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Author’s Note for the E-Edition

It’s hard to believe Blood Hunter was written twenty years ago, and the unsold screenplay on which I based it even further back. That screenplay entailed what is now the latter portion of this story. I opened the tale up a little more when I turned it into a novel, my third published book. It was written while I was a young reporter, though not, by that point, as green as Jag, this book’s protagonist.

Recently, someone sent me a YouTube clip of an interview I did at a science fiction convention around the time of the original publication. I remember doing that sound bite, and it seems like yesterday.

This new edition is much like the original edition. I’ve tightened the prose in places and touched up a few plot points, but I haven’t tried to update it or do major overhauls. This is a story set in the 1990s.

It’s interesting, in re-reading the text after some time, to note how the world has changed. Characters make a lot of pay phone calls and struggle with communication issues that are no longer a challenge. They also refer to a troubled economy and the impact of fluctuating oil prices. Some things don’t change at all.

There were certainly no eBooks when this was first written. It’s exciting to see it gain new life in a new era.

Happy reading. Cruelty has a human heart,


And Jealousy a human face;

Terror the human form divine,

And Secrecy the human dress.

—William Blake
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Prologue

On the morning of the day they died, Cody Jackson and Mark Turner were told they were being transferred from the Aimsley City Jail because of overcrowding.

The two had been cellmates for two days in the dank second-floor lockup, and the prospect of getting bumped over to a parish work farm was appealing. At least they would have fresh air.

Cody was awaiting trial on an armed robbery charge, although he had a rap sheet long enough to get him declared a habitual offender, a ticket to longer jail time. He was a massive black man with shoulders that stretched against the seams of the blue prison work shirt . The length of his hair sometimes led people to wonder if he was Rastafarian.

With the scraggly beard that covered his chin and the scar which stretched from the scalp line down across his forehead and through his left eyebrow in a jagged pink trail, he created a threatening presence. He was the kind of guy cops hated to deal with, and they were careful to keep him shackled wrist and ankle anytime he was out of his cell.

Turner was a less formidable five feet eleven inches and weighed one hundred fifty pounds. Still, wearing the faded jeans, tee shirt and denim jacket in which he had been arrested, he was a perfect example of the kind of person motorists didn’t pick up hitchhiking.

His long black hair and beard made him frightening; they gave him a resemblance to Charles Manson. When they’d hauled him into the police station on a charge of vagrancy, one of the officers had muttered, “I bet you he’s no saint.”

He had been passing through Aimsley, Louisiana, drifting toward Houston for no particular reason.

It wasn’t the first time he had been in jail on a “no visible means of support” rap. More than a few times in the six months he’d been drifting through the South, he’d been accommodated on bunks in small town jails.

He didn’t really mind, because he had no place in particular to be. Turner had been concentrating on losing himself since his girlfriend’s death in a car wreck. He had dropped out of medical school in Florida and begun to thumb along the Gulf Coast, taking jobs once in a while but more often than anything devoting himself to oblivion.

He drank, picked up drugs in the nooks and crannies and kept his head in a stupor that usually helped ease the pain.

He had been deeply in love with the girl, expecting to marry her. They had met in a bookstore near campus and been smitten immediately.

She was just out of college, working as a computer programmer and had become a breath of fresh air for him, a refuge from the grueling pace of school and work. He had to work because both of his parents were dead.

In a way, Lois had filled a void that their loss had left inside him long before.

He had not realized how much she meant to him until word arrived that she was dead. Someone had run a red light, and her Toyota had been demolished.

He had gone numb at first; then the tears had begun. After the funeral he had tried to return to the routine, but every time he turned a corner, there was some reminder of her: a shop where they’d had coffee, a bench where they had rested, a thousand others.

Running had been his only alternative, his only hope to escape his pain, and so he had bundled a few things and fled with his thumb extended.

A cold wind hit him, bringing him back to the present as they guided him out of the police station behind Cody. It was November and unusually cold for late autumn in Louisiana. Normally autumn was little different from the last days of summer.

With his hands shackled, he had difficulty adjusting his jacket. Cody remained stoic as the guard motioned them toward the rear of a blue police wagon.

Once his feet were released, Cody stepped up into the rear of the vehicle and sat down on one of the cold metal benches that stretched along the inner wall.

“Got a cigarette?” Turner asked the guard.

Without changing expression, the man gave him a slight shove.

“Moving, moving,” Turner said and followed his cellmate into the van.

Once he was seated, the doors slammed, and the sound of the lock being set slipped through them.

A moment later the van was moving, rocking slightly as it bounced out of the parking lot.

They rode in silence for a long time. Cody rested his head against the wall, his dark eyes rolling toward the ceiling. He didn’t talk much, and his expression was grim.

Turner read graffiti scratched on the gray metal walls until he noticed love messages. That made him think of Lois, so he turned his gaze toward the rear window. For a moment he could see her face reflected there. He forced himself to look beyond.

