
Chapter One

			May 2018

			Seven Years Later

			 

			Deputy Sherriff Claire Duvall jogged along the familiar path that ran on the outskirts of the small parish in Louisiana. The crunch of her shoes on the asphalt was rhythmic, showing no hint of stress from the mile she had just run. She was in the runner’s zone, her long strides effortless as she crossed yet another bridge that straddled the slow-moving water of Kalfou Bayou.

			She stopped when she reached the weathered sign that should read Welcome to Kalfou Parish. Instead, thanks to a vandal, it read Welcome to Voodoo Parish. Beneath it all was a drawing of a Voodoo doll, complete with pins sticking out of its body. She pulled errant strands of her black hair back into a neat ponytail before a glance at her watch sent her on her way once again. A frown marred her features as she thought about the vandal.

			When will people realize that Voodoo is a religion meant to help people? Only a Voodoo witch would use black magic to harm others.

			Living in rural Kalfou Parish, Claire had been exposed to Voodoo from an early age. Like many residents in Louisiana, she understood most of the Voodoo gods, called loa, were similar to the Catholic saints while other more prominent loa represented the Virgin Mother, and even Jesus. Claire was a believer in both Catholicism and Voodoo. She reckoned it might seem odd to an outsider, but it was routine for many throughout rural Louisiana. 

			In the Voodoo religion, Kalfou meant a crossroad between good and evil, a sacred place where believers lifted sacrifices to their gods. The Haitian slaves that worked the plantations named it. The owners defined the word literally and embraced it as simply a crossroads, appropriate for the prosperous trade associated with the bayou’s booming transport hub. Kalfou became synonymous with both the bayou and the parish, and it stuck.

			She supposed the parish was now at a crossroads of sorts. The once-thriving population was now less than a thousand. It had dwindled as transportation changed from water to road, and later, modernized farming reduced it further. But it was Hurricane Lionel that may have dealt the final blow. The 2007 storm tore through everything in its path and raised nearby waters to levels never seen before. The devastation was enormous, and many chose to build a life elsewhere. 

			Claire was also at a crossroads. Since her mother’s death a couple of years ago, little held her here. She wanted a change. She needed a change, but something held her back. As much as she itched for something better, her prayers for guidance went unanswered. Both Voodoo’s Legba, and the Catholic Jesus remained silent on the matter.

			Oaks and pines changed to a large field of sugar cane, the healthy green stalks growing nicely in the warm May weather. At the edge of the field sat the weathered and battered home of Mr. Henri Trahan. It was no surprise to see the elderly gentleman placing crawdad baskets into the bed of his ancient pickup. “Mornin’ Claire.” His gravelly voice, thick with its Cajun cadence and dropped endings was reminiscent of her mother’s. Perhaps more pronounced in the older generation, the lyrical sound was as flavorful as the cuisine that made the Cajuns famous. 

			“Hey, Mr. Henri.” She always used the respectful term with Henri Trahan. His weathered skin and white hair attested to his life of hard work while his integrity attested to his faith. Anyone that held no bias for his poverty, or the color of his skin knew Mr. Henri was worthy of respect. “Looks like you’re going to catch some crawdads today.”

			“I thought I’d set out some traps while I gather some goat seed and manglier. I can get my crawdads for my supper while I’m getting herbs for my medicines.” 

			A couple of elderly women in the parish sold herbals to the sick but no one came close to Mr. Henri’s knowledge. His mother had been an influential Voodoo priestess and Mr. Henri had learned at her knee everything from how to cast a spell to which plant helped with an upset stomach. Claire had seen the results of his work many times and trusted his expertise and his desire to help. “Claire, you coming to the Healing Service this week?” he asked as he lowered the tailgate of his old Chevy pickup. “There is so much cancer popping up in the parish, Father Higgins felt we should pray over the sick.” 

			Claire refrained from rolling her eyes out of respect for Mr. Henri. “Mr. Henri, you know some people wouldn’t be happy to see me cross the threshold of their church.”

			“Now Claire, it ain’t up to you and them people. It’s up to you and God. Anybody that wants to be thataway ain’t there for the right reason, now are they?” He stopped loading his truck and walked over to her. “I promised yer mama I’d keep after you but you sure are a stubborn young thang.” He smiled to take away any sting from his words. “I guess you take after her, huh?”

			“Mama had me beat by a mile, Mr. Henri.”

			He laughed out loud. “I’m guessing yer right about that. She always had a mind of her own.”

			A sudden caw drew their attention. Up in Mr. Henri’s huge oak tree sat a huge crow. It perched on the highest branch looking down on them and cawed several times before flying away, its black feathers shining in the morning sun.

			Mr. Henri’s expression darkened as he stuffed his hands in his pockets. “A bad sign, Claire,” he said softly. “A big crow means big trouble is coming.” He looked at her, his dark eyes seeing far too much. “Yesterday, as I prayed, Legba came to me and told me to make these gris-gris, one for you and one for the sheriff.” He pulled two small muslin bags from his pocket, each attached to thin leather strips. 

			She immediately put hers around her neck, accepting it without question, but she gingerly accepted the Sheriff’s pouch. A gris-gris carried power, and she wasn’t sure how it might react to someone other than the sheriff or Mr. Henri. 

			“Is the crow forewarning trouble?”

			Mr. Henri gazed in the direction of the big crow’s flight, cypress trees standing tall at the edge of the bayou. “Not for me to say,” he replied. “But something dark is about to touch you both, sooner rather than later.” He turned back to Claire and patted her arm.” I ain’t sayin’ anything you don’t already know, but it never hurts to remind you. Make sure you tell the sheriff to keep the gris-gris in his pocket or around his neck. The bag must remain in contact with him for it to do its work.”

