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Sandman by AJ Davidson

 


A former Guantanamo guard, turned al-Qaeda
terrorist, is targeting Louisiana fracking gas pads using hijacked
government drones.






When Deputy Sheriff Val Bosanquet is
seconded to the Department of Homeland Security, he discovers that
the usual rules do not apply. Tasked with the investigation of his
friend Dave McElligott, suspected of conspiring with a domestic
terrorist known as Sandman, Val follows a trail of death and
destruction as he battles to prevent a bloodbath.

 



Chapter 1

The shooter turned the Ford
sedan off the highway onto a gravel track that crossed the open
pasture, straight as a bullet’s trajectory, for a thousand yards
before it disappeared into woodland on the horizon. Spring had come
early to Louisiana and the grass was knee-high, the strong sun
already bleaching the green sward. A strengthening wind riffled the
grass as storm clouds cast threatening shadows. A hundred yards
back from the two-lane, concert promoters had erected an
advertising billboard. The Four Corners Christian Cajun and Rock
Festival was coming to Jackson. The Owen
family, five blonde and blue-eyed Montana siblings, was to be the
star attraction.

Potholes along the track gave the
sedan’s shocks a thorough workout as the vehicle bumped towards the
tree line. The shooter checked the time on the dash digital clock;
first to arrive on site, just as planned. There were no buildings,
commercial or residential, within a half-mile radius of the
makeshift road. Apart from the occupants of the vehicles passing by
on the highway, too distant to see anything of value, it was almost
certain there would be no worthwhile witnesses.

The shooter had killed before, on more
than one occasion, but today would be a sterner test. Challenging
enough for the shooter to wonder who would survive to drive back
along the track to the highway and who would be making the journey
in a coroner’s truck. The uncertainty ensured that plenty of
adrenaline would be finding its way into the shooter’s blood
stream. Any edge could prove valuable.

Weapon du jour would be a SIG P226, with a
fully loaded magazine. A Ruger revolver was the back-up choice, but
drawing it could only mean that there had been a miscalculation and
the odds were too great to overcome. A cell phone lay on the
passenger seat, switched off for the drive to Jackson. No tower
triangulation record would ever exist to betray the shooter’s
presence.

The shooter drove a short distance
into the woods before turning the vehicle around and backtracking
to just inside the tree line. The sound of the engine
died.

All was ready.







Chapter 2

The wind picked up during the home
blessing held by Nicki and Pete Blemings for their young son. It
was blowing hard by the time the assembled guests started to leave
the Blemings’s house for the short trip to a local restaurant.
Leaves and debris swirled around in dust devils across the front
yard. A lengthy gust ballooned the minister’s black robe and the
sixty-six-year-old struggled to keep his feet. Nicki held tight to
baby Rick as she and her husband made a dash for their vehicle. The
church baptismal service had taken place the previous Sunday and
the proud parents thought it would be neat to invite their many
friends and family members to celebrate the event with a blessing
at their home followed by a meal.

The photographer shrugged, replaced
the lens cap on his Nikon and released the catch on the tripod. The
picture taking would have to wait until they were
inside.

Deputy Sheriff Val Bosanquet and
Catalina were the final couple to leave the Blemings’s house. As a
child, Catalina lost a leg in a medical foul-up in the course of
her recovery from injuries sustained during the murder of her
police officer father and although the prosthesis did not greatly
restrict her mobility, she found it uncomfortable to stand
stationary for an extended time. They remained in their seats until
the main body of guests had dispersed. Val had parked his sheriff
department’s SUV as close to the house as possible, but there would
still be a fifty-yard walk to make. Val closed the door firmly
behind them as they left.

Sheriff Harris threw them a friendly
salute as he drove past just as they reached the shelter of Val’s
vehicle. Ted was on duty and, dressed in his best uniform, was at
the wheel of his much-loved Crown Vic, one of the last of the
eponymous police vehicles to roll off the production line. His wife
Debbie had arrived at the Blemings home in their civilian car and
had already driven off with a couple of Nicki’s relatives who were
from out of state and not familiar with the restaurant’s
location.

Val opened the passenger door of his
vehicle and helped Catalina into her seat. They had been living
together in Val’s restored shotgun house outside Clinton for less
than two months and he was still having trouble believing his good
fortune that a goddess like Catalina would agree to share her life
with him without the need to have a gun pointed at her head. Over
the previous fall and winter, she insisted on supervising Val’s
recuperation from a bullet wound to his upper arm, making sure she
was on hand to change his dressings regularly so the damaged tissue
remained free of infection. They had grown closer and Catalina
would frequently stay over. On Valentine’s Day he finally steeled
himself to ask her to move in with him and was delighted when she
agreed. Since that February day, he often found himself walking
around with a wide smile plastered across his face. Nicki had cause
to comment on it on more than one occasion. The occasional telltale
patch of dried milk on her shoulder indicated how her baby had
transformed her life. Neither East Feliciana investigator would
have wished it any other way.