The glass was lined with protective wire, and the only view was the ribbon of highway behind them.

He could see that the morning was a drab gray color, maybe a better morning for sleeping than anything else. If the rain that was threatening appeared, it would be a cold drizzle, enough to make any other activity miserable.

“What’s it like at the sheriff’s penal colony?” Turner asked to break the monotony.

“Ain’t never been there,” Cody replied.

Turner shrugged. “Maybe it won’t be too bad.”

“Long as we got a roof over our heads.”

“I’m sure I’ve been in worse ,” Turner said. “There are some smelly, shitty places to lock people up in the world.”

“Been in a few of those myself,” was Cody’s reply.

Turner only nodded back. He didn’t want to get into an argument about who’d had the worse incarcerations. No reason to stir up trouble. He kind of liked the guy, and he figured he needed all the friends he could get.

He’d learned it was good to have tough friends in the lockups. They kept bad things from happening.

His eyes trailed back to the window again, and he stared out at the roadway. It had narrowed. The van had made some twists and turns to which he had paid little attention.

Somewhere along the way they had left the main highway.

“Where is this place located anyway?” Turner asked.

“Edge of the parish,” Cody said.

Turner stared out at what he could see of the roadside. “Is it in a swamp?”

“It’s a work farm. Why would it be in a friggin’ swamp?” Cody asked.

“Just judging by our surroundings,” Turner said.

Cody frowned and looked out the rear window himself to see the narrow road which was heavily shrouded by the tree branches.

He shook his head. “Somethin’s wrong,” he said. “The farm is on Route 1. There’s easier ways to get there from downtown.”

The van clattered over a pothole which jolted them.

“Maybe it’s a shortcut,” Turner said.

“I don’t think so,” Cody said. “I think we’re in trouble.”

“Come on, settle down. We’re prisoners. There’s a limit to what they can do to us. Remember the Geneva convention?”

Cody shook his head. He was visibly nervous. It was the first emotion of any kind he’d shown since Turner had known him.

“Easy,” Turner said, beginning to grow a little uneasy himself. If the big man was scared, there might really be something wrong.

They hit another pothole which once again jostled them, almost spilling Cody off his seat.

“I’m sure it’s going to be all right,” Turner said.

“You don’t know the stories,” Cody hissed. “You ain’t from here. You ain’t heard.”

“Heard what?”

“Rumor, fact, who knows? In the jails they always talk about people who got released, only nobody ever heard of them again on the outside. It’s like they let ’em go from the jail, and they just disappeared from the face of the Earth.”

“What are you saying?”

“Nobody knows what happened to those people,” Cody said. “But everybody has suspicions.” He pulled against his handcuffs in a futile effort to free his hands.

“They couldn’t get away with that sort of thing,” Turner protested. “I’ve been in lots of jails all over the place. Things are regulated. The state or even the federal people would catch on to it.”

“They got other things to worry about,” Cody protested. “We ain’t nothin’ but scum where they’re concerned.”

“What do you think we’re in for?”

“We needs a plan,” Cody said.

He started to get up and move toward the rear doors. When the van lurched to a stop, Turner had to catch him to keep him from falling backward.

An instant later the doors were yanked open.

The guard was not alone. Beside him were a couple of men in jeans and work shirts with heavy, sheepskin jackets. Each cradled a rifle cradled, and cowboy hats tilted over their eyes.

“Climb on out, boys,” one of them said around a thin brown cigar clenched in his teeth. He was a tall, heavy man with long sideburns.

Turner followed Cody through the door. He could feel his heartbeat quickening, and he studied each of the men without finding any indication of who they might be.

As the guard herded them around the side of the van, Turner and Cody found themselves in front of several other men on horseback.

One of the mounted men reached into a saddlebag and pulled out a computer printout.

“What we have here are a couple of habitual offenders,” said the dark-haired man. He wore a black baseball cap instead of a cowboy hat, and he had cold blue eyes that offered no sign of mercy.

A thick black beard covered the lower portion of his face, making him seem even more sinister.

He wore jeans and a thick vest that left his arms free, but they did not look like the kind of clothes he would usually wear. There was an elegance about him. Late forties but aged well, only a few touches of silver-gray visible at his temples.

“Gentlemen. Cody Johnson.” Voice soft, his words precise. His breath turned to smoke in the November air. “He’s in jail for robbery now He will probably be set free because there is not an accurate description of him from the convenience store clerk he pistol whipped.”

Johnson stood silently, listening to the charges.

“Prior to that Mr. Johnson was before the judge for aggravated assault, theft, battery, attempted murder and on and on. We can’t prove he killed his girlfriend’s brother last summer, but we have a pretty good idea he did so, over some money. That’s why he’s joining us this morning.”

Cody didn’t bother to move. He had regained his stoic expression. Turner guessed it was the same look he would have assumed if he had been facing a judge.