			She stared at the pouch, its plain fabric giving no hint of what was inside. With a little trepidation, she placed it in the pocket of her jogging shorts. She nodded. “I’ll tell him, Mr. Henri. But I’m not sure if he will—­”

			“It’s his choice, of course. But Papa Legba told me he’s in danger. He said nothing about what was coming, only that it was very serious.”

			A sudden chill ran down Claire’s spine. Anyone that needed to contact any of the Voodoo gods went to Mr. Henri to invoke their help. It was rare indeed for his requests to go unanswered. It would be prudent to listen to him. She grew more aware of the touch of the muslin around her neck. 

			He looked beyond the sugar cane to the forest where he spoke to the loa, the gods of Voodoo, and performed his rituals. Turning toward it now, he said, “I saw a dark cloud hanging over our bayou. While I watched, the cloud grew darker and bigger.” He turned back to Claire. “Papa Legba’s brother, Kalfou, must be growing strong. Papa Legba is having trouble keeping things balanced. I’m thinking the crow is a sign about trouble brewing in the swamp since he flew thataway.”

			Claire listened intently to the wise old man. Unbelievers might scorn his words, but she had seen him call the loa too many times to disbelieve anything he said. She began to ask what his vision meant but the sound of a car on the quiet country road caught their attention.

			A patrol car came into sight and Mr. Henri’s frown deepened. “Here comes Lester. Looks like he got hold of a sour persimmon.”

			She turned and saw her nemesis, Deputy Lester Henderson, in one of the Kalfou Parish Sheriff’s Department squad cars. As usual, he sported a frown, indicating an insult would probably be coming her way in the next few minutes. As he drew close, he ran his fingers through his greasy strawberry-blond hair making it stand on end, a sure sign he was aggravated. He pulled the car up so close she was forced to back away. Claire refrained from rolling her eyes at his peevish display. She didn’t want to start an argument. 

			When she leaned down, he lowered the window and glared at her.

			“What’s up Lester?” No smile for him.

			“I thought I’d find you here,” he stated as if it were a bad thing. “Come on and get in. The sheriff has been looking for you and sent me to find you.” He pushed his sleeves up out of habit as his slight frame didn’t fill out the uniform properly.

			Claire wasted no time arguing and got in. “See you later, Mr. Henri,” she said as she was closing the door. He answered with a wave as Lester turned the car around, throwing gravel as he spun from the driveway.

			“Hopper Beaumont was caught poaching about an hour ago. They found some things we need to check.” For once his chronically sulky expression lifted, curiosity piqued by the mysterious items that were important enough to warrant both deputies’ attention.

			“Where was he? Where are the suspicious items?” she asked.

			“Down at the boat ramp off of Breaux Road.”

			“All the way down there?”

			He shrugged. “I guess Hopper was trying to be off the grid since he was poaching.”

			Claire sighed heavily. “Okay. Drop me by home. I need to change into my uniform. Besides, I want my truck in case we need to split up.”

			“Dammit, Duvall! I ain’t never getting home if you slow me down. I’ve been on patrol all night. I’m ready to go home and sleep.” His ruddy complexion reddened further.

			She didn’t bother to remind him it was still over an hour before her shift began. She had every right to take her morning jog and talk to Mr. Henri. “All the more reason for me to drive my truck. You won’t have to bring me back home later.” She remained calm which agitated him even further.

			“Fine. But you’d better hurry your ass. I ain’t waiting all day until you get there!”

			Claire swallowed the words that sprang to mind. The two of them had never gotten along. In Lester’s world, being female made her unfit to be a cop, but being a lesbian made her unfit for polite company.

			Thankfully, it took just a few minutes to cover the distance home and soon he was pulling into the driveway of the updated farmhouse-style cottage where she had lived all her life. 

			“I’m telling you,” he warned. “Get your ass down there quick.”

			She ignored him and jogged onto the porch to unlock the front door. Lester showed his irritation by backing into the road and gunning the motor with tires squealing in protest. 

			Asshole. 

			Claire showered quickly even though she would still arrive at the landing before shift change. A tiny sheriff’s department meant being flexible. They were divided into active deputies and those working with the courts. A total of three active deputies meant everyone jumped in to help, with the sheriff usually running the investigation.

			As always when in uniform, she pulled her wavy dark hair into a tight knot at the back of her head. The academy instructors emphasized that rule to avoid it being used against the officer during an altercation. She often took guff from Lester for being a stickler for the rules, but it made sense to do things the right way. Maybe Lester might get more responsibility if he proved he was deserving of Sheriff Willis’s confidence. 

			At five feet five inches and a woman just a couple of years out of the academy, parish citizens often considered her to be the weak link among the deputies. Thankfully, her fellow officers knew better. Slowly but surely, the citizens were also becoming aware of her abilities.

			She glanced in the mirror to ensure she hadn’t missed anything. She touched the silver cross hanging from her neck, the last birthday gift from her mother. Her dark hair, brown eyes, and tanned skin contrasted nicely, making the cross gleam more brightly. 

			As she looked in the mirror, she caught sight of her mom’s picture where it sat on her nightstand. She shared so many features with her mother. Except for her eyes. Her mother’s eyes had been a pale blue while Claire’s were deep brown. Claire had always assumed her father’s eyes were brown. 

