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A Maya Cross Mystery

Chapter 1

The man who called himself Garrett Walsh was fifty-one years old, a true crime author who had made a career out of other people's tragedies. He was handsome in a dissolute way graying temples, designer stubble, the kind of face that looked good on a book jacket and better on a television screen. But his eyes gave him away. They were hungry. The eyes of a man who had spent twenty years feeding on death and was still starving.

He sat in my office on a Friday afternoon, the rain lashing against the window, a manuscript clutched to his chest like a holy relic. "I found something," he said. "Something that changes everything. Something that could free an innocent man." "You'we written about a lot of innocent men," I said. "Most of them were guilty." Garrett smiled. It was a thin smile, sharp as a blade. "I know. That's the problem with true crime. The audience wants monsters. They don't want ambiguity. They don't want doubt. They want a villain they can hate and a hero they can root for."

"And you give them what they want." "I give them the truth. Or at least, my version of it." He set the manuscript on my desk. "This is different. This is the missing chapter. The one my publisher refused to print." I looked at the title page: *The Crescent City Killer: How the State Framed an Innocent Man.* The author was Garrett Walsh. The subject was a man named Daniel Cross. Not related to me. Probably.

"Daniel Cross," I said. "The serial killer who murdered seven women in Louisiana between 1998 and 2002." "He didn't murder anyone. He was framed. By the police. By the FBI. By the CIA."

"The CIA?" Garrett leaned forward. His eyes were bright. "Daniel Cross was a scapegoat. The real killer was someone else. Someone the government wanted to protect. Someone who was about to expose a black site." " A black site?" "A CIA prison. Off the books. Where they sent people they didn't want the world to know about. The real killer was a contractor. A man named Elias Vance. He was working for the CIA, cleaning up their messes, making problems disappear. And then he started killing for fun."

"What's your evidence?" Garrett opened the manuscript. He pointed to a section marked with a yellow sticky note. "The lost chapter. My publisher cut it because the sources were anonymous. They said it wasn't verifiable. They said it was too dangerous." "Dangerous how?" "Because the people involved are still alive. Still powerful. Still protecting their secrets." I read the chapter. It was detailed almost too detailed. Names, dates, locations. A CIA black site in rural Louisiana, code-named "The Barn." A contractor named Elias Vance who had killed at least a dozen people, both on and off the clock. A police investigation that had been shut down by federal agents. And a man named Daniel Cross who had been in the wrong place at the wrong time and had taken the fall.

"Where did you get this information?" Garrett hesitated. "From a source. Someone who was there. Someone who worked at The Barn." "Who?" "I can't tell you. They'd kill me. They'd kill you. They'd kill everyone who knows." "Garrett, I can't verify a story without sources. I can' investigate a conspiracy without names." "Then find them yourself. That's what I'm paying you for." He slid a check across my desk. Twenty thousand dollars. More than enough. "You want me to prove that Daniel Cross is innocent." "I want you to find the truth. The whole truth. Not the version my publisher wanted. Not the version the police told. The truth."

"And if the truth is that Daniel Cross is guilty?" Garrett smiled. It was a sad smile, the kind that came from years of disappointment. "Then I'll write a different book. But at least I'll know." I looked at the manuscript. At the photograph of Daniel Cross on the cover a young man, handsome, scared, wearing an orange jumpsuit. He'd been on death row for twenty years. He was scheduled to die in six months. "You have six months," I said. "I know. That's why I came to you."

I took the check. "I'll start today." Garrett stood. He shook my hand. His grip was firm, grateful. "Thank you, Maya. I know this isn't easy. I know you have your own cross to bear." "My own cross?" "Your sister. Elena. I read about her. In the files you gave the FBI. The Ledger files." My blood went cold. "How do you know about those files?" "I have sources. Everywhere. That's how I found the missing chapter." He paused at the door. "Be careful, Maya. The people who killed Elias Vance are the same people who took your sister. They don't forgive. They don't forget. And they don't leave witnesses."

He left. The rain stopped. The clouds parted.

I looked at the manuscript again. Daniel Cross. The Crescent City Killer. A man who had spent twenty years on death row for crimes he may not have committed. And a black site called The Barn. A CIA prison. A place where people disappeared. Elena had been investigating something like this. Before she vanished. Before The Ledger took her. I picked up my phone and started digging.