The dark-haired man flipped the sheet up and looked at Turner. “Mr. Turner here has several aliases. He has ridden with the Lucifer’s Disciples motorcycle group, sold drugs in three states and committed assault on numerous people including several elderly gentlemen in Jackson, Mississippi.”

The words rattled Turner. “What the hell are you talking about?” he asked. “You’re making a mistake.” One of the men jabbed him in the side with a rifle barrel to silence him.

“Mr. Turner has four aliases that we know of, so who can tell what kind of crimes he’s committed besides these on his list.”

“You’re making a mistake!” Turner shouted. “I’ve never been picked up for anything worse than vagrancy.”

“The guilty man speaks loudly,” the man replied, nodding toward the guard, who unlatched the handcuffs on both men.

“You have never done society any good,” said the dark-haired man. “Never contributed anything. You’ve slipped through the fingers of the law. Now you’re going to be hunted like the scum you are. It would only be a matter of time until you killed somebody else or did some other damage. So now you are ours. Judgment has been rendered.”

He pointed toward the edge of the forest. “Run. There is your only chance of refuge, but don’t get your hopes up. You will be shown all the mercy you gave to your victims. We’ll be after you, and who knows what lurks in those woods?”

Turner and Cody looked at each other for a brief instant. Fear filled their eyes.

With little choice they turned and sprinted toward the edge of the forest, seeking to disappear as they burst into the trees.

Branches slapped at them, and their legs ached as they moved across rough ground. Cold air burned in their lungs, and their hearts thundered, filling their ears with the sound of rushing blood.

Dodging smaller trees, the two tried to find some kind of refuge. Their legs kicked high as they ran, and they gasped through their mouths. The air made their faces numb and brought tears to their eyes.

When they reached a small creek, they paused, heaving as they looked back.

“We’re in it deep,” Cody said. “We got to do somethin’.”

“What the hell can we do?”

“Get some weapons, somethin’.”

“Are those cops?”

“Could be. Some of them. Hasta be.”

“That man, their leader. Who the hell is he?”

“Don’t know,” Cody said, shaking his head. He leaned against a tree for support as he tried to catch his breath.

An instant later the sound of hoofbeats carried through the trees, like thunder, loud and coarse.

“We can’t outrun those horses,” said Turner.

“If we don’t, we’re gonna be dead men,” Cody responded.

They splashed through icy creek water and climbed up the opposite bank in a frenzy of movement. Water soaked their pants and made the material heavy as they continued to run. In moments wind had chilled them.

Their muscles began to shudder.

On top of everything else, Turner realized hypothermia was going to become a threat, but as the shouts of their pursuers echoed through the trees, he decided illness was the least of his worries.

Stumbling along, Cody discovered a heavy oak limb on the ground. Seizing it, he tucked it under his arm.

“We’ll get you somethin’ too,” he told Turner. “We both gonna have to fight if we’re gonna get out of this, and I’m gonna need your help.”

Turner only nodded. His head was a flurry of confusion. He had never dealt with a situation in which his own life was in danger.

He couldn’t understand the charges they had read against him either. Somehow they had made a mistake, confused him with somebody else. He had made no contribution to society, but he hadn’t done what they had accused him of either.

For the first time since Lois had died, he longed to be back in school, going through the rigorous but familiar routine of classes and work. What was he doing in the Louisiana swamps, being chased by a group of madmen?

He stepped on a root without realizing it until it was too late. His foot hung on the snag, and the pain drove up through his leg. Dropping to one knee, he groaned at the ache in his ankle.

He tried to rise again immediately but was unable to stand due to the pain.

Cody stopped beside him. “Can you move?”

“It’s twisted bad.”

“Shit.”

He tried to help Turner stand. When it proved impossible he cursed again.

“We’ve got to keep moving,” he said.

Turner could only shake his head. His face was wet with perspiration that quickly congealed, and his throat was tight and dry. “Go on,” he said. “I’ll find somewhere to hide.”

Cody gave a quick look around to see if there was anything amid the pine trees that would offer shelter. Their surroundings were barren. The leaves had fallen, and the ground was matted down with a damp blanket of brown.

He failed to look upward, so he did not see the movement in the branches. It probably wouldn’t have done him any good to know what was coming anyway.

With stick in hand, he got to his feet and started to take a step. The hoof beats were not far away now; flight was his only chance.

Turner tried to get onto his knees so that he could move or at least do something to find safety.

When the tree branch above them bounced and rattled, they both turned their gazes to the sky—too late.

What they saw was no more than a grimy blur.

At first it appeared to be an animal, then a man, and then it didn’t matter anymore because it was upon Cody, sitting on his shoulders with its arms around his neck as its teeth began ripping at his throat.

He clubbed at it with the oak branch, but he could not reach behind him far enough to affect it. He was forced to the ground. Struggling against his attacker, he rolled, kicking and punching. His blows had little effect, and when something cut into his jugular, he stopped struggling. In moments his eyes glazed over, and he stared sightlessly at the forest sky.