			Frankly, she wished she had inherited nothing from the man she believed to be a coward. He had enjoyed her mom as a very young woman but hadn’t the courage or morals to help raise their child. Consequently, her mother had led a difficult life, working multiple jobs ensuring Claire was well provided for. Her mother had never said an unkind word against her father, but Claire imagined he was a jerk who used women and then tossed them aside when they became inconvenient. That’s what Claire was to the man, an inconvenience. She hated him and didn’t even know his name. Her mother had taken that knowledge to her grave. 

			The watch her mom had given her upon graduating beeped as a reminder of the time. She grabbed her keys and both gris-gris, eager to start her day.

			




Chapter Ten

			“How much farther?” Jess asked as she slapped the millionth mosquito trying to steal her blood. The heat and deep south humidity made her clothes uncomfortably wet from sweat. Her feet fared no better as they squelched inside the rubber boots Claire had given her. Though uncomfortable, they were proving essential for traversing the mud and standing water through which they currently waded.

			“We’re getting close,” Claire assured her in the kind voice Jess was beginning to associate with her. “Sorry that the flatboat can’t get us all the way to the investigation site. It’s much easier by airboat but the Wildlife officers needed it. The flatboat is the best they had available.”

			Jess surreptitiously checked her watch. Had it really only been twenty-five minutes? She forced herself to maintain an even voice, stifling her threatened whine. “No problem.”

			How the hell did Claire stay so composed in this miserable heat? Jess had grown up in New Orleans, and the heat and humidity were brutal there as well. But damned mosquitos didn’t swarm you each time you stepped outside, nor did you slog through muck that smelled like rotten eggs. She checked out the smaller woman leading the way. Damp patches dotted her uniform but she seemed to take it in stride, literally, as she kept up the steady pace Jess found difficult to match.

			Another mosquito died under her palm. 

			Dammit! I even put on repellent!

			When the yellow crime scene tape came in view, Claire stopped. “See? We could have come all the way here with the airboat.” She reached into her backpack and pulled out two water bottles.

			“Ahh…I could kiss you!” Jess was as surprised as Claire when the words tumbled out. “Uh…I didn’t mean it like that.”

			Claire’s expression made it obvious she was holding back laughter.

			To avoid an awkward silence, Jess began talking, albeit a little faster than normal. “The distance from the car to the skull is too far for her to have walked, if it is the missing the child. And anyway, the mud and water would prohibit from coming through all this. She would stay by the road.”

			“With the drought, it’s only been in the last year or so that the area is accessible by hiking. She couldn’t have walked here.”

			“Okay. So she didn’t walk here. Do you think the current may have carried her body to this point?”

			Claire pulled out a can of mosquito repellent and motioned for her colleague to turn around. She sprayed the back of Jess’s neck. “No. The water is slow but it is moving toward the sea, in the other direction. The missing little girl was last seen near Blue Bay where the swamp empties into the ocean. She would have had to drift against the current to land here. So basically, we can’t find a logical way or reason for the girl to get from where she was last seen to where the skull was located. Dr. Avi says the humerus indicates a knife wound with no evidence of an animal attack of any kind.” 

			Claire sorted through possibilities. “Nothing fits.”

			“Except foul play.” 

			“Except foul play,” Claire repeated softly.

			Silence settled between them as they considered the implications. 

			The Louisiana heat gained momentum as noon drew near. Now drenched with sweat, Jess wrapped things up quickly and they began making their way back to the boat. As before, Claire took the lead.

			 About halfway to the flatboat, it became clear Claire was in better physical shape than Jess. Her steady gait ate up the distance as she sidestepped plants and slogged through puddles. She seemed to be enjoying her walk while Jess was breathing heavily. She swallowed her pride and opened her mouth to call out when she caught a slithering movement near her feet. Instinctively, she screamed, a bloodcurdling sound from deep within as she leaped over the spot where the snake had been and ran toward Claire. 

			Claire whirled around and drew her sidearm in one smooth movement. She looked around wildly. Meanwhile, Jess grabbed Claire with both arms. 

			“Snake!” she yelled.

			It took a moment for her words to sink in. “Snake?” Claire echoed. “Did it strike you? What type was it?”

			Jess took a deep breath to calm herself. However, it did little for her pounding heartbeat. “I don’t know what kind.”

			“Did it strike you?” Claire repeated more firmly, as she put her firearm back in the holster.

			Jess began to realize how silly she must look and tried to calm herself. Sadly, her body didn’t co-operate. “N-no. I saw it so close and…and panicked.” She waited for the inevitable teasing.

			Claire didn’t laugh or tease. Instead, she gripped Jess’s arms and stared into her eyes. “I got you. You’re okay.”

			In Jess’s opinion, Claire leaped to an even higher status. She appreciated the fact Claire didn’t say the standard, “It’s more scared of you than you are of it”. The oft-repeated nonsense did nothing to help. She shivered in spite of herself. “I have a phobia of the damned things. I hate ’em.”

			Claire put a comforting arm around her shoulder. “I promise you, everything’s fine. I’m sorry I got too far ahead. I’ll do better and walk a little slower so we can stay close. We’ll be back at the car soon, okay?”

			Jess nodded, embarrassed by her reaction. “Thank you for not laughing at me. Most people just make jokes.”

			Claire patted her arm for reassurance. “Well, those people are jerks.”

			Jess agreed wholeheartedly. “You might be surprised at the number of jerks that kick you when you’re down.”

			“I bet I wouldn’t,” Claire murmured. Her words hung in the air. Their bitterness spoke volumes.

			True to her word, Claire slowed down which made the trek longer but less miserable. Still, Jess was immensely glad to see their boat. 

