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The Kingdom by AJ Davidson

 


Val is asked to review a
State Police investigation into the homicides of two deputies in
the neighboring parish. Meanwhile, his friend Dave involves himself
in the discovery of a mass grave dating from the War Between the
States. Faced with opposition, resentment and a further murder, Val
soon realizes that he has walked into a complex trap that could
have life-changing consequences for the East Feliciana deputy
sheriff. 

 



Chapter One

 


Rosie’s coffee shop, on St. Francisville’s
Commerce Street, had been the preferred breakfast stop over the
best part of twenty years for the uniformed deputies of the West
Feliciana Parish Sheriff’s Department. Rosie, a fifty-something,
big-boned divorcee from the piney woods of northern Louisiana,
served the best coffee in the state, and her secret recipe for
cooking grits always sent her customers away with a full belly and
a smile on their faces, knowing that they were well set up for
whatever the day would throw at them. She kept her prices low
enough so the deputies could afford to eat in her place before
signing in for a daytime shift. The wall behind her counter was
adorned with framed photographs of former deputies, including three
with black-edged mounts for those deputies killed in the line of
duty. There was also a smaller picture in a cheap frame, an aerial
shot of the nearby Angola State Penitentiary. Rosie claimed it was
there so she could keep an eye on her former spouse, serving life
without parole for the killing of a young black boy who had sassed
him in a gun store’s parking lot.

Deputy Tom Morrow pushed open the door of
Rosie’s and entered the coffee shop. The smell of fresh java and
Canadian bacon being crisped on the grill made his stomach feel
hollow. But he had no time this morning for a sit down chat with
some of his fellow deputies. He asked Rosie for two coffees to go,
and as she poured them into cardboard cups, Tom took a look around.
He’d arrived earlier than usual, well before most of his colleagues
would show up. Only two of the banquettes were occupied. Sheriff
Guillory was sharing a table with the night-time dispatcher, his
wife’s cousin, who had been on the job long before Guillory made
sheriff. The two men met here every morning so the Sheriff could
receive a briefing on the previous night’s activities. The other
customers were Deputies Jarrod Beauchamp and Bennett Borque,
warming their hands on ceramic mugs, as they waited for their
breakfasts to be served.

Tom gave each of the four men a quick nod,
and turned back to Rosie, who was fitting plastic lids to his
coffee cups.

“Nothing to eat?” she asked him. “A man
needs something solid in his belly to start the day.”

“I’ll probably make it back for my break.
Business first.”

Tom slipped a couple of sachets of sugar
into his pocket, not knowing if the man he had arranged to meet
possessed a sweet tooth. No creamer, that was a given for anyone in
law enforcement, even someone on the periphery such as the
bail-skip tracer he was meeting up with this morning.

Rosie was serving Beauchamp and Borque as
Tom left the coffee shop and headed for his cruiser. He wondered
briefly about the two deputies eating breakfast together. Borque
like to sleep late, and was a rare visitor to Rosie’s in the
morning. He and Beauchamp weren’t partners, and were about as close
as Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton. The deputies wore the same
uniform, but were chalk and cheese, not the type to have found much
pleasure in each other’s company. Though, from the hard set of
their faces, Tom thought, pleasure was the last thing on their
minds.

Tom stowed the two cups into cup holders fit
on the central console of his vehicle and reversed out of his
parking bay. He hadn’t far to go; the rendezvous point was Josh
Petty’s hog farm just a couple of miles north of town. Bounty
hunter Calvin Creel worked for a number of New Orleans bail
bondsmen, and Tom had come to know him fairly well over the years.
Creel had phoned the night before to give him a heads up on the
whereabouts of Lil’ Jamarco Armwood. Normally, the sheriff’s
department would have played no part in Lil’ Jamarco’s
apprehension, except Creel knew there was an outstanding parish
warrant bearing Armwood’s name. The guy was a steady income stream
for Creel. Regular repeat business. He had skipped bail so many
times, it amazed Tom that any bail firm would entertain him as a
client. Still, he reasoned, a bondsman would soon go broke if he
only fronted up for honest citizens. Or maybe it was because
Armwood was fairly harmless and, like a homing pigeon, always made
straight for West Feliciana when he jumped, his home parish for his
first sixteen years before he headed south to New Orleans to take
his first shaky steps on a career as a petty felon. He creeped
private houses in the Garden District, traded stolen credit cards,
and ran a number of e-mail frauds that only the terminally gullible
fell for. His latest bail skip followed an arrest for a fake
Facebook page soliciting donations to help fund a costly medical
procedure to save a promising female high school student from a
crippling spinal deformity. Armwood had posted a number of pictures
showing the girl with her horrendously twisted back. Money had
poured in, and Armwood kept a running tally on the Facebook page,
which always seemed to edge near the target, yet never quite
reached it. Then The Times-Picayune carried a story about a
high school sophomore who was making a name for herself on the
basketball courts as a cheerleader for her high school team. Her
flexibility and suppleness were legendary, and there were plenty of
photographs to prove it.

