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			Chapter 1

			Hues of gold and orange sparkled on the rippling water as the sun rose. In the distance, birds chatter echoed through the small marsh. The Wetlands Observatory was a parcel of land that had been set aside in the St. Bernard Parish in Chalmette, Louisiana. A popular outdoor getaway, it just happened to be a favorite fishing hole for the two old men, who were already casting their lines into the water.

			Burt reeled in his line so he could recast it. Since his retirement, the old codger had put on a few pounds. His wife often gave him grief for that, but he never gave in to her fussing. The way he figured it, why not live a little? What was the point of working his entire life only to be told what he could or couldn’t do when he got old? He had earned the right to live however he wanted after working his fingers to the bone to support his family, and if that meant cutting up with his good buddy while they fished, then so be it. Not like he really expected her to throw a fit. It had taken less than two weeks for them to figure out they both would go crazy if Burt didn’t find something else to keep him occupied.

			He fiddled with the line, trying to bring it in just a turn, but his hook caught on something. It was either a big fish, or he was snagged again. The tip of the rod bowed as he tugged and reeled simultaneously. The line snapped, and he nearly lost his footing. Bert’s friend, Robert, chuckled. Bert threw his pole down and stomped his foot in irritation causing two ducks to take flight. The startled birds made enough noise to wake the dead. “Blast it, birds! You’ll scare the fish!”

			This was the fourth time his line had gotten snagged this morning, and he didn’t have the patience to deal with it any longer, especially not when Robert had already landed two fish. Grumbling under his breath, Bert picked up the pole and tied another hook on the line. He tossed it toward the water with a fresh hook and bait, but it landed in the reeds near the bank instead. He refused to let Robert win another bet. 

			Bets had always been a way of life for the two of them, from the time they were boys sneaking down to the waterhole whenever they were supposed to be doing their chores to the days when their wives nagged them to pitch in more around the house. Fishing was in their blood. Anyone who looked at Burt would see how invested he was in the sport, for he wore a fishing vest with lures pinned at every foreseeable angle. His fishing cap was tight on his head, sometimes a little too tight depending on when the sun hit it. 

			Yes, fishing was a serious business. To his chagrin, the line was snagged again. The more he pulled, the more he realized he was going to have to retrieve it another way. He wasn’t looking forward to the jackass comments that were sure to follow. “Damn it. Not again.”

			Robert chuckled again at his friend. The tall, thin man wore a floppy fishing hat with lures pinned to the band. “Miss the water, did ya?”

			Burt turned his head sharply toward his friend and scowled at him. “Shut up, would ya? You’re scaring the fish away.”

			Robert winked at his old friend playfully. “Hey, a bet’s a bet, old man. You lose any more lures today, and you owe me a whole bottle of Top Shelf.”

			Burt shook his head and pointed his finger at his friend. “Don’t get your hopes up, you old coot! I ain’t lost nothin’ yet.”

			Robert laughed harder at Burt’s antics before nodding to the reeds near the pier. “Well, get on down there, Burt. Or are those old bones too weary to make the trip?”

			Burt shook his head and turned to walk away. As he did, he grumbled every step of the way. “Old bones, my ass. You just keep fishin’ and stop worryin’ ‘bout my bones.”

			Burt continued to mumble to himself, all words that made no sense to anyone within range. It was simply something Burt had taken to doing anytime he felt like he was being nagged. He walked down the pier and made his way down the sloping hill that led to the shoreline of the small marsh. “Thinks I’m going to be buyin’ him a damn thing. He can think again. I’ll get that lure. Watch me.” 

			As Burt searched through the reeds and long grasses, a bird took flight and nearly scared the life out of him. Its wings nearly knocked the cap off his head as it flew out of the reeds. 

			“Son-of-a—!”

			“What’s that, Burt?”

			“Shut your pie hole, Robert. Just keep your eye on your line, will ya?” Burt shook his head as he tried to still the beating of his heart. He had been warned not to get the old ticker fired up too fast, especially not with his cholesterol issues. Hell, if he ended up in the hospital, his wife would never let him out of her sight. 

			“Fine, but I’m still ahead. You better hurry up if you want to catch up to me in this decade.”

			Burt turned around to wave his arm at the offending words. “Keep telling yourself that, jackass!”