Chapter 2

Daniel Cross's case file was a masterpiece of ambiguity. The Louisiana State Police had arrested him in 2003, based on circumstantial evidence: his truck had been seen near one of the crime scenes, his DNA had been found on a victim's clothing (though the sample was degraded and the chain of custody was questionable), and he had a prior record for petty theft and assault. He had no alibi for any of the murders. He had no explanation for why his DNA was at the scene. He had a lawyer who was overworked and underpaid, and a jury that had convicted him in less than four hours.

The prosecution's theory was that Daniel was a drifter who had snapped. The defense's theory was that he was a scapegoat. The truth, as usual, was somewhere in between. I pulled the original police reports, the witness statements, the forensic evidence. The more I read, the more holes I found. The DNA evidence was weak. The eyewitness testimony was inconsistent. The timeline was full of gaps. And then there was Elias Vance. According to Garrett's manuscript, Elias Vance was a CIA contractor who had worked at The Barn. He was a former military interrogator with a specialty in "enhanced interrogation techniques" a euphemism for torture. He had been recruited by the CIA after 9/11 and had spent several years making people disappear. When the black site was shut down in 2005, Elias had gone freelance, offering his services to anyone who could pay.

The murders in Louisiana had started in 1998 before Elias joined the CIA. But they had escalated after 2001, becoming more brutal, more ritualistic. The victims were all women, all marginalized sex workers, drug users, runaways. The kind of women the police didn't care about. The kind of women Elena had photographed. I called Garrett. "Elias Vance. Where is he now?" "Dead. Killed in a car accident in 2005. Right after The Barn was shut down. Very convenient." "Who killed him?" " I don't know. But I have my suspicions." "The Ledger?"

Garrett was silent for a moment. "The Ledger is involved. They're always involved. They're the ones who clean up the messes. Who make the bodies disappear. Who rewrite the history."

"Did The Ledger kill Elias Vance?" "I think The Ledger was hired to clean up after him. To erase the evidence. To make sure no one ever found out what he did." "By framing Daniel Cross." "By finding someone who was already guilty of something else and making him look like a monster. Daniel wasn't innocent. He'd hurt people. He'd stolen. He'd lied. But he wasn't a serial killer. He was just a convenient monster." I sat with that for a moment. The rain had started again. The world was gray. "Garrett, I need to find the people who worked at The Barn. The ones who are still alive. The ones who know the truth."

"They won't talk to you. They're scared. They'we seen what happens to whistle blowers." "Then I need to find someone who isn't scared." "There's no one. Fear is the only thing holding them together." "Then I'll find another way." I hung up. I looked at the photograph of Daniel Cross. Twenty years on death row. Six months to live. Somewhere in Louisiana, the truth was buried. Somewhere in the shadows, The Ledger was watching.

Chapter 3

I flew to Louisiana the next day. The Barn was located in a remote area of the Atchafalaya Basin, a swampy labyrinth of bayous and cypress trees. The building had been demolished in 2006, but the foundations remained concrete slabs, rusted rear, the ghost of a prison. I walked the perimeter, looking for anything the demolition crew might have missed. A piece of paper. A photograph. A memory.

I found nothing. The place had been scrubbed clean.

I drove to the nearest town, a place called St. Gabriel. Population 1,500. Two churches, three bars, one library. The librarian was a woman in her seventies named Betty Anne Thibodeaux. She knew everyone. She remembered everything.

"Elias Vance," she said, her eyes narrowing. "I remember him. He came through here in the early 2000s. Big man. Quiet. Always wore sunglasses. Never said much." "Did he live here?" "He rented a cabin outside town. Paid in cash. Came and went at odd hours. No one knew what he did for a living. We assumed he was in construction." "Did he have any friends? Anyone he talked to?" "He had a woman. A local girl. Her name was Renee. Renee Delacroix. She worked at the truck stop. She disappeared in 2004. No one knew what happened to her." "Disappeared?"

"Vanished. One day she was there. The next day she was gone. The police said she ran away. But her family said she wouldn't have left without her daughter." "Her daughter?" "A little girl. She was three years old. Renee left her with her mother the night she disappeared. Never came back." "Do you know where the daughter is now?" "Grown. Married. Lives in Baton Rouge. Her name is Celeste. Celeste Broussard." Betty Anne wrote down an address. I thanked her and drove to Baton Rouge.

Chapter 4

Celeste Broussard
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