Blinks, a restaurant situated on the
bank of Green Bayou, was just outside the town of Jackson. The main
dining room built on a platform raised above the water on stilts.
On a gentle summer’s evening, it was the ideal spot to enjoy fine
Louisiana cuisine and relax with good company. Today, the first
Friday of May, the water was grey and choppy and the pilings
groaned whenever a strong gust swept along the bayou. The
restaurant’s proprietor had shut the glass sliders, doubting that
any of the guests would care to wander out onto the wooden gallery
that circled the dining room. The lights were blazing and were a
welcome beacon on an afternoon that was already turning murky. A
waiter greeted Val and Catalina and offered champagne in frosted
glasses wrapped in linen napkins. Val took a sip, wishing it could
have been a JB over ice.

Most of Val’s fellow deputies had
already met Catalina, but for many of their partners it would be
the first real opportunity to take an up-close look at the doctor
responsible for Val grinning like a puppy with two tails. A
Honduran-born child psychiatrist, Catalina had been working a
twelve-month placement at a Baton Rouge hospital when she became
friends with Christmas, the partner of Dave McElligott, Val’s
closest pal in East Feliciana. Sparks flew between Val and her
after they met at a blind-date dinner Chris had hosted and in a
matter of weeks Catalina, or Topcat, as Dave had taken to calling
her, had accepted a permanent appointment at the hospital and would
later move in with Val, aka, Officer Dibble.

Nicki came forward and took Catalina
by the arm, ushering her towards the assembled throng of guests.
“Allow me to make the introductions,” she said, adding in an aside
aimed at her colleague, “Val’s too much of a gentleman to give you
the juiciest gossip.”

The wives, girlfriends and partners of
Nicki’s and Val’s law enforcement co-workers quickly swamped Nicki
and Catalina. Pete had invited close members of his family, but not
a single mortgage broker from his firm had made the cut. He claimed
he saw more than enough of them at work. Val took another sip of
the chilled champagne and lifting a peeled shrimp from a silver
salver, popped it into his mouth. He hoped the caterers would soon
serve the meal. He was famished. One of the immediate results of
Catalina’s arrival was a radical modification in his diet; the
carbs and the grease ditched, while his intake of fresh fruit and
vegetables soared. Though skipping breakfast to spend an extra hour
in bed with a truly beautiful woman had contributed much more to
his current hunger pangs than any deprivation of his former staple
breakfast mound of pancakes and bacon done extra crispy.

From his left, Val caught the
distinctive sound of the sheriff’s pager going off. Ted pulled it
off his belt to check the message. Must be important, Val assumed.
The dispatcher would not have troubled him with anything minor
during the celebration.

 



Chapter 3

 


Sheriff Harris frowned and reached for
his cell phone. He caught Val’s eye and signaled for his chief
investigator to step outside with him. Val’s own pager sounded
before he had located a suitable spot to set down his glass. He
followed the sheriff through the foyer, out to the porte cochere,
where his boss was already deep in conversation on his
cell.

Val interpreted the coded message on
his beeper; a shooting by unknown assailant/assailants, multiple
casualties.

Sheriff Harris ended his call. He was
African American, his face as dark and shiny as polished persimmon.
Yet, Val could have sworn the man had visibly blanched.

“It’s bad. Four adult
homicides, three men and a woman. All shot at close range. Three of
the victims were armed, but only one of them had drawn his
weapon.”

“The shooter?” Val asked,
wondering if it was to be a murder suicide case.

“Nope. The weapon wasn’t
fired. Deputy Poirer found the bodies after responding to what he
expected would turn out to be nothing more than a nuisance call;
some redneck blasting at tin cans. No sign of the perp or perps. No
witnesses as yet.”

“Any IDs on the
victims?”

“Just one so far. The
female victim, Kelly Lockhart, used to be with the FBI. She was a
high-flyer and was one of the first Feds from Louisiana to be
head-hunted by the Department of Homeland Security.”

“Seems Deputy Poirer knows
more than he should about her.”

“It’s a long story. I’ll
bring you up to speed on the way. I’m sorry to do this to you, but
I’m going to need you on this one.”

“Give me a minute to let
Catalina know then I’m ready to roll. If we take the Crown Vic,
Catalina can drive the SUV home. What about Nicki?”

The sheriff shook his head. “There are
few bigger days than the celebration of the baptism of your first
born. I’m not going to spoil it for her. Besides, my gut tells me
that this is no spree shooting. Homeland won’t thank us for letting
too many personnel tramp all over their crime scene. The DHS agents
like to keep bad news inside their own tight circle.”

Val knew the sheriff was spot on with
his assessment. If the DHS got involved, then the sheriff and he
would be lucky if the agents permitted them any bigger role than to
fetch fresh coffee and doughnuts. None of the federal agencies went
big on cooperating with local law, but Homeland was just plain
paranoid. It was the nature of the beast. And beast it surely was,
ripping holes in the constitution and swallowing up anyone who
questioned the agents’ certitude in their absolute authority to
defend American shores from enemies real or imagined, foreign or
domestic.

Cooperation was a dirty word with
Homeland.

