own life. 
 
    Of course, a strong argument could be made that she’d had an opportunity to break free from his clutches when we had visited her at the barroom, but a counter to that could be that she was too afraid to do so. I had to admit that many crime victims keep quiet for years and endure their suffering alone, and they do it for any number of reasons. Most of those reasons have to do with fear, and whether reasonable or not to an outside observer, the fear is usually always real to the victims. 
 
    I glanced often at Dennis’ body as I sat in my seat, enjoying the breeze on my face and the swaying of the boat. Although I was left with some satisfaction that this case had come to a just conclusion, there was still an empty feeling in my gut for Chuck Duval. I wondered how he would take the news that the man responsible for the heinous murders of his family was dead. Would he feel a sense of closure and move on with his life? Or would the emptiness in his heart be too much to handle, and would he end up on the wrong end of a 180-grain chunk of copper-jacketed lead? 
 
    I was still pondering this—and other things—when the boat launch came into view. The sun was starting to dip behind the trees to the distant west and I was feeling the strain of the day. I wanted some food, a shower, and a long nap—not necessarily in that order—but I knew I had a lot of work to do before I would get any of it. Most of all, I wanted to hang out with Grace and Susan. I realized I hadn’t spent much time with either of them lately, and I just frowned and shook my head as I considered that I might definitely be turning into that guy from Cat’s in the Cradle. At least we only had a handful of murders each year. More than that, and I would be gone from home all of the time. 
 
    “Melvin, can you transport the body to the coroner’s office?” I asked when we had loaded the swamp tour boat onto the trailer. 
 
    He nodded and spat in disgust. “Sure, I’ll take out the trash.” 
 
    Amy had driven Susan to the boat landing and I filled them in on what had transpired out at the island. Susan had sighed heavily when I told her about my close call with the axe. She didn’t say a word, though, except to tell me she would ride with me to the station. Dixie was standing near Melvin’s truck and I showed her to the back seat of my Tahoe. 
 
    Mallory agreed to get someone from the sheriff’s office water patrol division to transport Dennis’ boat to their storage facility for processing, and she also offered to put together a team of investigators to run a search warrant on Dennis’ home. I had a lot to do at the police department, so I readily accepted the offer. She also took Dennis’ pistol, the axe, and the shovel and said she would see to it that they were processed and sent to the lab. 
 
    After a brief discussion and agreeing to get together on the next day, we all entered our respective rides and headed in opposite directions. 
 
    My stomach growled several times on the short drive, and Susan offered to have a hamburger delivered to the station for me. I glanced in my rearview mirror at Dixie. It had been a long and depressing day for her, and I knew she had to be hungry. “Do you want something to eat?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    I didn’t argue. This was probably the second worse day of the woman’s life, with the first one being when she had been forced to witness the murders of Carl and his family. Gold-hungry or not, that could not have been easy for her to see. 
 
    When we arrived at the police department, Susan showed Dixie to the interview room while I headed for my office to get my file folder. Chuck was sitting in a chair in my office with his feet up on my desk, and he was snoring. I hesitated, not sure if I should wake him up. He must’ve been a light sleeper, because I didn’t have to make the final decision on that one. 
 
    “Detective!” He sprang to his feet. “Is it true?” 
 
    I pursed my lips. The news must’ve preceded our arrival. “Yeah, we got him.” 
 
    Without warning, he rushed toward me, wrapping me in a bear hug. He squeezed so tight I thought he would snap my ribs. When he pulled away, his face was glistening. “Thank you, Clint. Thank you for avenging my family’s loss.” 
 
    “This had nothing to do with vengeance. Melvin and I did what we had to do—nothing more.” 
 
    “You say it as though you’re opposed to vengeance, but God was a big fan of it,” Chuck said in a low voice. I only nodded and was about to turn away when he grabbed my arm. “The girl—that girl Dixie—is she involved?” 
 
    “According to her story, she was forced to go along with her crazy boyfriend.” I rubbed my tired face. “I don’t like the fact that she never once tried to intercede or contact us to report what Dennis was planning, but I don’t know if the DA’s office will recommend an indictment for murder.” 
 
    “I understand. I’ve been doing this long enough to know how it goes. I’ll respect their decision regarding the girl, whatever it is. At least you got the bastard who pulled the trigger. For that, I will forever be in your debt and the debt of your officer.” 
 