			Jess found herself enjoying the ride back. The breeze, although hot, was better than no breeze. She never wanted to go into a bayou again without Claire to save her from snakes and alligators. But she had to admit it was a beautiful place. Back at the landing, she found herself wishing the ride had lasted a little longer.

			At the SUV, Jess bent to remove the gumboots and when she straightened up once more, gaped at a now shirtless Claire drying off with a small towel. From all the walking, her pants hung lower than usual, making it obvious she did tons of crunches to acquire the cut abs that drew Jess’s eyes like a magnet. She jerked away from her thoughts when she realized Claire was speaking to her.

			“I have a couple of T-shirts I keep for days like this. Take this one, if you want.” She offered Jess another towel and a plain white T-shirt. “Sorry I don’t have any pants.”

			Reluctantly, Jess removed her own shirt, embarrassed for Claire to see her belly. She knew she held no spare pounds and was slim enough, but her body was like an etch-a-sketch next to a master painting. Still, her clothes were saturated and most likely smelly after the day’s heat. The T-shirt and towel could only help at this point.

			Claire’s cell phone rang. “Deputy Claire Duvall.” She listened for a second and said, “Jessica Morgan is with me. Let me put you on speakerphone.”

			The doctor’s voice came across clearly. “I performed the usual tests, and this is someone other than the missing girl. I checked the records and she had two primary teeth where our skull has just one in that area of the jaw. In addition, she had a filling whereas our skull has none.”

			Jess was flabbergasted, her insecurities forgotten. “You’re saying we have another missing child?” Children didn’t simply disappear in a tiny population like Kalfou Parish without everyone knowing about it. What the hell was going on?

			He paused a moment. “That brings me to the crux of the matter. When piecing together the fragments you collected, they form more of the cranial dome. It shows the child experienced a blunt force to the head.” 

			“Pre- or post-mortem?” Jess asked.

			“Unfortunately, I cannot say. It would have been destructive enough to kill the child, but I can’t pronounce it as the killing blow. The damage to the cranium required a heavy object. The knife marks on the humerus suggest a large, sharp blade. I had an interesting observation on the position of the blade marks. Usually, a cut on the arm is a defensive wound. The victim would likely move his arm up to prevent the blade from cutting the face or body and the arm would be cut instead. However, when you orient the bone as it would be in the body, the cut marks are on the inside of the arm. The location aligns with the position of the brachial artery. Cutting this artery would cause high blood loss and be potentially life-threatening.”

			“Are you saying either the knife cut or the bashed skull could have killed the child?” Jess had seen brachial artery cuts before, usually associated with heavy-machinery accidents. The victims often died because they couldn’t get to the hospital before they bled out.

			“Yes, Ms. Morgan. Either of them could have killed the child.”

			Claire spoke up. “What likely position would the arm have been in for the knife to cut the brachial artery?”

			As the doctor hesitated, Jess showed her. “If I lift my arm away from my side, the inside of my arm is vulnerable. The brachial runs along here.” She traced a finger along the inside of her arm from her armpit to her elbow. 

			Claire thought a moment. “What about the type of blade? Maybe a meat cleaver or large butcher’s knife? Is that what you’re thinking?”

			“Perhaps,” he said. “But whatever the weapon, the blade was very sharp, and formidable.”

			“Anything else?” Jess was hoping for something that might lead them to an answer of any kind.

			“I will send you my report later this afternoon. I will add the DNA results when I receive them. Feel free to come by and speak with me if you have any questions.”

			“Thank you, Dr. Avi.” Claire looked toward Jess.

			“Is there anything else I can do for you?”

			“How is the sheriff?” 

			“He is certainly conscious and lucid. You may visit him whenever you wish.”

			“Thanks for the update. We’ll visit him as soon as we can.”

			“That will be fine. Good day, ladies.”

			Claire’s voice gave away her frustration. “We were thinking it was the missing girl. Now we basically know nothing about what happened to this child.” 

			Jess responded in what she hoped was a voice of confidence. “I suggest we begin contacting parishes throughout the state for any children between the ages of nine to fifteen that disappeared in the last fifteen years. We’ll compare any dental data and DNA. If we can identify the missing child, then we have a face and the chance of getting a background story from the family.”

			“I can see why the sheriff called you in.”

			“Thanks.” Jess’s smile broadened, happy that things were going much more smoothly than she had feared. She stared out the SUV’s windows in thought. “You know…let’s just say for the moment, that the blunt force trauma was the cause of death. Our walk today showed it’s a darned long way to get from the road to where we found the bones. That would be long time of either carrying a dead body or dragging a live one kicking and screaming, not to mention the water at the crime scene.”

			“And water in all directions to get to that location, too,” Claire reminded her. 

			“Okay. So, best guess, the child probably arrived here by boat. Dead or alive at that point, we have no idea.”

			Her stomach chose that moment to growl. “Whoops. I guess that’s our clue to grab some lunch. Afterward, we can start getting out the word throughout the state that we may have a missing child of theirs. We can start with the database but if we can narrow it to a couple, I want to talk to them directly.” Jess’s stomach rumbled again. “How about a working lunch? We can discuss it all while we eat.”

			Claire started the engine. “Lunch? I suggest you check your watch. But I’m all for an early supper. We can get a takeout and head to the office if you want.”

			“Sounds good to me.”

			“Okay, then. Back to Gil’s.” She laughed at her partner’s expression. “I wasn’t kidding when I said it’s the only place to eat.”

			“By the way, I was worried we might run across an alligator out there. They seemed to have disappeared.”