It took less than ten
minutes to arrive at the scene. The afternoon sky had further
closed in and the landscape was little more than a canvas of grey
and black shadows. Deputy Poirer was using his patrol car’s
headlights to illuminate a silver-colored Ford Explorer rental
parked on rolling open pasture not far from the site of the Battle
of Jackson’s Crossroads. More of a skirmish than a full pitched
battle, the War between the States’ site still attracted its share
of visitors annually, especially that year, the
150th anniversary. Val and Catalina had been amongst the crowd of
enthralled spectators in late spring, watching an impressive
re-enactment of the engagement on the very same piece of pasture
where the Explorer SUV now stood. Back in April, the muskets and
cannon had not been loaded, though the smoke and sound had been
impressively realistic.

The Explorer sat on the grass near the
tree line, a short distance off a gravel track built by a shale gas
drilling company, the Ford having apparently made the only tracks
visible on the green sward. The driver’s-side rear door lay open,
the interior of the vehicle’s windows filmed with victims’ blood
and brain tissue so they resembled panels of grotesque stained
glass. Sheriff Harris aimed his vehicle so the headlights would
assist in keeping the gloom at bay. Val climbed out and joined the
sheriff at the trunk as they both slipped on disposable nitrile
gloves and white crime scene overalls.

“I checked for signs of
life, but found none,” Deputy Poirer explained. “State Coroner
Chisum’s on his way.”

“Find anything of use?”
Val asked.

“I thought it best to
leave it for Dean Wallis and his state crime scene techs, obviously
I had to open the doors to check on the victims’ vital signs but I
shut them again and left everything exactly as I found
it.”

“You did good, deputy,”
the sheriff said.

“Were the doors
locked?”

The deputy shook his head.

“So whoever they were here
to meet was not seen as a threat,” Val said.







Chapter 4

 


Val made his cursory primary
inspection of the Ford from the door lying ajar. He could smell a
lingering trace of cordite and the stronger, coppery scent of
blood. The keys were still in the ignition. The window lowered by
the driver; not shot out as Val had first thought, a further
indication that none of the Ford’s occupants had any reason to be
wary of the shooter. Lockhart was in the driver’s seat and the DHS
agent had caught a single round just below her left optical socket.
A white film already coated her eyes. Clotting blood matted her
mid-length black hair at the back of her head and the spent bullet
had embedded itself in the passenger-side door pillar. Her hair was
turning grey and Val was oddly touched by the dead woman’s decision
in resisting the temptation to color it.

A simple, no nonsense,
purse of soft blue leather with a gold clasp lay on the dashboard
above the steering wheel. The leather was freckled with blood
splatters. Val opened the driver’s door and lifted out the purse.
Inside, he found some bits of a
makeup kit, three crisp twenty-dollar bills, a
cell phone, a set of car keys on a BMW fob, and house keys,
presumably, on a plastic fob that contained a picture of Algeciras
Bay in southern Spain, with the Rock of Gibraltar looming
majestically in the background. No Homeland ID creds, though there
was a credit card and a Louisiana driving permit in the dead
agent’s maiden name. The woman had switched off her Motorola and
Val did not have the code to access its memory. He tried 1234,
4321, and 0000, but struck out. He slipped the sim card from its
slot and pocketed it. Lockhart had packed some serious firepower; a
.45 magnum Ruger wheel gun still resided in a nylon holster
fastened to her belt.

“She was always a looker,
I’ll give her that,” the sheriff said.

“Not anymore,” Poirer
said.

Val took his iPhone and started to
fire off a few pictures of the dead woman. He knew Homeland would
use its own people to work the scene, yet Val felt a need to
capture for himself some record of the atrocity. He felt a rage
sweep over him, fueled by the cold efficiency of the shooter. What
possible justification could there be for the perp to end these
four lives? These people were all somebody’s children, brothers,
fathers, perhaps an aunt and a sister. They had been born,
nurtured, educated and guided through their tricky adolescent
years. They had been loved. Each one making their way in the world
as best they could. None of them would have come to East Feliciana
Parish expecting a shooter to snuff out all of that humanity in a
few seconds of callous gun violence. Val knew at that moment that
he would do whatever it took to find their killer and provide
justice.

“Did Wallis give you an
ETA?” Sheriff Harris asked his uniformed deputy.

“Our dispatcher sent me a
text. It’s going to be an hour or more before he and his crime
scene techs can make it here.”

Harris nodded and checked his watch.
“Homeland already has a couple of choppers in the air loaded with
agents. They are about fifteen minutes out. Get onto the radio and
round up some portable floodlights and a generator. I expect our
Fed friends will want to work through the night.”

A phone call had deprived the sheriff
of the opportunity to share his knowledge of the former FBI agent
with Val during their short drive from the restaurant. As the two
men were in the Crown Vic leaving Blinks restaurant, Special Agent
in Charge Tom Mann from Homeland Security’s Baton Rouge field
office telephoned the sheriff to lay down the law regarding the
procedures and protocols the SAC expected the sheriff and his
deputies to follow to the letter. It was imperative, Mann barked
down the phone, that the East Feliciana deputies did absolutely
nothing to compromise the crime scene. Their one and only duty
would be to preserve the scene until the agents arrived. It was
clear the SAC was a man accustomed to getting his own way. Ted made
a couple of valiant attempts to discuss jurisdiction, locus, due
diligence, and the role his department fulfilled as first
responder, but the agent cut him off. The sheriff switched tack and
asked how Homeland Security had learnt of the shooting.