    “Like I said, sir, we only did what we had to do. Had he given up without a fight, he’d be sitting in that interview room right now.” I shot a thumb in the direction of the interview rooms at the opposite side of the building. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad he fought.” 
 
    Secretly, I agreed, but I dared not express that audibly. I walked out without saying another word and he followed at a distance, not sure what to do with himself. Lindsey stopped me as I walked through the dispatcher’s station on my way to the interview room. 
 
    “This fax came in for you earlier today,” she said. “It’s the DNA results on the case. I would’ve called your phone, but I knew you were tracking that criminal in the marsh and I didn’t want to disturb you.” She then turned to Susan. “Oh, and Chief, the bug spray man called and said he’ll be here tomorrow at noon to deal with the ant problem in the kitchen.” 
 
    “The bug spray man?” asked Susan. “Don’t you mean pest control?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, whatever…” 
 
    Their voices faded off as I studied the lab results and made my way idly toward the interview room. There didn’t appear to be any surprises on the first page. Carl’s DNA was a match to the blood and tissue inside the muzzle of the shotgun, on the outside of the barrel, and on the floor beneath the chair on which he had been sitting. The technicians had located an unknown DNA sample from the release mechanism on the shotgun, and I now held the missing piece. I made a mental note to send them a known sample of Dennis’ DNA so they could confirm it was him to finalize the report. 
 
    I flipped to the next page and found that there were a ton of matches between the blood found at the scene and the other victims, which was to be expected. The third page detailed the evidence located out in the driveway and the shed. I studied it carefully. The blood recovered from the shells in Carl’s driveway and from the detective car were a match to Jennifer’s DNA. We had sent the entire link of chain recovered from Jennifer’s body to the lab to be processed, and the technicians had recovered an unknown DNA sample from one of the links. Dennis again. 
 
    I flipped to the next page to verify that the two unknown samples were from the same source, but I found myself back on the first page. Scowling, I stopped just outside the interview room and flipped through the pages again. There were only three pages, but the bottom said “three of four”. Thoughtful, I turned and made my way back to the dispatcher’s station. Susan was sitting on Lindsey’s desk talking softly when I approached them. 
 
    “Hey, a page is missing,” I said, holding up the few pages I had. 
 
    “They should all be there.” Lindsey stood and walked to the fax machine. “There were four pages. How many do you have?” 
 
    I thumbed through them. “Only three—and I was just getting to the good part.” 
 
    Lindsey rummaged through her desktop, turning over every sheet of paper and every sticky note, but the rest of the report was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “I’ll call and have them send it to me next week. They’ll have to compare the unknown sample to Dennis’ DNA before they conclude the case anyway.” I set the report down on the desk and turned to Susan. “Are you coming into the interview with me?” 
 
    She frowned and nodded. She knew we were about to hear a firsthand account of how those innocent children had been slaughtered, and it wasn’t something either of us relished. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 48 
 
      
 
    Remembering everything that Dixie had said in her recorded statement to Mallory while they were out on the water, I listened intently to what she was saying now. I didn’t interrupt her much, except to ask for a clarification here and there. She broke down and cried often, and I waited patiently until she was ready to speak again. 
 
    “At any point did you handle the shotgun or the pistol?” I asked. 
 
    “No, sir. I’ve never touched either one of them.” 
 
    “Never?” 
 
    She shook her head from side to side. “I’m deathly afraid of guns. I’ve never shot a gun in my life. And Dennis knew how scared I was of guns, and he used that against me.” 
 
    I sighed and asked her to go on. When she was finished telling her story, I sat back and studied her, wondering what to do. It was late in the evening now, and I decided I would wait until morning to contact someone from the district attorney’s office. They were closed on weekends, but I had the cell phone number to the first assistant district attorney. 
 
    “Look, Dixie, I’m going to place you under arrest for principal to home invasion. You’re going to have to spend the night here.” 
 
    “But I didn’t know he was going to kill anyone!” Her face was red and streaked with tears. “I was afraid of him, that’s why I didn’t say anything. I’m a victim.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said in a soothing voice. “That’s why it’s a home invasion charge and not first degree murder. I understand you were scared once the killing started and you realized he was capable of murder, but before that—back at your house when he was planning the home invasion—you could’ve opted out. You could’ve made a phone call to the police department. You could’ve done something—anything.” I stopped and frowned as she began crying hysterically. “Look, I’m going to consult with the district attorney and we’ll go from there. They may want to put the case before the grand jury.” 
 