			Burt knew he should just ignore Robert’s taunts. He would make him pay for them in the long run because everyone knew Burt was the better fisherman. Kneeling down, he pushed some of the reeds apart and found the red feather from his lure a little deeper in the reeds.

			“Looks like I’m going to win this thing yet.” Burt stepped closer and pushed the foliage out of the way. What he saw nearly made him jump out of his skin. His lure was snagged on the last thing he expected to find. His breath came out in a loud woosh as shock took over his brain, for there in front of him was a bloated body that looked like it had been out in the sun a little too long. 

			He paused, with the air of someone ready to run yet frozen in place. The man in front of him was turned on his side, facing away from Burt. While the body was half in the water, Burt was not certain whether the man was dead. He sure as shit didn’t want to find out, either. Some people were fascinated with dead bodies; he wasn’t one of them.

			Burt took a step back, weighing his options. His heartbeat hammered in his ears as his muddled brain tried to figure out what to do. Run? Call for help, then run? Somewhere running had factored into that equation, and while it seemed like a good idea, his hips told him that wasn’t about to happen. He had no other choice. After a brief pause, he called out to the man. “Ya all right there, fella?”

			Robert must have heard Burt talking, for he called out to him. “Who dat?”

			Burt took his hat off and scratched the top of his head before putting it back on. It was as if his body had decided now was the perfect time to sweat from every pore. He pulled at his shirt and fanned himself with the fabric. “I dunno, Rob. Looks like he mighta’ drank someone under the table.”

			“He breathin’?”

			Burt turned to call up at him, squinting as the sun hit his face just enough to blind him when it hit him just so. He wanted to throw something at Robert, but the closest object was a rock stuck under the man’s legs. For one, he didn’t want to move the body to get it, and honestly, there was no way he could chuck it farther than a foot or two without throwing his back out. The humor of that thought helped him calm down enough to answer his friend. “I dunno. Why don’t you come check?” 

			Robert snorted loudly. “Nah. I’m fine where I am, thank you very much. Besides, I’m ‘bout to get the big one.”

			“Big one, my ass,” Burt muttered to himself. He crouched down to check the man more closely. After using two fingers to check for a pulse, he snatched them away and scrambled from the body. Dead as a doornail and cold as ice too. Burt shook his head and lamented his luck. “I just knew I shoulda’ stayed in bed today.”

			“Well?” Robert called down to him. 

			Burt wanted to smack the shit out of him, but that would only get his blood boiling all over again. “Call 9-1-1, Rob. He ain’t breathin’.”

			Robert used his free hand to reach for his cell phone while the other continued holding his pole up. Robert turned on the phone and searched for the number pad as he called down to Burt, “If he’s dead, what are they gonna do?”

			“Just call them, asshole.” 

			Burt took his hat off and wiped the sweat from his brow again. Even though the cool morning air chilled his skin, the sweat continued to pour. It was a nervous reaction. At least, that was what he hoped. For now, he was happy he hadn’t soiled his pants. That would be something Robert would never let him live down.

			“Hold your horses.” Robert dialed the phone and put it on speaker so Burt could hear it too.

			“9-1-1, what’s the nature of your emergency?”

			Robert steadied the pole on his hip and pulled the phone up to his mouth to shout into it. “Yeah, there’s a dead guy here at the observatory.”

			“Are you sure he’s dead?” the operator asked him.

			“Hold on.” Robert moved the phone out of his way as he called down to Burt as if forgetting he had the phone on speaker. “Burt, you sure he’s gone?”

			Burt nodded his head. “Yeah. Dead as a doorknob.”

			Robert pulled the phone back up to his mouth. “Yep. He says he’s dead.”

			“Does he have a pulse?” 

			“Yo, Burt. Check for a pulse,” Robert yelled down at him.

			Burt put his hands on his hips and groaned in irritation. “I’ve done did that already.”

			“Check again.” 

			Burt shook his head. He had to be joking. Burt had touched that body as much as he planned to. “How ‘bout you check?”

			Robert held the phone up in front of him. “I’m on the phone, jackass. You do it.”

			Burt begrudgingly stepped through the grass again. His nose turned up in disgust as he rolled the man over to feel for a pulse. He was starting to wish he had skipped that extra slather of cream cheese on his bagel this morning as his stomach started to turn sour on him. “Last time I make a bet with him.”