SAC Mann ignored his
probing.

An indication of the level of
collaboration the East Feliciana Parish Sheriff Department could
expect from Homeland. To it, everyone was a potential
enemy.

Another deputy’s patrol car bumped
across the grass to complete a circle around the Explorer. Virgil
Black, the department’s youngest and rawest deputy, was at the
wheel. He had volunteered to switch shifts so another deputy could
attend the Blemings celebration. One who had known Nicki for a lot
longer than the youngster.

Val circled the front of the victims’
vehicle and opened the passenger door. He took a long hard scrutiny
of the dead man, an Africa-American. His head had slumped to one
side and Val realized that any picture he took would be of limited
value. Not only was the man’s head turned down against the seat’s
upholstery, but the bullet had entered through his left temple and
exited through his right eye socket. A hole puncturing the fabric
lining of the vehicle’s roof marked the spot where the fatal round
had penetrated the vehicle’s thin skin of metal. Presumably, the
man had twisted his head in futile defense when he saw the killer’s
weapon. A snub-nosed .38 revolver was still in its pancake leather
holster on the man’s hip.

Taking four pictures of the passenger
from slightly different angles, Val left it at that. He was not
prepared to manhandle the dead man’s head and abuse the crime scene
still further for the sake of a better photograph. The man was
dressed casually, though it was obvious that his definition of
casual was very different from Val’s own. He wore a short-sleeved,
pale blue Egyptian cotton shirt and a pair of black tailored linen
slacks that must have left little change out of five hundred
dollars. No socks and a pair of black Nubuck loafers. A gold Piquet
watch as slim as a communion wafer was the only jewelry worn by the
victim. No rings, no diamond stud or medallion. Val patted the
victim’s pockets for a billfold or ID wallet. Finding nothing, Val
changed the app on his phone to one that could scan fingerprints.
It was basic technology and far from ideal, but better than
nothing. He lifted the still warm hand of the victim and pressed
his fingers against the front of the cell phone. A light bar moved
across the glass screen, capturing the fingertip detail. The dead
man’s hand was smooth, blemish-free and manicured.

Val switched his attention to the
victim in the seat behind. Olive-skinned, black-haired, possibly of
Arabic extract, a bullet had caught him in the center of the
forehead. Again, the gunman had fired just the one fatal round,
suggesting a highly skilled shooter. The bullet exited through the
temporal lobe and cracked the rear luggage compartment window of
the SUV. Opening the blood stained door was the only way Val could
get a good photograph of the third victim. He was relieved to see
that easing the door ajar did not cause any movement of the body.
He would have had a hard time explaining himself to the Homeland
agents if the dead guy had slid out onto the tall grass. Like the
dead man in front, this victim was carrying no ID, although, unlike
the passenger, he was unarmed. Val took pictures and prints. He
noticed a white crust staining the man’s brown leather
shoes.

The other dead male in the rear, a
Caucasian, was the only one of the four who had managed to open his
door and pull a weapon, though the chrome-plated Glock 17 still had
the safety on. The central door pillar would have prevented him
from drawing a clear bead on the shooter and the victim lost
precious seconds trying to decamp from the vehicle. He had been hit
twice, causing Val to wonder had the man’s final courageous act of
defiance earned him a second shot. One shot was to the chest, the
other to the neck, either would have almost certainly proved fatal,
though Val was not prepared to speculate over what order they
struck. Val took more photographs and prints after coming up empty
with the victim’s pockets. His shoes also bore traces of the white,
crusty staining. Val moistened a fingertip and rubbed it against
the stain. He held it to his nose and caught a whiff of sea
salt.

Val returned to the driver for a
second, more detailed, examination. To his way of thinking,
Lockhart would be the key. She was clearly the oldest of the four
by some margin and the fact she was driving suggested that she had
been the motivator for the presence of the others on the windblown
Jackson pasture.

“I had a good look around
the vehicle’s floor and the ground outside,” Deputy Poirer said. “I
couldn’t find any brass, or anything else of interest to tell the
truth. The long grass and this damn wind won’t have done us any
favors though.”

Like the male victims, the pockets of
her taupe-colored chinos were empty, so Val used his fingerprint
scan app a final time, for official confirmation of her identity if
nothing else. He could only speculate as to why three adult men had
not been carrying any personal papers or ID. No driving permits. No
cell phones. Not even a money clip. Three men and they didn’t have
the price of a coffee between them. He had once been present when
US Marshals ordered a witness to empty his pockets and discard
everything linking him to his former life before departing New
Orleans to enter a relocation program, but the Marshals had at
least allowed the man to hang on to his cash.







Chapter 5

 


Val took up a shooter’s stance a yard
from the driver’s door and formed a pistol with the fingers of his
right hand.

Bang, take out Kelly Lockhart first,
the front passenger next. Bang. Val shifted his aim to the rear
seat, leveling between the central pillar and the door’s window
frame. Did the shooter target the Caucasian male next, bang, bang,
already aware that the middle-eastern man was unarmed and would
pose no threat, or was it to neutralize the immediate threat as the
man pulled his Glock? There was no way to tell.