    “But he threatened to kill me if I didn’t go along!” She wailed. “This isn’t right!” 
 
    I nodded grimly. “I understand and I’m sorry, but it’s what I have to do.” 
 
    Her body trembled as her cries subsided to a low whimper, and she continued crying while I led her to one of the jail cells and locked her inside. The other cell was gone. Susan had told me earlier that Philip Crenshaw had been magistrated via satellite and gotten out on a $10,000 bond. “He swore to never set foot in Mechant Loup again and then he nearly ran out the door,” she had said. 
 
    I didn’t like that I’d suspected the man of murder, but it had seemed too much of a coincidence that he’d burglarized Carl’s home in order to steal the same map that had gotten everyone killed. Unfortunately, he would never be tried for the burglary, because the victims were deceased. 
 
    I pondered Crenshaw’s situation more as Susan and I walked to the dispatcher’s station. I suddenly realized my arrest had probably saved his life. Had he not been sitting securely in jail—which was arguably the safest place in town, thanks to our hurricane-proof building—he would have surely ended up dead like Nathan. 
 
    I was about to present my theory to Susan when I paused and looked around. “Where’s Chuck?” 
 
    “He said he was heading back to La Mort,” Lindsey said. “He looked so sad. I’m really worried about him.” 
 
    I nodded and frowned. Worried he would kill himself, I began thinking of who I could call to check on him when something on the floor caught my eye. It was a single sheet of paper and one corner of it was sticking out from under the fax machine. Frowning, I walked over and bent to pick it up. It was the rest of the lab report. 
 
    “Here it is!” I declared. “It was on the floor the whole time.” 
 
    Lindsey jumped from her chair and shoved both hands on her hips. “Hey, I looked there at least three times! I even moved the machine. I swear to God I didn’t see it.” 
 
    I shrugged. “No biggie. At least we have it—” 
 
    I clamped my mouth shut when I read the results of the DNA comparison. 
 
    Susan moved quickly to my side when she saw my eyes bugging out. “What’s going on?” 
 
    I turned the page so she could see and she swore out loud. “That bitch!” 
 
    Without another word spoken between us, I sat at an old typewriter in the corner for a minute, plugging away at the keys, and then Susan and I headed for the jail cell. Susan beat me to the keys that hung on a far wall and flung the cell door open. “Get your ass out of that bed!” she demanded. 
 
    Dixie, who was rolled up in a blanket on the top bunk, opened her swollen eyes in confusion. “What…what’s going on?” 
 
    I doubted she had fallen asleep yet, but it was certainly possible. Susan could fall asleep in eight seconds flat, but, of course, she had a clear conscience. If Dixie had been sleeping, Susan was giving her a rude awakening. 
 
    “We’re not done talking.” Susan jerked the blankets off of her and grabbed her arm. “Walk your ass into that interview room before I drag you down the hall by the hair.” 
 
    “But…what…I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Oh, you will.” 
 
    I said nothing as Susan ushered Dixie into the interview room we’d vacated only a few minutes earlier. I was okay with her taking the lead on the interview, and I took the chair farthest from Dixie while Susan sat directly across from the woman. 
 
    “I want you to tell your story again starting from the time you got Carl Duval to open his door, but this time I want you to tell me the truth.” 
 
    “I…I did. I told you everything.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you left some parts out.” 
 
    “No, ma’am. I told you everything I remembered, from beginning to end.” 
 
    “So, then, is it possible you forgot some parts?” 
 
    “No, I remember everything. I mean, I might have forgotten some small details, like if the lights in the kitchen were on or not, but I remember all the important things.” 
 
    “Then how do you explain this?” Susan turned page four of the DNA lab report so Dixie could see it and then sat back with her arms folded across her chest, waiting. 
 
    I studied Dixie closely as her finger slid from side to side, starting at the top left of the page and working her way down. I recognized the precise moment she saw the pertinent part of the report. Her red face suddenly faded to an ashy gray color and her skin tightened, causing the lines of worry to disappear. When she looked up, there was a glint of evil in her eyes. She shrugged in a boring manner and slid the report back toward Susan. 
 