Turner tried to move toward him, unsure how he could offer help against the creature. When he saw no sign of movement from the black man, he hesitated.

The attacker spun then, its movements quick and erratic. Turner thought for a moment he was hallucinating as a flap of Cody’s flesh fell from its teeth.

He still did not know what he was seeing, and the terror that swept over him was so immense his mind stopped processing data altogether.

He screamed and began to thrash backward, dragging his injured leg. He was still looking toward the ruins of Cody’s body, so he didn’t see the second creature as it moved in on him, grasping his head to mash it until his skull crushed.

He died almost instantly; so he didn’t feel anything as his flesh was devoured, and he never formulated the thought that might have come: jailhouse rumors weren’t all just rumors after all.


Chapter 1

Jag listened to the soft buzz of the phone that was supposed to indicate it was ringing at the other end. He’d lost count at a dozen, but he didn’t place the handset back into its cradle. He didn’t want to give up. Somehow he believed if he could just get an answer, if she would just pick up so that he could hear her voice, everything would be all right.

He drummed the fingers of his left hand across his desktop. She was supposed to be there by now. He suspected she was and that she had unplugged the cord again to avoid him. If what he suspected was true, she wouldn’t want his call.

Tomorrow maybe, but not tonight. Tonight it would be an inconvenience.

He chewed his lower lip, realizing he felt like crying. He could feel the pressure behind his eyes as a long stretch of sadness curled up through his abdomen.

And the tone clicked again, and again, and again …

“Jag?”

The voice startled him. He jerked around, realizing it had not come from the receiver.

It was a nasal voice from across the newsroom, a voice belonging to Norman Breech, assistant city editor for the Aimsley Daily Clarion.

“Are the obits finished yet?”

Jag reluctantly slipped the phone down and picked up the stack of printed death notices piled beside his computer terminal.

“Almost,” he said calling up a page and beginning to type.

He’d been at the paper six months, and all they gave him to do were rewrites and obituaries. He filled his days chronicling deaths and business meetings.

Breech was hell to work for, too. He was a thin, smart-assed guy with a tendency to make printouts of Jag’s copy and bloody them with a red felt-tipped marker.

It didn’t matter that half of the things he corrected were arbitrary and a matter of personal preference rather than errors. They went into the file anyway and reminded Jag anew he wasn’t particularly cut out to be a reporter.

Adjusting his glasses, he hammered in the obits and dispatched them with a keystroke.

It was coming close to deadline, meaning he would be able to get out of the office soon, barring some major broadcast over the police scanner. That suited him fine.

Except that he knew he wouldn’t have any peace when he escaped. His emotions weren’t going to let him rest.

He’d been dating Caroline Martin for four of the months he’d been at the Clarion, and there had been little peace during that period.

She was a cute, little blond girl with a bubbly personality. He’d met her in the supermarket. She had approached him, actually, asking a man’s opinion on something about plumbing. They were on the hardware aisle, and he’d wound up suggesting a duct tape cure all. They had hit it off almost at once.

She occupied his thoughts most of the time, at first in a pleasant way. Later the turmoil had set in, when he’d realized there were strange things about her. She had a tendency to take trips without telling him where she was going. She got phone calls she didn’t want to explain, but she kept telling him there wasn’t anyone else. Their relationship was too perfect, she claimed.

He wanted to believe her, wanted to badly, but the circumstantial evidence kept pointing the other way.

Tonight was no exception. She was supposed to have been back from visiting friends by six p.m., the hour he’d started calling. Either she was four hours late, or something was wrong.

Slipping off his wire-rimmed glasses—when people teased him, they said they were yuppie glasses—he began to run his hands through his hair. It was starting to get a little long, but the style fit with the rest of his ensemble. He’d taken to wearing his tie loose and rolling up his sleeves.

At twenty-two he was learning the real world was not the same as J school, so he’d stopped trying to be button-down.

He’d had one good story about a family who had received a delayed letter from their son’s friend years after the boy’s death in Vietnam; but the rest of the time Jag had been stuffed in the newsroom, trying to please the plethora of editors, and that was no easy task.

They all had different preferences, and all seemed to be having second thoughts about hiring him. He’d been an acquisition of convenience, handy to have around while other reporters were vacationing. But summer was gone.

Now he was losing his allure. He couldn’t help but wonder what he’d let himself in for.

“Jag.” Breech again.

He got up and smoothed out his khakis before walking across the room. He was tall with broad enough shoulders, although he’d never qualify for any football teams, and his build made him look thin. They told him the Man Upstairs didn’t like the length of his hair, a fact he tried not to let concern him.

“Look at this, Jag,” Breech said when he reached the cluster of editors’ desks.

Jag was a nickname that had been with him since high school when he’d wanted to own a Jaguar. All of his notebooks had sported stickers or drawings of the sports cars, and the name had caught on.