			At that moment, Robert’s line started to jerk. He hooted in surprise and nearly dropped the phone as he tried to reel it in while still staying online with the emergency dispatch. “About time!”

			“Sorry, sir, what was that?” 

			“Nothing, hold on a sec.” Robert set the phone on the pier next to him as he started to reel in his next catch of the day.

			Burt was fit to be tied by this point as he turned to see his friend reeling in his line while he had to be the one to touch the dead guy in the water. As irritated as he was with Robert, he shoved it to the side and focused on the problem at hand. “No pulse, and he’s cold as a fish.”

			Robert nodded to Burt, then leaned down to shout at the phone on the pier. “Burt says he’s definitely dead and cold. You want him to try CPR?”

			Burt glared up at Robert. “I heard that! Ain’t no way I’m putting my mouth on a corpse!”

			“That won’t be necessary. I’ve alerted the authorities. Help is on the way. If you could stay where you are, I’ll send them directly to you.”

			“Will do.” Robert’s reel jerked furiously, and he went back to reeling in his fish.

			Burt reached over to retrieve his lure and slowly made his way up the hill. “Last time I go fishing with you.”

			“You say that now, but you know you’ll be back,” Robert teased him. “Get up here and get to fishin’ before they get here and chase them away.”

			“Like your shoutin’ ain’t already done that?” Burt scowled at him as he picked up his fishing pole to add his lure back to the end. “I’m still not buying you a damned thing.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Lance Knight reached up and wiped the condensation from the mirror with his towel. He studied his reflection and ran his fingertips over the stubble on his jawline. He felt older than thirty-six as he noticed his ebony hair had a touch of grey at his temples. The weight of his job was starting to wear on him.

			Lance had been promoted to sergeant in the Special Investigations Division a year ago. His life had been a rollercoaster ever since, as the homicide cases seemed to pile up around him. Currently, he had five cases on his desk that were still unsolved. None of them seemed related, as each one had its own intricate web that he couldn’t seem to piece together. Lance was bound and determined to solve them as soon as possible. These murder victims deserved vindication, and their loved ones deserved to know their lives counted enough for the St. Bernard Sheriff’s Department to put in the time to solve them.

			After lathering his face, he slid the razor across his jawline. His cell phone buzzed, causing him to nick his jaw. “Damn it.”

			He looked at the phone screen while he dabbed a small piece of toilet paper on the cut. Lexie. She wanted more from him than he was willing to give most days—not because she was not worthy of the attention, but because he had very little to offer when the day was done. She seemed to understand it most of the time. They had gotten along pretty well the past year, dating on and off, having what he considered a casual relationship. Lance had very little room in his life for anything more serious.

			Lance put the phone on speaker. “Lexie.”

			“I just wanted to make sure we were still on for tonight. Our schedules haven’t been meshing up lately.” Her voice was sweet but laced with a hint of disappointment. Lexie was an attractive woman, one who had been more than accepting of his late hours and all the calls that took him away from giving her the attention she probably deserved, but she would never be his ever after. Hell, Lance was not sure any woman would be. He was far too driven to settle down.

			“Should be fine. I’ll let you know if anything changes.” 

			“Should I hold my breath?”

			“I’ll be there, Lexie.” At least he would try. He had no control over the homicidal maniacs out there, unfortunately. Besides, spending the night with her always helped him burn off some stress. They were equally matched in that aspect. Lexie was an assistant to some high-strung socialite who had her at her beck and call at all hours of the night. The fact that Lexie was often busy doing her client’s bidding was something that had worked in his favor. She was less available, which suited his schedule just fine.

			“Good. I could use some TLC.” Her voice was like smooth honey on the other end of the line. 

			TLC—tender loving care for most people. But for them, it meant he would get lucky tonight if he played his cards right. He intended to come with a stacked deck if he had to. “I’ve got to get ready for work, Lexie. I’ll see you later.”

			“You better. I might even wear the red tonight.” The line went dead as Lexie ended the call.

			Shit. The red? No one better die today. The blonde was attractive in almost everything she wore, but the red lace was by far his favorite. A man had to be dead not to respond to Lexie in red lingerie. Even now, his flag was almost raising at the thought of it. Lance shook his head and tried to refocus. There was too much work on his desk to let a fantasy drag him away from his work. 