			Claire laughed. “Um, Jess. I saw plenty of gators in the water, on logs, on the banks. I even saw one in a tree. And I certainly wasn’t going to mention them or the couple of snakes I saw after I discovered you’re terrified of them. I didn’t feel like carrying you on my back the rest of the way to the boat.”

			Jess burst out in laughter. “Oh my God. Of course, you did. I just didn’t know what to look for.”

			Jess was touched to know Claire had taken care of her. She had been excited at the opportunity to help out Kalfou. But she had expected resistance from some of the deputies. Instead, all except Lester had been welcoming, offering any help she might need while showing no sign of territorial posturing. Besides, even if no one else were accommodating, Claire was making it worthwhile. Beautiful, smart, and funny at times, she was an asset professionally. On a personal level, she was charming and sexy as hell, with a toned physique that would still be on her mind as she tried to sleep tonight. Yep, Claire was making this assignment interesting indeed.

			




Chapter Eleven

			The next morning, Claire arrived at the office a little earlier than usual. To her surprise, Jess and Maxine were already hard at work. “Good morning.”

			Both women responded with smiles and their own greeting.

			Jess went straight to business. “We have five hits from the missing persons database.”

			Claire’s brows rose in surprise. “You’ve already entered the data and got hits? What time did you get in this morning?”

			Maxine wore her expression reserved for mothering recalcitrant deputies. “She was here when I arrived, and I came in at six. Sid said she slept on a cot in one of the holding cells.”

			Claire whistled. “You didn’t get much sleep last night.”

			Jess waved off their concerns. “I tried the hotel the evening I arrived, and I had several creepy crawly visitors during the night.” She shuddered at the memory. “The cot here is much better for getting some rest. Besides, I wanted to talk to Sid and get the shift information entered into the system.” Jess leaned back in her chair. “The closest and only hit in Louisiana comes from New Orleans. I think that’s the one we need to go after first. Then if we find it doesn’t fit, we should expand to the next closest one, Biloxi.”

			“So, what now? Call their local law enforcement?”

			“Yep. And get the DNA analysis.” 

			She handed Claire the database report from New Orleans. “Dakota Grambling. Missing for seven years. Looks like he was taken when he was ten years old. He left home on his bike to go to a friend’s house. The last time seen was riding through a park.” Claire looked up from the file. “Seven years. That would put the body below water for most of that time.”

			Jess refilled her cup with fresh coffee and poured one for Claire too. “The dental records match. The age fits the suggested range Dr. Avi came up with based on the cranial sutures and teeth.”

			“New Orleans is two hundred and fifty miles from here. Seems like a long way to transport a child, dead or alive. Any possible scenarios as to why a missing child from the other end of the state would show up here?” 

			Jess stifled a yawn. “I only know what’s in the report. I think we need to talk to the detectives who were involved at the time. On our end, we need to look at anyone with a criminal record, particularly regarding violent crimes that was in the area seven years ago.”

			Claire’s eyes grew wide. “We were still trying to get over Hurricane Lionel back then. Some people were still in transition. That doesn’t take into account the construction work which brought in lots of strangers. This could be difficult to get a handle on.”

			Jess nodded in agreement. “The perpetrator could potentially have moved to a different parish. But still bring the body here because he was familiar with the bayou.”

			Claire thought a moment. “Sid, Maxine, and the sheriff would be the best departmental resources. They were all on the force during that timeframe.”

			Through the open door, Maxine called out, “I’ll start searching through records as soon as I finish this report.”

			Jess picked up a pen. “Sid called. The sheriff wants to meet with us around eight-thirty. Sounds like the sheriff can talk this morning. Afterward, we can reach out to the New Orleans Police to ask about the missing boy.”

			 Two hours and an empty coffeepot later, they drove to the hospital where they were allowed to visit with little grumbling about the early time. They found Sheriff Willis eating breakfast while Sid and Blanche kept him company.

			“Looks like this is where the party is,” Claire announced as she walked in. “You look much better today, Sheriff. Blanche must be taking great care of you.”

			“I would be doing fine if they let me have some redeye gravy and a sausage biscuit.” He set his apple juice down on the cart. “And some strong coffee.”

			“Nice to see you looking better, Sheriff Willis.” Jess took the vacant seat next to his bed. 

			“I’ll go check on my other patients,” Blanche said as she moved to the door.

			He pushed the tray away, his food only half eaten. “Now you’re all here, let’s start with the skull found in the bayou.” 

			Jess explained yesterday’s events ending with the database findings.

			“If the DNA evidence supports the missing person information, you may be taking a trip to New Orleans,” the sheriff said when she finished. “Meet the officer in charge of the case. Get a feel for the place where the boy lived, where he was abducted. Maybe the parents know someone from here or something like that.”

			“That could be worth the trip all right,” Jess mused. “I’ll keep you up on the status.” 

			Sheriff Willis ran a hand over the back of his neck. “I was too groggy to make much sense yesterday. I want to talk to you now that I’m awake.” He looked at Sid. “I don’t know if you are aware of what’s going on, Sid. But I expect you to keep it to yourself.”

			“No problem,” the older man agreed solemnly.

			Sheriff Willis turned to Jess. There was no confusion in his eyes. “The bastard did it on purpose. He was coming in the other lane and then turned right in front of me. He had to swerve hard to hit me like that.”

			“Sheriff—”

			“I tell you it was deliberate.” He schooled his features into the stern glare normally reserved for criminals and turned to Claire. “You be careful out there.”

			Jess saved Claire from answering. “Can you tell us exactly what happened yesterday morning?”