    I glanced at Susan and watched as her jaw set and her eyes narrowed. “Well, what do you have to say for yourself?” she asked Dixie. 
 
    “There’s not much I can say.” Dixie’s tone was suddenly matter-of-fact. “You’ve got my DNA on the murder weapon. I’ve watched enough Dateline to know what that means.” 
 
    According to the lab report, the DNA on the shotgun and the DNA on the chain that had bound Jennifer had been deposited by a female contributor. Knowing it had only been Dennis and Dixie in Carl Duval’s house during the murder, I was certain it had to be her DNA on the weapon. Thus, I’d used the typewriter in the dispatcher’s office to add her name to the report preceded by the phrase: Positive Match. It was a bit of trickery, but nothing that would shock the conscience of the court. 
 
    “Why’d you do it?” Susan asked in a strained voice. “How could you murder those children?” 
 
    “Thanks to my mom’s dumbass doctor’s mistake, I had a hysterectomy at nineteen and I’ve never been able to have kids.” Dixie shrugged again. “If I can’t have kids, why should anyone else be able to have them?” 
 
    “You killed Carl’s kids because you couldn’t have kids yourself?” Susan asked incredulously. 
 
    “No, of course not. I killed them because he wouldn’t give us the treasure map. My not being able to have kids just made it easier for me to do it.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit. Women who can’t have kids treasure them even more.” Susan leaned closer to Dixie. “You’re an evil little bitch and I hope I’m still around to witness your execution.” 
 
    “I won’t be executed. Juries don’t sentence women to death in this day and age. Hell, I probably won’t even be found guilty.” She grinned. “You’ll see. Once I finish explaining how Dennis took advantage of me and forced me to kill those poor children in order to save my own life, no jurors in their right mind will sentence me to life imprison, much less death. In the worst case scenario, I’ll plead guilty to manslaughter and they’ll send me to a women’s correctional institution where I’ll get a college degree while opening a jailhouse church. I’ll eat better than I do now and I’ll have lots of friends. And then, one day not too many years from now, I’ll be able to apply for clemency, and it’ll be granted, because I’ll be a model prisoner and they’ll realize I was telling the truth when I said Dennis influenced me.” 
 
    I could hardly listen to her babbling bullshit any longer and stood to my feet. “I only have two questions,” I said. “How many of the victims in the house did you kill?” 
 
    “All of them.” 
 
    I hesitated, a little surprised. “And Detective Jennifer Duval…who hit her in the head?” 
 
    “That was Dennis. He had a rare moment of bravery and struck her with the old pistol his dad gave him.” 
 
    “What about Nathan?” 
 
    She yawned and waved a hand dismissively. “He’s never had a piece of ass, so when I showed up to his house wearing a miniskirt, a tank top, and no bra, he just about begged me to come in. Hell, if I would’ve flashed him, he probably would’ve cut his own fingers off.” 
 
    “Did you have to torture him?” 
 
    “Yeah. He wouldn’t give up the map at first. I tell you one thing; that boy was tough—a lot tougher than Dennis—and it took us sawing off five fingers before he told us where to find the map. Dennis didn’t want to kill him, but he had seen our faces, so we had no choice. I stabbed him until he was dead and then we left. We set out the next day to find the treasure, and that’s when you assholes showed up and ruined everything.” 
 
    Susan’s fists were clenched as she stared intently at Dixie. After a long moment, she stood slowly and told Dixie to rise to her feet. Dixie hesitated, and then followed Susan’s instructions. I wasn’t sure what would happen next, but I knew Susan wouldn’t abuse the woman. 
 
    Without saying anything more, Susan escorted Dixie to the jail cell and locked her up. I watched from the hallway, numb with disgust. I had been initially surprised that Dixie had been the one to kill the kids, but when I watched how swiftly she’d changed from a grieving victim to something cold and evil, I realized she was capable of anything. 
 
    “Are you ready to go home?” I asked Susan an hour later when I had completed the arrest report on Dixie and contacted the Chateau Parish Detention Center for a transport. “I’ll come out later today”—it was already Saturday morning—“and meet with Mallory about the search warrant. There’s no need to contact the district attorney’s office, because this bitch is gone. After I meet with Mallory, I’ll spend the rest of the day with you and Gracie.” 
 