His real name, the one they used in his infrequent bylines, was Everett Walker. He would have been more comfortable with Breech using that.

He peered down at the screen’s green-on-black display and studied it. He couldn’t spot anything wrong.

“This doesn’t conform to AP style,” Breech said. “The state abbreviations are wrong, you’re using commas where you should have semicolons and you didn’t put a dateline.”

Excuse the hell out of me.

He held his initial response and only nodded as Breech gave him verbal corrections.

His mind was more on Caroline than anything else, trying not to conjure images of her in someone else’s arms.

Sometimes that was difficult. He could imagine her lying back as some unknown man made love to her. The lover was always older, somewhere in his thirties with dark brown hair and a lean, muscled body.

The man sighed heavily as he filled her body, performing tirelessly, and she moaned with an ecstasy that drove needles into Jag’s heart.

Finally Breech entered the command that sent the obits off to be typeset and leaned back in his chair, curling his hands behind his head where his light blond hair was starting to thin.

With his suspenders and mustache, he looked like a stereotypical newspaper editor, maybe a little behind the computerized world the Clarion had become over the last few years.

“I guess you can go before something happens,” Breech said, his voice growing a little kinder. He had a streak of decency in him he kept hidden most of the time.

There were a couple of other reporters in the newsroom. Jag moved past them and got his overcoat, a London Fog his father had given him one Christmas. It had grown a bit faded around the edges. At least it still kept him warm. They teased him about the coat too, another yuppie icon.

He shrugged it on and paused long enough to tap out Caroline’s number on his desk phone one last time. It rang, rang, rang, and he hung up, walking from the newsroom with his hands in his pockets.

At the back door a blast of wind hit him in the face. Its edge was bitter cold, colder than it should have been, even for January.

The security guard passed him in the parking lot, wearing a long black coat. For a moment he looked like the Grim Reaper stalking through the shadows among the cars.

Jag spoke to him before moving to his own car, a battered red Mustang that had seen better days. He quickly fired up the engine to get the heat going, but he didn’t immediately shove it into gear.

He wasn’t sure where he wanted to go. If he went home, he would only pace around his apartment with futile agony as he wondered where Caroline had gone or what she was doing. Or who was screwing her.

He slipped his fingers over the steering wheel. Why should he spend the hours in pain? He could end them with a quick trip by her apartment. That would at least give him some satisfaction.

A few minutes checking and all would be well.
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Gravel crunched under her Volvo’s tires as Debra Blane eased onto the road’s shoulder, the windshield wipers keeping up their labors as the car pulled to a stop. Rain showered the roof, and wind whipped around the car, creating a loud roar even as the vehicle sat still.

Flicking on the interior light, she fought with the road map she’d been given by the state police in Lafayette. Dim light poured down onto the map forming a dull puddle.

Somewhere she’d made a wrong turn and was now in the middle of some kind of farm country in south central Louisiana. All the roads were alike.

From the looks of things, the swamps weren’t far. The last thing she needed was to drive into a bottomless hole somewhere and disappear.

Earlier she’d seen a sign for Bunkie, but she didn’t know if she was still headed that way or not. She’d wound through a couple of fields since then, passed signs warning that she was traveling on a substandard surface (weren’t they all in Louisiana?) and clattered along one path that changed from blacktop to gravel and back again.

She prayed it was not all a lost cause. She wasn’t familiar with Louisiana, but Bunkie was a visible point on the map. She could find her way if she could just reach Bunkie, because a major highway passed through it. Even if she screwed up, she’d end up in Alexandria, not the best place in the world, but not the end of the world either.

If she could make Bunkie, she could survive. A service station attendant had told her the town’s name came from one of the children of one of its old families. The child had been given a stuffed monkey, but she couldn’t say monkey. Her mispronunciation had become the name of the town.

In spite of all she was up against, Debra was able to pick up tourist trivia without thinking about it.

She was on a tight schedule. She’d already been gone longer than she’d intended from her job in Atlanta, so being lost in the middle of nowhere didn’t fit into her plans.

Being slowed down by a rainstorm didn’t help either. The clouds had burst open a few miles back, dumping their contents on her in what seemed like waves.

If she made it to Riverland Parish by dawn, she would be lucky, and that wouldn’t really give her much time to get a hotel room. There were several stops she needed to make in Aimsley, and if she learned there that she had to keep travelling, she would need to be back on the road quickly.

Travelling was beginning to take its toll on her. At twenty-five she was learning that some of the things she had taken for granted a few years earlier—like skipping meals and staying awake for long periods—didn’t come easily any more.

The cherubic quality of her features—her rounded cheeks and dimples and the large brown eyes—kept her looking young in spite of her recent strain, but she was feeling very old. And she was developing hollow caverns under her eyes where dark circles had formed.

Her long brown hair was wound into a tangled bun behind her head, and her clothes—pullover white turtleneck that fit loosely enough to keep her figure a mystery and jeans that hugged her hips after shrinking in spite of her efforts to buy a size larger—were feeling gritty and clammy.