			The sheriff took a moment to gather his thoughts before speaking. “I got ready for work like I always do. I left at my usual time, about five-thirty. That lets me get to work and have time to talk to the night shift for a while.”

			He gave Jess a minute to catch up in writing her notes. “Everything was normal until I rounded the curve and into that straightaway. A truck parked on the side of the road pulled out and headed toward me. When he got close, he swerved to hit me head on, but I swerved as well. The truck ended up hitting the side of my car and pushing me off the road. The impact took me past the ditch and into the field with the car upside down. I got beat up a bit but was able to call 911. They arrived and got me out.”

			“What about the truck?”

			“I would recognize the truck anywhere. It belongs to my deputy, Lester Henderson.”

			The sheriff’s pronouncement startled them all. 

			Sid couldn’t believe it. “Lester…are you sure? It must have looked like him or something.”

			Jess watched as the sheriff argued that he knew what he saw. “Okay, let’s all take a breath and sort it out.” Her voice rang with authority and everyone made an effort to calm down. “Let’s give Sheriff Willis the chance to explain. Sheriff, what identifies the person as Lester Henderson?”

			“First of all, he drives a black Chevrolet half-ton pickup with a dent in the front passenger door where he hit a deer last winter. It’s also got one of those brush grills that protects the front when off-roading. The body style of the truck that hit me fits the 2008 that Lester owns. No one in the parish matches all that exactly except for Lester.”

			“Tell me about the driver.”

			“I didn’t see the driver for more than a couple of seconds, but I saw him well enough to know he wore one of those full-face knit things that you pull over your head when it’s cold. It was black or at least a dark color.”

			“Anything else that he or she wore?”

			He thought a moment. “More black. I’m guessing a black T-shirt or something? I don’t remember any colors except black.”

			“Sheriff, I need to ask this because, as you well know, this is a serious charge.” Jess let her words sink in. “Are you sure the collision was deliberate? Is it possible it was an accident? It would still be hit-and-run but what you’re describing is vehicular assault or possibly even attempted murder.”

			“I know. But I’m telling you what I saw.”

			She turned to Sid. “You and Lester have been on night shift this week. Has Lester said anything or acted differently?”

			Sid nodded slowly. “Yes. Last night was real strange. Lester was on pins and needles all night. Any little sound would make him jump. He usually comes in and talks a lot. Last night, he just came in and did what he had to do before heading out. I bet he didn’t say three words even when I tried to make small talk.”

			“What about the night before?”

			“Well, he was kinda upset about Claire getting the go-ahead to investigate the skull. He felt disrespected and said the same old stuff he usually says when it comes to Claire.” Sid looked embarrassed and said, “Sorry Claire.”

			She shrugged. “It’s nothing I haven’t heard from him myself.”

			“I can write it all out if you need me to. It would give me a chance to remember it and make sure it’s in order.”

			“I would appreciate that, Sid.” Jess turned to the sheriff. “We will check into this, of course.”

			The door opened and Blanche strode in briskly. “James Willis, you are getting yourself agitated. Your visitors are going to have to go outside.”

			Reluctantly, they allowed themselves to be shooed into the hall as they waved goodbye.

			Sid headed home to get some sleep while Jess and Claire stopped by Dr. Avi’s office to pick up his coroner’s report. It would be days before any DNA evidence would arrive and Jess hoped it would match up nicely with the information from the National Police Database for Missing Persons.

			They split up responsibilities with Jess driving to the mechanic’s shop and picking up the black box and dash cam from the wrecked squad car while Claire went to obtain the search warrant for Lester Henderson’s property. 

			The warrant took some time, and the sun was high overhead when she walked out of the courthouse. Going after Lester held no triumph for Claire. She couldn’t stand the guy, but until now she had never known him to be a real troublemaker. 

			Sid once told Claire his thoughts on why Lester was such a jerk to her. Lester had been raised by his grandmother. While his dad spent most of his time drunk and sleeping away the day, his grandmother had been the caregiver. Sid believed that anything good out of Lester came from her, but all his anger and hatred came from his dad. Lester’s family was extremely poor and some of the local kids made fun of him. When Lester begged Sheriff Willis for a job, he hired him partly because he wanted to be a deputy so badly and partly to keep him from becoming a drunk like his dad. Lester thought Sheriff Willis hung the moon. Then Claire came onto the force and Lester lost the sheriff’s attention. Sid reasoned that Lester was jealous of her.

			Claire had often thought about that conversation, how she and Lester had things in common. They both were unable to fit in with many in the parish and had paid a price. But while Claire had followed her mom’s example and braved the whispers, Lester had done to her what others had done to him. 

			Did Lester deliberately hurt Sheriff Willis because of her? The thought sickened her.

			




Chapter Twelve

			Jess wasted no time. As soon as they had the search warrant, they got ready to go to Lester’s home. 

			Jess brought Claire up to speed on the camera. “I watched the dash cam footage and it’s just as Sheriff Willis said. The truck, the mask, everything matches. I haven’t begun tabulating the data from the black box yet. I’ll work on that after we finish the search.”

			She was adamant they put on their bulletproof vests. It may have been overkill, but Lester had already proven he could be violent. Coupled with his animosity toward Claire, she decided it best to be safe.

			“Let me go to the house and do the talking,” Jess instructed as they neared Lester’s home. “Stay with me but be quiet. He seems fixated on you in a negative way. I don’t want to incite him.”

			“I’ll follow your lead. That’s his house up ahead.”