Then one final shot at the
middle-eastern passenger. Bang. It was a workable scenario, Val
thought, for a shooter with a high level of skill, balls of steel
and with luck on their side. The crime scene blood splatter experts
would be better able to determine the order of
execution.

“Val, take a look at
this.”

Val blew off an imaginary puff of
smoke from the barrel of his pretend gun and then walked around the
vehicle to see what had grabbed the sheriff’s attention. Harris
stepped back to allow Val a second look.

“Check out his left leg,”
the sheriff said.

Val ran his hand down the dead man’s
shin and immediately discovered what he had missed first time. The
victim was fitted with an electronic tracker. A similar type of
device that the Justice Department had decreed would be fit to
prisoners before US Marshals transported them to and from court
hearings, or worn by suspects on bail when a judge had deemed it
apt as part of their parole conditions. Was the dead man a
convicted prisoner, taken on temporary release to this Jackson
meeting? Was he the primary target of the shooting and the others
collateral damage? No IDs or cash on any of the men, but three of
the dead carried weapons. Val was at a loss to make sense of
it.

“We’re less than twenty
miles from Angola Farm,” Harris pointed out.

Val closed the rear door again. “Maybe
the GPS will tell us.”

He circled the SUV and leant across
Lockhart’s body in the driver’s seat. It took him a few moments to
retrieve the route the vehicle had taken to Jackson. It had
departed from New Orleans’ airport at 7:33 that morning. The Ford
headed south into the wetlands, through Galliano and parked up at
entered coordinates in the swamps for fifteen minutes before
driving north again to New Orleans and on to Baton Rouge, and a
second, fifty-five minute stop off at the Shaw Arts Center. The
final leg of its trip was to Jackson, and the driver had entered
the Battle of Jackson Crossroads site as the
destination.

Wherever victim #3 came from, it
certainly was not Angola Prison Farm. Had he arrived in Louisiana
accompanied by one or more of his fellow victims?

“Bit of a coincidence if
he’s a con,” Harris remarked.

“I’m not following you,
sheriff,” Val said, straightening up and closing the door with a
firm push.

“Before your time, Val.
Special Agent Lockhart first came to Clinton some years back after
Harry Meurant, a Lawyers’ Row attorney, contacted the FBI with
information about a kidnap victim, Conrad Carlson, an assistant
director of the bureau no less. One of Meurant’s clients, an Angola
con name of Jim Piwko, claimed to have information about the
kidnap. I was sheriff but was convalescing in hospital at the time
after a surgical procedure on a ruptured disc.”

Val nodded. He was well aware of the
sheriff’s recurring back problems, the result of a bone-crunching
tackle by a three-hundred pound linebacker during his high school
football days.

“Sheriff Watson was
standing in for me. He and the FBI both reckoned Piwko was running
a scam; trying to parley a cut in his sentence. But the Washington
suits saw a way to use it to their advantage and set up Meurant as
a Judas goat, hoping to lure out the kidnappers. It was a long shot
and not seriously expected to yield results. The FBI assigned
Special Agent Lockhart as Meurant’s bodyguard and it turned out she
would have her hands full. There were a number of attempts on
Meurant’s life, only not from the kidnappers. At least not at
first.”

The fog shrouding Val’s
memory began lifting. The story had been front-page news in
The Times-Picayune for a week when the
details finally surfaced. The FBI emerged from the mess with a lot
of egg on its face. Piwko had been working a scam alright; just not
the one the Bureau suspected.

“Meurant gave up the law
and moved to New Orleans? Plays piano around some of the best music
clubs in the Quarter?”

“That’s the guy,” the
sheriff confirmed. “Lockhart and Meurant fell for each other and
walked down the aisle about six months later.”

“I caught him play a solo
gig on Bourbon when I was in Big Sleazy for the Super Bowl. He had
the joint rockin’.”

“He’s a pretty smart
lawyer too. I heard he put up his shingle again part-time after
Katrina, mainly pro bono work, helping fellow musicians and their
families from the Ninth District who had lost everything. He made
some serious money with successful class actions against insurance
companies and the NOPD.”

“Meurant’s not our
Caucasian victim? I didn’t get a real close look at him the time I
heard him play.”

The sheriff shook his head. “Nope. I
know Harry well; had to face him on a few occasions across a
courtroom. He got the better of me more times than I care to
remember. To tell you the truth I was pretty relieved when I heard
he was leaving Clinton. His former partner, Frank Bissette, isn’t
half the lawyer. Harry will take this hard. He and Kelly were polar
opposites in many ways, but everyone could see the two of them were
made for each other. Bit like you and the Doc.”

Val gave a tentative smile. “Even if
our man is a con on day-release, it wouldn’t explain Homeland’s
quick response; the electronic tag just broadcasts
location.”

The sheriff turned to Deputy Poirer.
“Did dispatch say who made the original complaint?”

“Anonymous. Caller ID
withheld.”

The news came as no surprise to Val.
If it had been a local making a complaint, they would not have been
keen to give a name in case it got back to the person or persons
causing the disturbance, and all the more reason to err on the side
of caution when a firearm was involved. On the other hand
…

“The complaint may have
been phoned in by the shooter,” Val said. “He could have called
Homeland to give it a heads-up at the same time.”