Raising a hand to her forehead, she fought back tears. She was tired and frustrated, and there was no end in sight.

She’d thrown herself on her boss’s mercy at the small production company where she worked in Atlanta, pleading for some time off. She’d had no choice but to go on her own on her little mission. She couldn’t get any police help, and a private detective was out of the question on her subsistence wages.

Writing scripts for commercials and occasional documentaries provided some creative fulfillment, but the firm was not successful enough to make her rich for her talents.

Opening her eyes again, she put on her glasses and studied the map once more as the rain hammered down on the car and splashed across the windshield.

Tracing a blue line on the map from the last point she had recognized, she realized where she could reconnect with the main road. It would curl up through the southern portion of Riverland, finally taking her to Aimsley.

A new flash of lightning slashed down through the black sky across the field with a loud roar of thunder following to let her know the storm was not going to be kind to her progress.

She shoved the Volvo into gear and guided it gingerly back onto the roadway. The clutter from her days on the road rattled on the floorboards. A paper cup rolled against her feet, and a wadded taco wrapper bounced, reminding her there was a reason that her stomach was a little queasy.

Holding the car between the ditches was a challenge. She began to wonder how long it had been since she’d had the tires changed. Two years? Three? The Volvo was eight years old. She’d never planned on subjecting it to such a grueling trip, but it was important that she find her brother.

He was all she had, really. And she was all he had. Somehow she sensed he needed her. She didn’t let the other feeling, that of dread, sink over her. She couldn’t. She had to have hope. It was the only thing to keep her going.

A streak of lightning cut a bright path through the storm-shrouded sky, igniting the scene before Jag’s eyes as he steered along the roadway. He was half hunched over the wheel, gripping it tightly as he navigated the slick road.

A Paul Simon tune played faintly on the radio, but the music did not affect him. He was lost, unable to think about anything but Caroline.

She could be wonderful, bright and witty, versed in many topics. She could talk about so many things, and engage others with her knowledge. The confusing thing was that she could turn that off just as easily, becoming cold and distant.

Jag found that almost unbearable, that she could seem so bubbly one moment and the next be almost cruel in her indifference.

With the anxieties of the job and the agony of the relationship, he was beginning to wonder if he had a place in the world. He didn’t fit in as a journalist, but that didn’t matter. Jag had never fit in anywhere.

As a child he had always been in fights, defending himself against the schoolyard bullies who did not like his quiet demeanor.

Nowadays he still preferred to avoid conflict. Even as a reporter, he was not good at dealing with cops or anybody else he encountered in his job, and he was not much better at personal relationships. Caroline resented his insecurities, resented his reactions to her secretiveness and berated him if he grew suspicious.

She would be angry if he showed up on her doorstep now, if she was indeed at home. His explanations would be hasty and unbelievable, and that would lead to friction. A day or two of coldness or worse. Perhaps another long talk would be in order—conflict.

He didn’t let the fear of that dissuade him. He kept his hand tightly on the wheel until the sign for her apartment complex came into view. It blurred in the rainfall on the windshield, but the bright yellow letters still glowed in the beams of his headlights.

He hit the turn signal and twisted the wheel hard to the right, losing control for the first time when he gave the car too much gas. It fishtailed slightly as he skidded into the asphalt parking lot, but he was able to guide it to a stop before hitting anything.

He climbed out quickly. The rain pelted down, soaking his hair and beading on his glasses, but he didn’t wipe them as he scanned the lot. He could see Caroline’s Datsun. Moving past it, he stepped along the slick sidewalk to her door.

The porch light was off, and everything inside appeared silent. Brushing wet hair out of his eyes, the curled his hand into a fist.

Nothing stirred when he knocked. With the storm’s roar, he could not be sure if there was any sound of movement inside or not.

Turning back to the parking lot, he stared through the raindrops on his lenses. Two slots down from Caroline’s car, he could see a small Ford pickup with Texas plates. He searched his mind, trying to remember if he’d ever seen it there before. Memory would not serve. It had never been important before who parked on the same side of the lot.

Turning back to the door, he hammered. “Caroline?”

He thought of the old Harry Chapin song called “Caroline” when the word escaped his lips. He had listened to that song a dozen times when he had first met her. Although the message of the song had little to do with his own relationship, it struck a chord somehow, seemed a special way of thinking about his Caroline as he was driving or sitting in the living room of his apartment.

Now he did not feel like singing. He hammered on the door a third time, and he was almost certain he heard movement.

“Caroline, dammit, open the door.”

He banged it again, then listened. He couldn’t hear anything this time because of the clap of thunder that came. He took a step back from the door, a chill wind whipping at the tail of his coat.

She was in there, and someone was with her, and she had lied to him about it.

Taking still another step backward, he charged at the door, slipping slightly on the concrete so that his shoulder struck with less force than he had anticipated.