    She nodded wearily and we walked out the door hand in hand. I felt strangely empty. Sure, the case had been solved and the persons responsible brought to justice, but it did nothing to bring back Chuck’s children and grandchildren, or poor Ms. Francine. I couldn’t call it bitter sweet, because there was nothing sweet about it at all. It was just a sad case all the way around. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 49 
 
      
 
    Although it had been almost five o’clock by the time Susan and I had showered and gotten to bed, I was up before eight. I grabbed a banana and a bottle of water for breakfast and found Achilles and Coco in the back yard. I sat on the back swing and had my breakfast with them. They frolicked around in the thick clovers, playfully nipping at each other. I thought it looked like they were flirting, but I couldn’t be sure. One thing was certain—ever since Coco came around, Achilles was acting more dignified. He didn’t pull some of the goofy stunts he used to pull. I grinned, getting it. I felt the same way when I was around Susan. 
 
    When my bottle was empty, I stood and walked over to tell them goodbye. I then left and headed for the Chateau Parish Sheriff’s Office. I called the police department as I drove and Beth answered. Beth Gandy usually dispatched on the weekends for us, and I was a little worried about how she would react to this case, because she had also suffered a great loss in her life. She sounded cheerful enough when she answered the phone. 
 
    After we got the pleasantries out of the way, I asked if the sheriff’s office had transported Dixie to the detention center yet. 
 
    “No. I got a call right when I came on duty saying they would be here around noon,” she explained. “There was some big drug roundup last night in the northern part of the parish and their vans were tied up for hours.” 
 
    We made small talk until I arrived at the criminal operations center in Central Chateau. It was a little after nine and I recognized Mallory’s car in the parking lot. I knew she had probably been there for hours. 
 
    “Howdy, Clint,” she said when I walked into the detective bureau. She was wearing the same clothes from yesterday, and she wasn’t a bit bashful about it. She indicated my clothes with her head. “You were able to get a shower, I see.” 
 
    “Yeah, a few hours ago.” I followed her toward the conference room. “What about you? Didn’t you make it home yet?” 
 
    “I meant to stretch out on the sofa in my office for ten minutes before driving home last night, but I dropped dead. I didn’t move until this morning when one of the detectives showed up to work on a report.” She punched her security code into the keypad and pushed the conference room door open. There were pieces of evidence stretching from one side of the long tables to the other. “This is everything we got out of Dennis and Dixie’s house.” 
 
    I ambled toward the table and began scanning the items. There were several boxes of shotgun shells, some new and some already broken open. I noticed they were the same brand and type as the shells we’d recovered from the crime scene. There were also packs of zip ties the same color and size as the ones used to bind Carl’s family. 
 
    Mallory pointed to two zip ties that had been used and cut. “We’re going to have these processed for DNA. I’m willing to bet they were used on Carl.” 
 
    “Where’d you find them?” 
 
    “They were in an oyster sack in the garage, along with a bloody knife that I believed was used to kill Nathan Baxter. We found an extra magazine for his pistol in the sack, and there appeared to be dried blood on the barrel of the Colt Model 1911 semi-automatic pistol you took off of his body. I’m thinking it’ll match Jennifer’s DNA.” She walked around to the other side of the table and removed some latex gloves from a box on a wall shelf. After pulling them on, she lifted a photo album and waved me over. 
 
    I cocked my head to the side, said, “People still print photos?” 
 
    “I guess so.” She flipped through the pages until she found the desired one. “Check this out.” 
 
    She tilted the book in my direction and I saw a picture of Dennis squatting next to a giant wild boar. In his hands, he held the same shotgun we’d recovered from the murder scene. I whistled. “This is damning evidence.” 
 
    “Against Dennis, but what about Dixie?” 
 
    “The DNA on the shotgun will seal her fate.” 
 
    She nodded and took me through every item they’d recovered during the search warrant. It was almost noon—the only reason I knew the time was because of my growling stomach—when static suddenly squealed from the radio in my back pocket. A split second later, I heard Beth’s voice hollering over the speaker, calling for me. “Are you on the air? Please answer if you can read me!” 
 
    I answered immediately. “Ten-four, go ahead with your traffic.” 
 