			The place was in disrepair. Weeds fought for dominance over the trash in the yard. One of the front windows was cracked and patched with duct tape. Much of the siding beneath the front porch canopy was missing. Claire hadn’t driven out this way in a while and was surprised by the changes to the once-pretty house. She wondered what was going on in his life to cause this downward spiral.

			Jess knocked firmly on the front door while Claire stood at the corner of the small porch. She could see down the side of the house if he chose to run.

			“Open the door, Lester. This is Jessica Morgan.” There was no answer, so Jess pounded on the door once again. “Open up. We’re here to talk to you, Lester.”

			Claire peered through the broken window. There sprawled on the couch in an undershirt and boxers was Lester. He seemed to be asleep, but how could the man sleep through all that pounding? “I can see him on his couch. He is either asleep or something is wrong.”

			Jess pounded on the door once again. Lester did not move.

			“Wait a minute. We’re such a small community most people don’t bother locking the door when they’re home.” Unfortunately, it was locked but when Claire ran her hand across the top of the door’s molding she found the key. She opened the door and stood back for Jess to enter first. They hurried to Lester where Jess felt his neck for a pulse.

			“Steady and strong.”

			“Oh my God. What has he done?” Claire pointed to the coffee table. It looked like fifty or more pills lying spilled out.

			Jess picked up the empty prescription bottle. “Eszopiclone. For the treatment of insomnia.”

			After several failed attempts to wake Lester, Claire began counting the pills and found only half of the prescription remaining. Jess continued trying to wake him. Finally Lester opened his eyes. “Lester. How many pills did you take?”

			His eyes widened as he tried to focus. “Dunno.” His speech was slurred.

			“Why?” Jess tapped his cheek a couple of times. 

			He said nothing and didn’t respond to anything else she said.

			Meanwhile, Claire called an ambulance. They had no way of knowing how many pills he had taken. Jess monitored his condition, which appeared to be stable. Claire brought in evidence bags and gathered the pills.

			Soon, the ambulance siren could be heard in the distance. Jess explained the situation to the EMTs. All agreed that it was best to take him to the hospital, especially since Lester remained somewhat non-responsive. Within minutes, Lester was loaded onto a gurney and placed inside the ambulance. Jess gave her contact information to the EMT with directions to call if needed. Then the ambulance headed to the hospital while Jess and Claire stayed behind to complete their search.

			They first headed out back toward the dilapidated shed that once sported a coat of red paint. Now weathered gray, traces of red still clung to the wood giving the appearance of unhealed wounds. A board lying in a cradle held the double doors in place. Claire lifted it and the doors swung open to illuminate Lester’s pickup. 

			The sunshine exposed the twisted brush guard on the front of the truck. She knelt down to take a closer look. She knew the guard was something Lester and his buddies had made themselves. It actually replaced the truck’s front bumper as well as extending upward in front of the grill and lights. All the joints had been welded or bolted with heavy-duty hardware. The guard had minimized damage to the front of the truck but the guard itself would have to be replaced. Streaks of white paint marred the guard’s black surface, and the front of the truck’s grill and surrounding metal was smashed. Claire would bet money the white paint matched the sheriff’s car. 

			While Claire inspected the outside of the truck, Jess checked its interior. She opened the door on the driver’s side and found a black ski mask matching Sheriff Willis’s description exactly.

			Almost in unison, they called out, “Guess what I found.”

			“Damn. I’ve worked with Lester for several years and would have never thought he could do real harm to someone.”

			“The evidence doesn’t lie,” Jess replied as she placed the mask in a bag. “Call for a tow truck, please.”

			They entered the house once again. It verged on a hoarding situation. Every room was filled with half-eaten takeout, dirty laundry, and just plain trash. Wearing latex gloves, they searched the living room and worked their way through the kitchen and bathroom. 

			In the bedroom, right beside the bed, Jess spotted the pants Lester had worn at the diner. She lifted them gingerly and was rewarded with a glimpse of the devil’s thorns attached to the cuff. Beneath the pants was a black T-shirt, just as Sheriff Willis had described. 

			It was obvious Lester had no intention of hiding anything. Everything was sitting in the open, almost as if they were waiting to be found. She photographed it all and bagged the clothes as evidence. The rest of the house showed nothing. 

			After checking the rest of the home and then assisting the tow-truck driver, they headed to the hospital to check on Lester. 

			After a long wait, a doctor came out to bring them up to speed on Lester’s condition. “Mr. Henderson didn’t take an amount that would appear life-threatening, but more than a normal dose. We’ve pumped out his stomach and are keeping him overnight for observation.”

			Jess crossed her arms over her chest. Claire recognized the gesture as a power move. “It’s imperative that you alert us as soon as he can be released. He’s under arrest. We want him for questioning.”

			“Of course. I’ll pass along the information.”

			Jess offered a curt nod. “We will place a deputy to ensure he stays put.”

			The doctor’s brows raised at her words, but he said nothing. They left to find their car. Along the way, Jess called the sheriff of Pierre Parish and got assurance that they would post someone at the door of Lester’s room.

			As they drove back to Kalfou Parish, Jess called the sheriff to explain the situation. After disconnecting the call, she looked at Claire. “He’s still pressing charges.”

			“Wow. Sheriff Willis must be furious. Lester has screwed up big time.”

			 They drove back to the office and began trudging through the paperwork from the crash scene and Lester’s place.

			“Jess?” Maxine came to the door. “There is a man on the phone from New Orleans Police Department. Do you want me to take a message?”

			“Send it through to me, please. I’ve been waiting for the call.” Moments later, the phone rang and Jess picked up. “Hello. Undersheriff Jessica Morgan speaking.”