The door rattled but did not give. Retreating, his mind shut out the pain that shot through his shoulder.

Placing his steps more carefully this time, he hit the door with his full weight. The wood budged slightly, the facing cracking around the latch, yet still it held.

He knocked again, screaming her name this time. Tears mingled with the rain on his face, and his shoulder throbbed.

He choked and rubbed his arm, waiting. The wind continued its onslaught. All else was the same.

Drawing a deep breath, he lifted his foot and stomped it against the door. His heel struck near the knob, finishing the job. The door crashed inward, flying against the interior wall. He could see the light was dim inside, candles. A pile of pillows and sheets amassed near the couch.

Caroline’s face was streaked with perspiration, her hair tousled. She was naked, pulling at the tangled sheet in an effort to cover her breasts.

Jag walked through the ruined doorway with his hand still clutching his shoulder. He was stunned. His expression was a mirror of the hurt he was feeling, and his lower lip trembled.

He spoke her name again, a soft whisper that came out like a croak or even a death rattle.

She looked up at him. Her eyes were on fire. He could see that even in the dim light.

“You had no right. No fucking right in the world.”

Just then the cat struck him, its claws cutting into the back of his neck that was not protected by his coat.

Its loud screech startled him, and he couldn’t stifle a moan. It screeched again as he twisted around in an effort to dislodge the animal.

When he finally found its collar, he yanked quickly, but one of its paws managed to steal a piece of his flesh before he tossed the feline onto the sofa.

As he touched the wound, he realized the other man was standing there in the corner.

Wearing only a pair of jeans, his upper body appeared ghostlike in the candlelight. He was tall, his shoulders broad and firm. Perspiration gleamed on his skin.

He wasn’t quite want Jag had imagined, but he was in his mid-thirties and appeared to be the type who took his health a little fanatically. He probably ate all the right foods and—from the look of his torso—lifted weights. Heavy weights.

“Get the hell out of here,” the man said, keeping his arms loose at his sides. He was aware that he was tough.

“Not without an explanation,” Jag said.

“You don’t have any business here!” Caroline shouted.

“No?”

The man tensed his muscles now, trying to be intimidating. He was doing a fairly good job, but Jag was still functioning on adrenaline. He planted his feet, shutting out the pain in his shoulder. He let his arms dangle, positioning himself with his back to the sofa.

“The lady asked you to leave,” the man said softly. “You’ve ruined the door, so you obviously know where it is.” He reached forward, preparing to take hold of Jag’s coat.

Jag ducked the way he had on the playground when Hal Cooper had reached out to grab him one winter. Hal had always hated him, had always served as his tormentor, and with Hal’s coaching, others had joined in.

He’d had to learn survival skills to live through recess.

Dropping below the man’s grasp, Jag pulled a pillow from the sofa and raised upward, stuffing it into the man’s face.

With his arms flailing, the man tried to push it away. Jag let it go and drove a knee into the guy’s groin.

No ground rules had been set for this altercation, so he saw no need to fight fair.


Chapter 2

The old man staggered along the alleyway as rain showered off eaves like waterfalls, pouring down onto his raincoat and soaking into the stocking cap pulled over his thinning gray crew cut. He was oblivious of the onslaught.

The alcohol kept it away. His mind was as numb as his body. He could not really think. The things that swirled through his head were like ghost images of thoughts, reminding him faintly of moments he did not want to recall and feelings he did not want to awaken.

His bottle was empty or he would have taken another swallow to drown it all. He did not want to remember the way his daughter had spoken to him the last time, and he did not want to think about the death of his wife.

Willis Carpeter’s life had never been a pleasant thing, so repeating parts of it was not desirable. He was forty-five and looked sixty, a big man, his shoulders broad and his chest thick like an oak tree.

Beneath the coat, he wore a faded blue suit that had once looked good on him, during one of his forays into respectability.

He’d been put in jail the first time at nineteen. He’d been back on minor offenses frequently. Mostly he did stints for public drunkenness. They’d had him at the detox unit at the mental institution in Penn’s Ferry a time or two, but the treatments never lasted.

No matter what, he just couldn’t rid his mind of the fire that took his wife. She had been home alone. Their daughter had been visiting friends, and he had been out with the boys—and some girls too for that matter.

Some kind of electrical problem had caused the blaze, but that didn’t really matter. The truth was she’d been trapped in the place because she’d been upstairs taking Valium to ease the pain of their marital problems and his police record.

For all intents and purposes, he was responsible.

He could never forget that, never.

Life with her had looked like it might work once upon a time. They had operated rental houses together, earned decent money, and even joined a church and attended Sunday services. That had faded quicker than he could have dreamed. Friends from his past had asked favors, and dragged him out for a while, until he didn’t have to be dragged anymore. Leaning back against one wall, he realized he was remembering again. He looked at his empty bottle in his left hand and cursed at it. Useless.