    “She’s…she’s unresponsive in the jail cell. It’s Dixie Boudreaux—she’s not breathing! She’s dead!” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 50 
 
      
 
    I raced to the Mechant Loup Police Department as fast as my Tahoe could take me. There was an ambulance, a prison van, Susan’s Tahoe, Melvin’s truck, and two patrol cars parked in front of the raised building when I arrived. I took the large concrete steps three at a time and crashed through the front doors. The lobby door was wide open and I sprinted through it on my way to the crowded hallway. I glanced into the dispatcher’s station on my way past the room and saw Beth sitting pale-faced in front of the radio control panel. I felt bad for her, but I couldn’t do anything to comfort her now. 
 
    Everyone moved back and made a path for me to squeeze through, and I found Susan standing just outside of the cell watching two medics as they collected their gear. One of them, a young man who looked twelve, shook his head and frowned. “It’s no use. She’s gone.” 
 
    Susan glanced at me and took a heavy breath before explaining. “The two transport deputies came back here and found her like this.” 
 
    I brushed past Susan and stared into the cell. Dixie was lying flat on her back where the medics had positioned her to attempt CPR. Her lifeless eyes were partially open and her jaw was lax. A blanket was on the ground next to her, but it wasn’t entangled in her feet as I would’ve expected it to be if the medics had dragged her off the bed. 
 
    “In what position was she when y’all arrived?” I asked the medics before they left the corridor. 
 
    “She was just like that when we arrived.” 
 
    “I moved her to her back,” called Melvin from somewhere behind me. “She was on her left side, lying on the floor near the bars when I got here. One of her arms was protruding through the bars, but she wasn’t moving or breathing.” 
 
    “Yeah,” agreed a female transport deputy, “that’s how she was when we approached the cell door.” 
 
    I began examining Dixie’s body, looking for evidence of what had brought about her death. There were no obvious signs of trauma, so it didn’t appear she had been beaten to death or had fallen. She had no ligature marks on her neck, so she hadn’t hanged herself. Had she smuggled drugs in and overdosed? I quickly ruled that out, because there was no vomit in the cell. 
 
    I scanned the small room where this murderer had taken her last breath. It was pristine. I glanced back down at Dixie’s body and lifted one arm, and then the other. I scowled when I examined her left arm. There was a tiny drop of dried blood inside the crook of her elbow. 
 
    I glanced out into the corridor, where Melvin was standing alone watching me. He wore faded jeans and an old T-shirt, and his pistol was tucked into the front of his pants. 
 
    I held up the arm to reveal the tiny drop of blood, and asked him what he thought it could mean. 
 
    “Beats me,” he said. “Is there anything in the cell that she might’ve used to stab herself?” 
 
    “No, but she certainly didn’t bleed to death—unless she only had one drop of blood inside her body.” I straightened and glanced up at the video surveillance cameras in the corridor. There were two of them, but they only covered the corridor and would do no good. Due to privacy issues, we didn’t film inside the cells because the toilets were exposed in the cells. I nodded in Melvin’s direction. “What do you know?” 
 
    “I showed up to clean the boat,” he said. “While I was getting the keys, I heard the transport deputies yelling for help and I came running. I found her here on the floor. She was unresponsive.” 
 
    I sighed and asked him to keep an eye on the body while I retrieved my crime scene kit. The transport deputies were standing in the dispatcher’s station with Amy and Susan when I walked by. I was about to enter the lobby when I heard a knock at the door. I opened it and saw a man standing there wearing a red aluminum backpack sprayer. There was a logo on his left shirt pocket that told me he was from a local pest control company. 
 
    “You’ve come at a bad time,” I said, “but I’ll let you speak with the chief about rescheduling. Wait here.” I stuck my head in the dispatcher’s station and told Susan the pest control man was here. “I told him you might want to reschedule—” 
 
    “What?” Beth asked, twisting around in her chair. “He already came this morning. He was early.” 
 
    My head jerked around and my eyes found Susan’s. She was looking directly at me. Realization hit me like a wrecking ball. “Beth, what time did the pest control man come?” 
 
    “Um, it was around ten, I’d say. He said he had a cancellation in his schedule so he was early.” 
 
    I shot a finger toward the bank of cameras in the corner of the room. “Sue, pull up the footage from earlier!” 
 