			Lance made quick work of the rest of his morning routine. He was in his car on the way to the precinct before any other interruptions could keep him from arriving for his shift. He made it a habit to never be late. Lance certainly was not about to start now, either. He looked into his rearview mirror and saw the white dots of paper stuck to his chin and quickly wiped them off his face. Good thing he had found those before he got to his desk. He would have never lived that one down. Some of the guys there had been known to play a trick or two, but it was always on the down low. No need to give them free ammunition to use later. 

			By the time Lance made it to his desk, his mind had shifted to all the case files awaiting him. His desk was just one of several cubicles pieced together and set across the third floor. On the back wall of the third floor was the board where they worked through their ideas as they compiled information for each case. The technology was much better these days than when he first started as a rookie. Gone were the cork boards where they pinned up their photos. Chalkboards had been outdated well before he had ever started. The dry-erase board he had started with had shifted to an electronic display that could be used for a dry-erase board if the need arose. 

			As much as he liked having new technology, sometimes that failed. A legal pad worked in a pinch. It was something he had definitely thought about buying stock in. His thoughts came easier to him when he wrote them down. In his mind, they were safer, too, and less easy for hackers to get information from. Sometimes Lance didn’t trust the world around him, especially when his job was to bring down some of the most gruesome perpetrators.

			Lance sat at his desk and glanced at the first folder—the Lewis case. That one would probably haunt him until his dying day. Who kills a mother and her children in the light of day and walks away with no one even noticing? The husband had been their prime suspect—spouses typically were—but his alibi was strong, and from all angles, he appeared to be a loving father and devoted husband. The problem with appearances was the world was filled with far too many play actors. No one could be trusted. Lance was still not sure the man was innocent, but he could not prove otherwise. No clues, no evidence. It was as if some random person had come into their world and hacked them all to pieces. Lance closed the file and let out a disgusted breath. 

			Lance was about to pick up the next file when Captain Kurt Donovan tossed another file on his desk. 

			Lance sat back in his chair and looked up at the captain. “Good morning to you too, Captain.”

			Kurt grunted. “Says you.” 

			Lance picked up the folder. “What’s this?” 

			Captain Donovan nodded to the folder. “I believe this may pertain to the other case you’re working on.”

			“Oh?” Lance opened the folder and saw a few printed photos.

			“As you can see, there’s been another body found. These are just a few of the photos that were sent.”

			Lance could see the water and reeds that often signified his least favorite location. “In the marshes?”

			“Not quite. A couple of fishermen found this one on the outskirts of the observatory.”

			Lance glanced at the photos again. “Do you think they’re connected?”

			Captain Donovan paused to think about it. He had the air of a man ready to stroke his beard if the man had one. He looked lost in thought, and for a moment, Lance thought he might not answer him. “Possibly, but we don’t want to make any assumptions.” 

			“This all we got?”

			“It’s a fresh scene. The deputies are keeping it clear until the coroner can make it there.”

			“Gina?”

			“Do you know another coroner?” Captain Donovan’s eyebrow rose curiously.

			Lance grinned. “And you call me the smart ass.” 

			“Watch it, Sergeant. Someone might think I’ve gone soft.” A slow-growing smirk slid across his face. The captain was generally not one to show any kind of emotion. 

			“Doubtful.”

			“Get moving, Sergeant. I want you to go check it out. See if you can find any connections between these cases. Gina’s already en route.”

			Lance slid his cell phone into his pocket and pushed away from his desk to stand. “Okay, I’m on my way.”

			“And Lance?”

			Lance had almost made it to the door. He turned to look at him. “Yeah, Captain?”

			Captain Donovan was now standing up behind him. “Try to keep it low-key. People tend to get spooked whenever a body is found near the water.”

			Spooked was putting it lightly, really. Highly superstitious and judgmental might be better choices of words. There were so many stories of haunted swamps and waterways in Louisiana. The whole state was rich in alleged paranormal activities, most steeped in the occult. Wherever a dead body existed, stories of deceit and revenge seemed to follow it. They always had to monitor the media to keep them from spinning the hysteria that kept the people separated by their cultural bias. 

			“The last thing we need is another media circus. I’ll have the deputies hold them back. You coming?” 