Val did a 360 degree turn. Dusk had
turned to night and he could not see a light on the skyline, only
the orange glow of Jackson streetlights in the distance. There was
not a building within a half-mile of the shooting scene. The
nearest residence was a ramshackle frame house owned by Ernest
Bland, a widower with no family in East Feliciana. Eighty if he was
a day, and as deaf as a post after toiling for sixty years in a
cotton mill. Ernie would not have heard The Who playing in his
front yard. Val hummed the opening bars of My Generation. He
collected 1970s British vinyl and although My Generation was a 1965
song, Val’s admiration for Daltrey, Townshend and Moon meant he
allowed it a place in his collection as an honorary exception. It
was a classic inspired by the Queen Mother having Townshend’s
Packard hearse towed from Belgravia as the sight offended her on
her daily excursions.

Four people had died this afternoon
and none of them was particularly old.







Chapter 6

The sound of high-pitched turbine
engines intruded on Val’s reverie. He automatically turned south in
the direction of Baton Rouge and quickly distinguished the
aircrafts’ navigation lights against the gunmetal cloud. The cross
winds would have made for an interesting flight, he thought. While
the sheriff and deputies were distracted, Val pressed a few buttons
on his phone and sent the fingerprint scans through to Dean Wallis
at the State Police forensic lab.

The sheriff barked orders at Black to
drive his cruiser further across the pasture and illuminate a
suitable spot for the choppers to land.

“Not too close,” Harris
shouted. “We don’t want their downdraughts disturbing the ground
around the Explorer.”

The sheriff’s cell phone rang. “SAC
Mann with further commands and demands,” Harris said, rolling his
eyes on checking caller ID.

The sheriff listened to the brief
instructions and cut the connection without having spoken. “The
state coroner and crime scene boys have been ordered to stand down.
The DHS is insisting that only its own people work the
scene.”

He had barely finished relaying the
information when two black Expeditions with heavily tinted windows
turned off the highway onto the gravel road, their headlights
throwing searchlight cones of illumination across the
pasture.

No budget cuts this year for the DHS,
Val thought.

The choppers also sported all black
paint jobs and resembled a couple of fat carrion crows as they
touched ground a couple hundred yards from the crime scene. The
shriek of their turbo engines died quickly and four agents wearing
DHS windbreakers emerged from each chopper. The seven men and one
woman made a chevron-shaped swoop towards the sheriff.

Val felt the first fat drops of rain
strike his crime scene overall. Before the agents had time to cover
the ground to the waiting sheriff and deputies, the heavens opened
and a deluge of driving rain swept across the pastureland. Poirer
handed out a bunch of yellow waterproof slicks to his East
Feliciana colleagues.

“That’s the lot. The
Homeland agents will have to fend for themselves,” he
said.

The two Expedition SUVs pulled up just
as the eight agents reached the East Feliciana lawmen. Their
arrival of the agents on foot reminded Val of the famous scene from
Reservoir Dogs where Tarantino had the dark-suited gang members
walk along a street against a driving beat soundtrack. However, the
agents had added a comedic element to the scene by wearing
disposable shoe covers and blue nitrile gloves.

“SAC Tom Mann,” the eldest
agent said as he took Sheriff Harris’s hand. “This is my number
two, Assistant Special Agent in Charge Julie Boyard.”

Apparently, the rest of the agents did
not warrant an introduction. Val shook the proffered hands of both
agents. Their hair was already saturated and water ran down their
faces, though neither seemed to be all that troubled by it. He
looked across at the two Expeditions but none of the occupants had
yet disembarked.

“What have we?” Mann asked
Sheriff Harris, looking towards the Explorer.

“Might be best if my
detective talks you through the scene.”

“ASAC Boyard,” Mann
commanded.

Julie Boyard moved towards the rental
vehicle and Val followed in her wake. She was about five foot eight
inches and had the physique of a runner. The wet linen of her
trouser legs clung to her sharply defined calves. Val’s knees ached
just at the thought of all the asphalt pounding it took to sculpt
musculature to that degree. She wore her platinum hair cut short.
Trying to be one of the guys? Val wondered.

“Four gunshot homicides,”
Val said. “Three adult males and one adult female. No witnesses.
The only confirmed ID is your agent Kelly Lockhart.”

SAC Mann had hung back to talk to
Sheriff Harris as Val continued his interpretation of the crime
scene. Boyard pulled a mini flashlight from her pocket and used its
powerful LED beam to make a thorough visual examination of all four
victims. She made no comment or observation during her inspection.
Val did his best to read her face for any emotive reaction,
especially as she checked out the dead body of her fellow female
special agent, but Boyard’s face betrayed nothing. She examined the
contents of the dead woman’s purse.

“How did you know the
female victim was a federal agent?” Boyard asked finally, her voice
was hard and matter of fact. “Lockhart wasn’t carrying her DHS
creds.”

“She was involved in a FBI
operation in East Feliciana Parish some years back, and
subsequently married a Clinton lawyer. Some of our deputies
remembered her from that time.”

“You didn’t?”

“I was with the NOPD at
the time.”

Boyard offered no thanks for the
information. Val studied her face as she continued with her
appraisal of the slaughter.