    I stood close to Susan and watched over her shoulder as she worked the controls and pulled up the cameras in the corridor outside of the cells. We watched in stunned silence as a man appeared in the camera and walked along the wall opposite the cell, working the pump on a potato sprayer as he did so. 
 
    “He…he said he was going into the kitchen,” Beth said, stammering as she watched with us. “He lied to me!” 
 
    The man—who wore navy blue slacks, a light blue shirt with a logo on the breast pocket, and a baseball cap pulled low—crossed to the wall on which the doors to cells were located and made his way toward where I imagined Dixie lay sleeping on a cot. He stopped in front of Dixie’s cell and stared inside. As he stood there, he lifted his hand, and the keys to the cell dangled from his fingers. It was then that I saw he was wearing gloves. 
 
    The man must’ve said something, because I saw part of Dixie’s nose appear through the bars. It looked like they were talking. A few seconds later, Dixie reached for the keys. 
 
    “What in God’s name is he doing?” Susan asked. “And who is he?” 
 
    I didn’t answer. I simply stared as I watched. Just as Dixie was about to wrap her fingers around the large key ring, the man grabbed her wrist and jerked her arm through the cell toward him. He spun around and pinned her exposed arm under his armpit. He grabbed the wand attached to the potato sprayer and lifted the end toward the crook of her elbow. I gasped when I saw a clear syringe attached to the tip of the wand. The plunger on the syringe was gone, but I knew he wouldn’t need it. 
 
    The face of one of the transport deputies scrunched up. “What’s he doing?” 
 
    “He’s going to shoot enough air into her veins to kill a grizzly bear,” I predicted, watching as he shoved the needle into her vein. He then depressed the trigger on the wand and turned to face Dixie. I couldn’t see the expression on her face through the bars, but, almost immediately, her arm slipped from the man’s grasp and slid downward, coming to rest on the floor and sticking through the bars. The man stood staring for a full minute, then slowly backed away, returned the keys to the hook, and slithered out the corridor. Once he left the area, we could no longer see him, but we guessed he walked straight out the door. 
 
    “I…I’m so sorry,” Beth said. “I should’ve escorted him around the building. I…it’s all my fault—” 
 
    “Stop,” I said. “You’re lucky he didn’t kill you, too.” 
 
    “What’re we going to do?” Susan asked. 
 
    As I pondered the question, some things started to fall into place inside my head, and I knew there was only one person it could be—Chuck Duval. He was here when the fax came in from the crime lab and he had taken page four. He knew before I did that the DNA on the shotgun was that of a female, and he knew that female had to be Dixie. He had left the building around the time I went into the interview room, and must’ve shoved the pages under the fax machine where we would find it later. He wanted us to think it had been there the whole time so no one would suspect him. This gave him motive. 
 
    Chuck had heard Lindsey tell Susan the pest control man would be coming to the police department around noon. He’d probably spent all night making up a uniform that looked like a pest control technician, and he knew all he’d have to do was show up a little early and say he was here to take care of the ant problem in the kitchen, which was just down the hall from the jail cells. He had spent a lot of time in our facility and was very familiar with the layout of the place. This provided the opportunity he needed. 
 
    He had no doubt snatched a syringe from his deceased wife’s insulin stash, but he’d been a detective long enough to know the small syringe wouldn’t hold enough air to cause a fatal air embolism, so he attached it to a potato sprayer, providing him the means to carry out a covert murder. 
 
    I sank into a chair. I didn’t know if I should be mad at Chuck or impressed. One thing was certain, I didn’t have a single shred of evidence to prove my theory, and I knew I wouldn’t find anything once I processed the scene. If I interviewed him and he refused to confess, this case would remain unsolved. I didn’t want to arrest him, but I also didn’t want an unsolved homicide on my record. I began to wonder which of the two was more important to me. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 51 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later… 
 
      
 
    “Do you think he’ll show up?” Susan asked idly, staring up Washington Avenue. It was a beautiful Saturday and the street was crowded with pedestrians, tents, and boiling pots. It was our annual crawfish boil-off, where teams came from all over the south to put their skills and seasoning blends up against the best boilers in the state, and there appeared to be a record turnout. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I was holding Grace’s hand and scanning the faces in the crowd. I saw Melvin standing near a table across the street. He was plucking one crawfish at a time from a plastic tray and devouring them as fast as he could peel them. He looked different wearing cargo shorts and a T-shirt. He looked up at one point—I guess he could feel my eyes on him—and smiled. I smiled back and continued scanning the crowd. It was right around then that I saw him. “Susan, take Gracie. I see him.” 
 