			“Not this time. I have a meeting with the parish mayor-president.”

			Lance had always wondered why Louisiana insisted on having a parish mayor-president instead of a mayor, like every other state. Apparently, the elected individual served as both president of the parish and mayor of the city. Unlike other states, Louisiana didn’t have counties. Instead, they had parishes, a throwback to an era long past when the Roman Catholic religion was prevalent. The boundaries of the parishes aligned with the state’s church parishes, hence the use of the word. Lance had only lived in Louisiana for the past ten years. He had lived in the Midwest most of his life, having served his first five years on the police force in the St. Louis area in Missouri. 

			Lance had met the mayor-president, a rather starchy guy with a down-to-business attitude when he made sergeant. He had very little interaction with the official, which suited him just fine. 

			“Good luck. I’d rather take my chances with a stiff than that guy.”

			Captain Donovan snorted derisively. “Same.”

			“Someone has to do it, though.” 

			Captain Donovan rubbed the tension from the back of his neck. “Have I ever told you how much I hate politics?”

			Lance smiled at him, almost felt like clapping him on the back like one of the boys, but refrained. It just didn’t seem like a good idea. While he had a good working relationship with the man, Kurt Donovan would never break the lines between work and friendship. Maybe it was the difference in age, the titles that sat between them, or different life experiences. Whatever it was, it sat between them. 

			“Every damn day, Captain.” 

			“It begs repeating. Keep me informed, Sergeant.”

			“Will do, Captain.” Lance never kept pertinent information back. His job was to keep the captain informed at all times. He didn’t mind. The man was a good sounding board and had helped solve every homicide that came into the precinct. The captain had always been hands-on with every department. He was not like other captains Lance had worked under. Some of them had fed into the bureaucracy that fueled their departments. Not Kurt Donovan. He had been the most driven man Lance had ever worked for, and part of that stemmed from the fact that the captain was a lifer. He was born and bred in Louisiana. The man was proud to serve his community. Lance was still trying to decide where he fit there. They were definitely two different people.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			When Lance pulled his black sedan into the parking lot at the Wetlands Observatory, two sheriff’s cruisers were already parked there. Red and blue lights were flashing, indicating that something had gone down in the park. Those lights were like silent beacons drawing the press like a flock of birds to a newly planted field. The presence of the black van marked with the coroner’s logo would be all the confirmation those vultures needed. Lance was not a fan of the press. He had never met a reporter he liked. Most would push their way into a funeral to get the “inside scoop” to sensationalize the grief of a widow or surviving family if it meant they would sell more papers or nail the spotlight on the nightly news. Death was not sensational. It was a part of all life cycles, but when it resulted from a gruesome murder, people were out to profit from it. That never set right with him.

			After putting his car in park, he checked the passenger seat, where he had thrown his small notepad. He usually kept it in his back pocket to pull out whenever he needed to take notes. Some people used their cell phones to do that. That was too modern age for him. He would take an old-school notebook any day of the week. There was something to be said for writing something down by hand. He had done the same thing at the academy when he was a cadet. Most of the other cadets relied on their memory during training. Lance had always written down as much as he could keep up with, something he had gotten grief about more times than he cared to count. It was not that he didn’t trust his memory, just that he preferred to have it written down so he could reference it at a moment’s notice.

			Grabbing the notebook, he opened the door and stepped out of the sedan. As he stood there, he scanned his surroundings. Certainly seemed like an uneventful morning, judging by the quiet atmosphere before him. Maybe that was because the sheriff’s cruisers kept the visitors at bay. Lance had never spent much time at the Wetlands Observatory. He was not much of a fisherman—no time nor the skill that most people in this area seemed happy to flaunt. 

			Lance closed the door and headed toward the two deputies standing by their cruisers. He ignored the local news van, whose crew almost leapt into action when he walked by it. 

			“Sir, a word. Can you give us any details?” Katrina Carol asked him. The young brunette was probably his least favorite reporter yet. He had met most of them over the years. This one had replaced one that retired the year before. She was hungry for stardom, more so than most.

			“No comment. Please stay behind the tape. Some of us have a real job to do.” Lance didn’t even turn to look at her as he issued his orders to her.

			“You don’t have to be so touchy, Sergeant.” 