“They were set up by
someone they knew. Someone they thought they could trust,” Val
suggested.

“Indicated by the lowered
window and only one victim having time to draw his weapon, I
suppose?”

“That’s what it looks
like.”

Boyard trained the beam of her
flashlight on Deputy Poirer. “Or they could have been duped by a
killer in uniform.” The look of contempt she fired towards Val left
him in no doubt that Boyard had just downgraded him from credible
local detective to bumbling hick from the boonies. Any thought he
had harbored about offering Boyard his slicker
evaporated.

“Have you ID on the other
three?” Val asked.

“That’s
restricted.”

“Or any information on
what they were doing in Jackson?”

“Also
restricted.”

“For the record, what time
did the perp call you?”

Boyard opened her mouth to reply, but
managed to stop herself from speaking. A scowl flashed across her
face.

Score one for the hicks, Val
thought.




Chapter 7

 


The sheriff drove Val home after they
finally left the Jackson crime scene a little after ten o’clock.
Deputy Black was to remain parked up where the gravel road met the
black top to ensure only DHS vehicles and its personnel accessed
the scene. Another deputy would relieve him at midnight. As
expected, the DHS had assumed sole control and Ted Harris was too
wily a sheriff to go toe to toe with a heavy-hitter like SAC Mann
in any jurisdiction dispute. But Val knew that as far as Ted was
concerned, East Feliciana was his parish and he would play the long
game in the investigation. The DHS was sadly mistaken if it thought
it had benched Sheriff Ted Harris this early in the
innings.

Or Deputy Val Bosanquet, for that
matter.

Val said goodnight to the sheriff and
walked up the steps to the front door of his shotgun house.
Catalina had parked his SUV alongside the house and a light burning
in the living room signaled she was waiting up. Val would be glad
to shed his wet clothes and slip on a dry bathrobe.

He found Catalina hard at work on her
laptop.

“You look like you could
use a mug of strong, hot coffee,” she said. “Pretty grim, I heard.
Some details filtered back to the off-duty deputies at the
restaurant.”

Catalina busied herself in the kitchen
making a carafe of coffee and plating up link sausage and scrambled
eggs she had been keeping warm in the oven. Val slipped into a pair
of Nike training pants and the blue silk bathrobe Catalina had
presented him with at Christmas. He toweled his hair dry and used
his fingers as a comb. He felt his earlier anger at being sidelined
by the DHS dissipate. Jurisdictional squabbles had no place in the
home he and Catalina shared.

“It was good of you to
cook,” Val said as he sat down on the sofa to eat. He was famished
and the smell of the food had his stomach doing cartwheels. “How
did Nicki’s party go?”

Catalina poured herself a mug of
coffee before snuggling up comfortably against Val. “It was great
at first, the meal was sensational and the conversation lively. But
then news of the shooting started to filter back and put a downer
on the afternoon. Nobody felt much like celebrating. Most of the
guests left early, Nicki and Pete were one of the first couples to
leave. I think Nicki realized that once the hosts departed, none of
their guests would feel any obligation to stay on. It’s awful to
think that the anniversary of her son’s baptism will always invoke
memories of such an appalling atrocity.”

Val explained how one of the victims
had married a Clinton lawyer, Harry Meurant, after moving to New
Orleans. SAC Mann had contacted DHS agents in New Orleans, charging
them with breaking the news of his wife’s murder to
Meurant.

Catalina left Val to enjoy his supper
and turned her attention back to the screen of her laptop. She had
been in the middle of writing an e-mail and she typed out another
few short sentences before clicking the send button.

Val took a hefty slug of coffee and
pointed at the monitor screen with his mug. “Have you had news from
Guatemala?”

“You remember that I
explained how Senora Daphne Sandarti offered to help me trace Rosa
when the cover story my sister had spun was exposed as
fictional?”

Val nodded. Senora Sandarti’s husband
was a wealthy business executive and his wife promised to use his
influence with the Guatemalan police to try to locate Rosa who had
‘crossed the river’ into Guatemala like thousands of young Honduran
women in search of a better life. There was no pot of gold at the
end of the rainbow for most of them, and they often drifted into
prostitution or were recruited as drug mules for the Mexican drug
cartels. Either way, life was usually brutal and short.

Catalina continued, “President Rios
Montt’s trial ended a few weeks ago. It was a milestone when the
court convicted him of the genocide of his own people. The first
time any living former leader has been found guilty of such a
heinous crime.”

“Yeah, but isn’t there
some talk that there’s to be a fresh trial? He must still have
plenty of influential friends.”

“Time will tell. But one
of the key witnesses against him was a retired police chief,
Alberto Moreno. The prosecution called him and a few other senior
police officers to provide testimony about the disappeared in their
respective jurisdictions − Rios Montt’s enemies and opposition,
usually dragged from their beds by the military, never heard of
again. His regime came down hard on labor rights’ workers or union
organizers. Made him popular with President Reagan. One name was
mentioned in court that Moreno had heard before – Rosa de
Silva.”

Val noticed how Catalina’s eyes were
glistening, either from the tears she was trying to hold back or
from some flame of hope rekindled by the retired police chief.
Probably a little of both.