    Susan quickly picked up our daughter and hurried away as I began pushing my way through the crowd. I could feel the heat generating from boiling pots as I ducked around some of the cooking tents and made my way behind them to avoid the crowd. The smell of the crab boil was thick in the air and my stomach growled. I hadn’t eaten all day and I was starving, but I’d wanted to wait to see if he would show up before getting my hands full of crawfish. 
 
    When I reached the tent that had a banner for Sheriff Turner, I slipped back out onto the sidewalk and came face to face with the man. We both stopped and just stood there staring at each other. After a long moment, he said, “Good afternoon, Clint.” 
 
    “Chuck.” I stuck out a hand and he gripped it tightly. I had to raise my voice to be heard above the music blaring from speakers down the street and the hundreds of people who were laughing and talking loudly all around us. “I didn’t think you’d come.” 
 
    He took a casual glance up and down the street. After taking a deep breath, he said, “I never pass up a chance to eat crawfish.” 
 
    “I’ve been leaving messages for you.” 
 
    “So I’ve noticed. You practically filled up the inbox on my voicemail.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you’ve heard or not, but Dixie Boudreaux was murdered while in my custody.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear it happened while she was in your custody, but it needed to happen. We both know she wouldn’t have gotten a just sentence otherwise.” 
 
    I studied the man. He looked gaunt and there was no spark in his eyes, but that was to be expected considering all he’d gone through and what he’d done. It was an unnatural thing for a man with high morals to murder a woman, regardless of how much she deserved it, and I could tell it was taking a toll on him. 
 
    “Would you like to talk about it?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about.” 
 
    I frowned. I’d had a perfect record as a homicide detective, and I’d been very proud of that fact. Not because I cared about a record, but because I cared for the victims and their families. To have an unsolved murder case on file would mean I’d failed a victim and his or her family, and that was unacceptable. However, in this case, I wasn’t so sure anymore. 
 
    “Dixie had a family,” I said slowly. “They deserve justice for their loved one.” 
 
    “And I hope they get it.” Chuck rubbed his face and sighed heavily. “Although I’ve rarely stepped foot in a church over the past forty or so years, I’m a devout Catholic. I say the rosary every night before bed. My dad made us do it when we were kids and I guess it stuck with me.” 
 
    “What’s that got to do with anything?” 
 
    “It’s the only reason I’m still here.” 
 
    I pondered that for a minute before it hit me. “Suicide is against your religion.” 
 
    “If I ever want to see my children again, I have to wait for God to take me.” He stared off for a long moment at the fire shooting from a nearby burner. I didn’t know if he even noticed the blue flame. Finally, he snapped out of it and turned his blank gaze back in my direction. “And if you want answers to your questions, you’ll have to wait until He takes me.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the side. “How’s that?” 
 
    “Trust me…when I’m gone, you’ll get your answers.” 
 
    “I already have my answers,” I said coolly. “I know you killed Dixie. I just can’t prove it.” 
 
    He shrugged and turned away. After he’d taken a few steps, he called over his shoulder, “When I’m gone, you’ll be able to prove it.” 
 
    “How?” Chuck either didn’t hear me or he was simply ignoring me, but he walked under a tent and grabbed a tray of crawfish. Without looking back, he walked toward the far end of the street, and eventually disappeared amongst the crowd. 
 
    I had gone over every inch of the corridor, reviewed tape from every surveillance system along Washington Avenue, and interviewed every person who worked or lived along the avenue. I turned up exactly nothing. I even applied for a search warrant for Chuck’s house in La Mort, but the duty judge had refused to sign it, citing my lack of probable cause as the reason. 
 
    I suddenly noticed Susan standing beside me. “I don’t guess he confessed to you, or he’d be in handcuffs.” 
 
    “No, he didn’t, and I didn’t expect him to.” I put an arm around Susan’s waist and glanced down at Grace, who was hugging her leg. A warm breeze was blowing my hair. It felt good against my face. “I guess this’ll be my first unsolved murder case.” 
 
    “Yeah, and let’s hope it’s the last.” 
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