			Katrina’s brown eyes flashed with anger, but Lance barely gave any inclination that he noticed. No one had time for flaky reporters. Not even the dead.

			Lance nodded to Deputy Rodgers. “Keep them away from the water. Make sure they don’t pass the line.”

			Deputy Rodgers was dressed in the standard black deputy uniform from head to toe. He gave a side glance to the reporters before nodding to the sergeant. “We’ll hold them off, but you know how twitchy they get when they hear about a dead body on the scanner.”

			“Just do your best, Rodgers.” 

			Lance headed to the waterfront, where the other officers had gathered. This was certainly not the way he wanted to start his day off. He might have to cancel with Lexie after all. She would never let him hear the end of it. Like he controlled how many people were murdered around here. Hell, if he could control anything, he would have already caught the bastard responsible for these deaths. Maybe it was more than one. There was no clear way of knowing. 

			The grass crunched under his feet. He heard the faint buzz of conversation as the officers around him speculated about the circumstances of the man’s death. Lance was not one to join the speculation, which was probably why no one started talking to him as he stopped near them. It suited him just fine. He went about making his own observations about the area. The grass was still wet and looked untouched, which could imply the body had been there for more than just a few hours. It took a fair about of time for plants to recover when something as large as a body was drug across it. He studied the shoreline. The channel was too shallow, so a boat would have been out of the question.

			Lance found the one person he wanted to see, Gina Goodwin, the coroner and medical examiner for St. Bernard Parish. The two had a good working relationship for two people forced to work together on a more regular basis than he cared to admit. As a sergeant, he often found his best support came from the coroner wherever he was placed, and Gina was one of the best. 

			He made his way over to where Gina and her assistant Mark were gathering evidence. Gina had her auburn hair pulled back behind her neck. She was just a hair older than he was, although he had never thought to ask her age. Some things weren’t necessary information, and a woman’s age was one of them, but only if she were past her minor years. His mother had set that in his head long ago. Unless she’s not old enough to drink, never ask a woman her age, especially those older than him. That had probably saved him a fair amount of grief in his dating life. Not that he dated many women who were older than him. Like most men, he liked them younger, but too young was also out of the question. The young ones were way too clingy.

			Gina was crouched over the body, checking for signs of a wound. She stopped long enough to make sure Mark was doing his job before she returned her attention to the body. She saw Lance approach and nodded to him. “Sergeant.”

			“Good morning, Gina.”

			“Is it, though? I say it’s going to rain.” Gina sniffed the air and shook her head. “We better get this done soon.”

			Lance looked up at the sky, but all he could see was pale blue surrounded by a few puffy white clouds. It didn’t look like it would rain, but Gina had a keen sense of the outdoors, especially concerning the weather. This skill was something that helped her gauge just how long she had to retrieve a body in most circumstances. 

			“Besides a gruesome forecast, can you give me any insight yet?”

			Gina stood up next to Lance and removed her gloves. “No wounds that I can see. No immediate cause of death. We’ll have to get him back to the lab before I know the story.”

			“Any idea who it is?” Like it was ever that easy. Half the battle was identifying the victim. Killers rarely left clues to make cops’ lives easier. If only they would be so accommodating.

			“No I.D. yet, but I’m sure we’ll get a hit on his prints.”

			Lance scanned the area along the shoreline again. He almost shuddered at the thought of what lay in the waters nearby. “I’m kinda surprised there’s anything left. This area’s full of gators.”

			Gina shrugged. “It is, but the body’s a bit far from the marsh, Sergeant. Gators tend to like rotten meat. Had the body been here a few more days, we’d probably never have found it.”

			Lance grimaced and saw Gina grinning at his reaction. She was the closest thing he had to a friend in this town, not that he would ever admit it to her. Gina was a peculiar bird—one day she was all business, and the next, she was teasing him like one of the boys back home. The fact that he never knew which Gina he would get kept him on his toes with his reaction to her. 

			“Uh-huh. How long will it take you to wrap it up?”

			“Not too long.”

			“Good. This area always creeps me out.” Lance nodded to the water and shook his head. “Bad juju here.”

			“You’re telling me. Try growing up around here.”

			“That’s a hard pass.” Lance was not as prone to superstition as the rest of them, but it took a strong man to disregard all the dark stories of haunted marshes cursed by voodoo priestesses. Lance
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