			“Morgan? This is Detective Darren Johnson with New Orleans PD. I am calling in reference to the missing boy.”

			“I’m glad to hear from you. Please be aware Deputy Claire Duvall is with me and you’re on speakerphone.” 

			“I received your information on the skull you found. We ran Robert Beaumont through the database and got a few hits but nothing suggesting he was involved in the death of a child.”

			“What about the boy? Did your investigation find anything that might point to a suspect?”

			“I wasn’t on the force at the time. I inherited the case when the lead investigator retired. Right now, I have the same information I’ve just sent you.”

			Jess leaned toward the speakerphone. “We just sent off the DNA evidence yesterday and it could take at least a week. Do the parents still live in New Orleans?”

			“They moved to another neighborhood but are still in the city.”

			“Detective, the skull’s location indicates the perpetrator probably knew the bayou well. I would like to be present when you speak with the parents. I am interested if they are familiar with the bayou or if they have any type of connection with someone from the area.”

			“All right. When can you head this way?”

			“If the DNA evidence confirms the bones belong to their son, we’ll set up a time immediately. My original call was to alert you to the potential break in your case and see if there were any known connections to Kalfou Parish.”

			The sound of shuffled papers came from Detective Johnson’s side of the conversation. “There was nothing in the file about a connection to Kalfou. We can ask the parents but I agree with waiting on the DNA results. They’ve waited almost seven years. Another week or so won’t matter.”

			“I will contact you as soon as we get the DNA report.”

			They signed off and went about their normal duties for the remainder of the day.

			* * *

			The next morning Jess checked Lester out of the hospital and placed him under arrest. As they passed Claire’s desk en route to a cell, she was surprised to feel a pang of sympathy for him. “How ya feeling?” 

			“Piss off.” He barely glanced in her direction.

			She heaved a sigh. Lester was back to normal.

			He refused to answer any questions until his lawyer could be present, so hours passed before they brought him to the interrogation room. Jess and Claire sat across from Lester and his lawyer. Claire would take notes while Jess took on the role of interrogator.

			 The lawyer was the first to speak. “My client is willing to talk with you in return for charges reduced to hit and run.”

			 Jess stared at Lester for a long moment before answering. “I can’t do anything unless I understand what happened.”

			 The lawyer placed his hand over Lester’s to remind him to be quiet. “My client will speak through me.”

			Jess snorted. “You know as well as I do, an innocent man will talk to clear himself. I want to hear what happened in your own words, Lester. Help us understand what happened and why.”

			The lawyer leaned over and whispered something to him. Lester nodded in agreement. “My client will explain himself, but at any time we reserve the right to stop.”

			Again, Jess ignored him and spoke to Lester. “Tell me what happened.”

			“I don’t know,” he blurted out. “I can’t remember.”

			“Start from the beginning and tell us what you do know.”

			Lester’s hand shook slightly as he began to speak. “I went home about four-thirty in the morning to take a break. I…I must have fallen asleep because I woke up with my scanner alarm going off. When I got to the crash, I realized it was Sheriff Willis. I helped the EMTs until they finished. Then I went home instead of heading back to the station. I figured I’d fill out the paper during my shift.”

			Jess frowned. “You were off duty from four-thirty until shift change?”

			Lester wouldn’t meet her eyes. “Not exactly.”

			“What do you mean? Were you doing your job or were you not?”

			Lester wriggled in his chair. “Look. It sounds crazy but this is the truth. Just minutes after going home I heard a knock on the door. I remember opening it but I don’t remember anything afterward until I woke up to my scanner alarm.”

			“Who was knocking on your door? How can you remember the knock but nothing after the door opened?” 

			He ran a hand through his hair. “I know it sounds crazy but it’s the truth. I was kind of freaked out because I’ve blacked out like this before.”

			Jess shook her head, obviously not believing him. “How did your truck hit Sheriff Willis’s car?”

			Lester leaned forward. “I’m telling God’s honest truth. I don’t remember. When I got some breakfast at Gil’s, I saw my pickup had all that damage. I was shocked. I didn’t notice it until I was talking to everybody and glanced out the window. I didn’t know how it got there.” His voice rose. “I still don’t know what happened.”

			“What about the pants you wore that day?”

			Lester looked puzzled. “What about them?”

			Jess pulled them from a bin she had under the table. “We obtained these from your home during our search. See these spurs? They come from a plant prevalent in the area where Sheriff Willis’s car landed after being hit.”

			He stared silently at them and his lawyer spoke up. “Devil’s thorn, I presume?” At her nod, he continued. “Farmers spray to get it out of their fields. This is very common.”

			Jess ignored him and turned her attention back to Lester. “How did these get on your pants, Lester?”

			“I have no idea. I didn’t even know they were there. But I was on the scene when the EMTs arrived…in the field, I mean. Is that where they came from?”

			Jess ignored his question. “If you were on the scene, why didn’t you call Maxine to report it?”

			Lester heaved a sigh. “She wasn’t at work yet.” He stared at Claire, his thin lips set in a firm line. “You know Sheriff Willis always comes in early.”

			“But you didn’t leave a message?”

			“I was sleepy and wanted to go home. I decided to go straight home. I went to Gil’s after I’d had a nap. I woke up hungry.”

			Jess wrote a few notes in her notebook. “Hmm… You’re in trouble, Lester. Both Deputy Duvall and I saw devil’s thorn on the pants you were wearing while at Gil’s. We will need to corroborate your story about helping the EMTs at the scene, as we only have your word for that. We also saw you drive off
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