“My mother and I believed
that Rosa had earned the money she sent us from prostitution. What
other way could a young woman with no papers, no rights, hope to
make money in a country as rotten as Guatemala? We were wrong, so
very wrong. Rosa initially found employment in the sweatshops of
Guatemala City, stitching t-shirts for the US market at five
dollars a day. She quickly became politicized and began to campaign
for better conditions and pay for her fellow workers. Like herself,
many of the lowest paid were undocumented Hondurans. The workers
trusted her and she soon built up a reputation for honesty and
fearlessness. Her Guatemalan allies realized how valuable an asset
she could be for them. She fought for and won a number of landmark
labor and civil rights victories, all the time conscious that her
activities would inevitable draw attention from President Rios
Montt’s enforcers. Being undocumented, Rosa knew how easy it would
be for the military to add her name to the growing list of the
disappeared during one of its frequent suppression
sweeps.”

“Is that what you now
think happened?”

“There is no hard evidence
to support it. Rosa disappeared, but apparently on her own
volition. She went underground, changing her name and appearance
frequently, moving around, rarely spending more than a few days in
the same location, working harder than ever to fight the iniquities
of the Montt regime. Fearing it would be traced back, she must have
stopped sending money to momma and me, or it may have been
intercepted. Montt ‘s insidious influence extended to
Honduras.”

“And this Alberto Moreno
has written to you?”

“No. Not directly. He
contacted Senora Sandarti and explained how Rosa’s name and details
of her labor activities came out at the trial. She hired Moreno to
probe a little deeper, not wishing to raise my hopes until she had
something a little more concrete to go on.”

“Maybe I’m playing devil’s
advocate here, but surely an ex-policeman, a key link in the
right-wing Montt regime, would have great difficulty getting anyone
of importance in the labor movement to talk with him? How can you
know he is to be trusted? It could be some sort of elaborate trap
to lure Rosa into the open.”

“You’re a cop. You must
have criminals who talk with you?”

Val grunted. “Usually when they’re
trying to float a deal to save their scrawny necks.”

“Senora Sandarti says that
since the original conviction, there has been a sense of optimism
in the country. Even with the verdict set aside for now, the people
no longer fear Rios Montt. They consider him a spent force. They
are looking to the future, looking for better times ahead. And
don’t forget, Moreno was giving evidence against Montt. He might be
one of the good guys.”

“Or he’s smart enough to
realize that he’s managed to latch onto a rich woman as his new
paymaster. His retirement would be a great deal more comfortable
with Senora Sandarti’s checks landing on his desk each
month.”

“Daphne Sandarti is
nobody’s fool. She has agreed a strict cost structure with Moreno
and a limited timeframe. He will have to verify all his expenses. I
intend to reimburse her from the funds my mother refused to touch
after we discovered Rosa’s story about working for Senora Sandarti
was a fabrication. I can make up any shortfall from my own income.
”

Val was skeptical. It all seemed a
little too convenient. Why now after all these years? Agreed, the
trial had ended, but Montt had been in custody for years, stripped
of power, neutralized. Admittedly, it would not have been easy for
Rosa, while maintaining a low profile, to keep track of Catalina
after her mother died and the Sisters of St. Agnes nuns had helped
her relocate to Texas. He looked at the hope in Catalina’s face and
knew he would do nothing to take that from her.

But he would find a way to check out
this Moreno. There was no way he would allow the ex-cop to keep
stringing her along if he wasn’t on the level.

Catalina closed her laptop with a
sigh.

“You think I’m being
silly,” she said, looking at Val.

“Not at all. Fate has
handed you a lead and you should, and must, follow up on it as best
you can. I will back you one hundred percent. Just don’t go
building up your hopes. It’s been a long time.”

“I know, but you do hear
stories of people turning up years after they went
missing.”

“If Rosa is still alive,
she will be hard to find. She may have built a new life and might
not want to be found. She would be deeply suspicious of any
enquiries being fronted by a retired police officer and the wife of
a wealthy businessman.







Chapter 8

 


Val and Nicki signed out of
the office early Saturday morning and drove west on I-10
towards the crime scene outside Jackson. The
storm had blown itself out and the sky was a watery blue with long,
shallow clouds on the horizon. Pools of water still lay along the
sides of the blacktop but the strong May sun would soon dry them
up.

Deputy Black was no longer on duty at
the highway end of the gravel track; Deputy Lance King had relieved
him and he waved their SUV through. The crime scene was still
bustling with activity though it seemed that the end was in sight.
The victims’ vehicle had been loaded onto a flatbed trailer and
draped with a gray tarp, ready for transportation to a forensic
facility for a more comprehensive examination. Presumably, SAC Mann
had authorized the removal of the four bodies to a morgue during
the night. A line of crime-scene suited techs, on their hands and
knees, were making a fingertip search of the crime scene. The
choppers were gone and the two black Expedition SUVs added to by
another brace.

Val’s phone chirped as he drove
towards the tree line. It was the State Police laboratory
number.

“Deputy Bosanquet,” Val
answered using his Bluetooth connection.

“We ran those prints you
sent us overnight,” Dean Wallis said. “Four victims got you to the
front of the line. I came into work an hour early to see if we had
struck the jackpot
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