He pitched it, and it shattered in a spray of brown glass. That prompted a dog to bark, and someone nearby shouted. He shouted back before staggering onto the street. He was in a decaying part of the city where shops had closed and the windows were either boarded or filled with dust.

He didn’t know where he was going. He had no money for more liquor, nor did he have anywhere to go.

Turning his collar up against the rain, he staggered along the street, blinking his eyes as he tried to clear his vision. He noticed now it was raining, but he couldn’t bring himself to care.

Somebody in one of the old bars along Fifth Street would do him a favor. He knew they would.

He rounded a corner, singing without realizing it, a sad ballad he had heard sometime in the past.

Things had a way of popping into his head from the past lately, not just images of his wife, Joline, but other events as well.

He remembered people, and he remembered events, phone numbers and other junkyard items of the mind. He couldn’t help himself.

He relived the razor strap beatings his stepfather had administered, and he thought about Betty Sue Honermeyer’s blue party dress from his sixteenth summer. Emotions he couldn’t explain flooded him in ways worse than the rain.

He started to zig-zag, running from the ghosts of the past because he hated the way he felt when they pursued him.

Cold chills gripped him. He lived a nightmare. Regrets, the most hideous monsters, assaulted him.

It had been a while since they had been this bad. He began to cry out. He saw his wife’s face as it was consumed by flames. Then he heard his daughter’s curses. She shouted terrible things.

What had he done to his life? He shouted. “Leave me alone. Leave me alone.” He began to curse, profanities showering from his lips.

He stumbled back against one of the storefronts and dropped to one knee.

The blue-and-white cruised up to the curve without flashing its lights, and two uniformed officers climbed out, pulling on yellow slickers as they walked toward him.

He was crying, but he looked up an instant before they reached him. A new fear struck him, and he tried to pick himself up to run.

“Easy does it there, Pop,” one of the officers, a tall guy in his late twenties, said. His nametag read Elliot.

His partner, nametag Phillips, had curly black hair, a mustache, and less patience. He slipped his billy club from its strap with an arm that resembled a gorilla’s.

Screaming, Willis tried to swing, and Phillips clipped him behind the knees. With his size, they were taking no chances.

That sent the big man to the concrete. He rolled through the accumulated rain, swatting at the air and screaming.

Elliot moved to his side, trying to calm him, but the old man kept tossing his arms from side to side.

“Damn it all to hell. Let me get away,” Willis begged.

Both cops leaned over him, catching his arms and pinning him.

He grunted and swung arms with all his strength, sprawling both officers backward with the force of a wrestler. Phillips landed in a sitting position and felt water soaking through the seat of his pants. He swore as he pulled himself back to his feet.

“Get away!” Willis screamed.

Elliot was on his feet again.

“You can’t take me!” the old man screamed. “Blue bastards. Blue bastards. Won’t take me.”

He charged. Before Eliott could get out of the way, Willis slammed into him.

The cop reeled backward, dazed.

Willis tried run, but Phillips dived, catching shoulders and dragging him down. The old man struggled beneath him, but Phillips threw his weight on top of him, holding him while he got the cuffs ready, a bracelet around the old man’s left wrist first. He tugged it to meet the other hand. With it cuffed, he pulled up on one arm, forcing the old man to his feet.

Elliot was recovered enough now to offer some help. He grabbed the old man’s other arm.

As they tossed him into the back seat, he began to scream again.

“He’s scared of cops,” Elliot said, wincing at the screeches from the old man.

“Don’t pay any attention,” Phillips replied. “He’s drunk out of his mind.”

“Don’t take me away!” Willis screamed. “Don’t take me to the bad place. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to be taken to the swamp.”

“We’ll take him to the parish lockup,” Phillips said. “They can put him in their drunk tank and let him dry out.”


[image: ]



Debra stepped out of the storm, into the musty lobby of the Aimsley Police Department. Heat made the air thick and hard to breath, and the smell of the place had a sickening quality.

As she tugged her scarf off, a few droplets of rain remained in her hair like small pearls. She didn’t bother to wipe them away, not feeling a need to fake composure as she made her way to the complaint desk behind a wall of glass. The floor on the far side elevated the desk sergeant’s chair, offering a point of intimidation. The cop sat as if he were on a throne. With the chiseled jaw and pock marks, without the blue uniform, he might have looked like a thug. He glared through his glass shield as if he were peering at a criminal.

“Can I help you?” The nametag read LaFleur, but he had no hint of a Cajun accent. Pure redneck.

She drew a quick breath and offered the speech she’d given a lot of practice. “My name is Debra Blane. I’m looking for my brother, Mark Turner, and I thought he might have been through Aimsley. I need to see if you have an arrest record on him. He has a tendency to get picked up for vagrancy.”

“Little early in the morning for this kind of query, isn’t it?”

“I’ve been driving all night. I thought I’d make a stop here before getting a motel.”

“That’s kind of a
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