Another Lil’ Jamarco Armwood scam blew up in
his face.

The outstanding West Feliciana Parish
warrant was for the theft of a pickup Lil’ Jamarco had used during
his previous skip. A delay in identifying a print found on the
radio volume knob had prevented the charge being added when he was
last in custody. Tom handled the vehicle theft investigation, and
had readily agreed to accompany Calvin Creel when he proposed an
early morning visit to the hog farm where Lil’ Jamarco was hiding
out.

Tom turned off the two-lane onto the dirt
track leading to the farm. Creel’s vehicle was parked next to a
huge billboard carrying an advert for an insurance company. Creel
was leaning against the hood, his face tilted skywards, catching a
few early morning rays.

Pulling up his cruiser next to Creel’s
Toyota, Tom killed the engine and attached his portable radio to
its clip on his shirt lapel. He lifted the coffees and stepped out
of his vehicle. He handed Creel a cup of coffee. The skip tracer
declined the offer of a sugar sachet.

“Good thinking. Just what I needed,” Creel
said. He slipped off the lid and took a cautious sip of the
lava-hot liquid. “I had to be on the road early.”

“You’re sure our boy’s here?” Tom asked.

“Haven’t seen him, but the source was good
as gold. There’s a clapboard shack at the rear of the farm which
has been lying empty for nine or ten years. The owner built a new
house further along the highway; someplace he didn’t have to suck
up the stink of pig manure all day long. It was Petty who tipped me
off. Lil’ Jamarco used to work weekends for him when he was a kid.
He happened to notice that someone was sleeping rough in the shack,
and caught a glimpse of our boy yesterday. Lil’ Jamarco doesn’t
know he’s been rumbled.”

Tom took a hit of the scalding coffee before
asking, “How do you want to play this?”

Creel shrugged. “No need to go in heavy
handed. Armwood wouldn’t scale more than a hundred pounds sopping
wet, and couldn’t punch his way through toilet tissue, and he sure
ain’t a morning person. To my way of thinking, if we leave our cars
here and approach on foot, we’ll probably have him hooked up before
he’s fully awake.”

“Is he armed?”

“Never has been before, though his BO and
halitosis should be declared weapons of mass destruction.”

Tom perched his backside against the hood of
Creel’s vehicle to enjoy his coffee.

“You want to check the paperwork?” the skip
tracer asked.

“I’m good.”

The two men relaxed and enjoyed the morning
sun on their faces as they drank their coffees. Not a single
vehicle passed along the blacktop, and only a woodpecker intruded
on the companionable silence. When they were done, Creel took both
cups and poured the dregs onto the dew-soaked grass. He opened the
passenger door of his Toyota and tossed the empty cups into the
foot well. He lifted out a thick leather belt and wrapped it around
his waist, securing it with a brass clasp. The belt carried a
holster for his 9 mm, handcuffs, pepper spray, a short bladed
knife, and a cell phone. He did not reach for his Kevlar vest.

“Let’s go give our boy a wakeup call,” Creel
said.

The two men walked along the dirt track,
keeping tight to the trees so Armwood wouldn’t see them if he’d
broken the habit of a lifetime and risen early. The smell of pig
manure grew stronger as they neared the four huge redwood barns
housing the hogs. Tom was no expert, but he had been on plenty of
similar farms and knew a little about the layout of the buildings.
The barn nearest the shack would be the farrowing shed, convenient
to the former homestead, so Petty wouldn’t have far to go whenever
he was forced to make night-time visits to check his pregnant hogs.
The next barn would be the weaning shed, while the last two, the
largest two, would be for fattening the hogs until they reached
market weight. Two rust-streaked feed silos towered above the
barns, and Tom could make out the flat surface of the vast manure
lagoon at the back of the farm.

The stench hanging in the still air was as
thick and heavy as cream. Only someone as dumb as Lil’ Jamarco
Armwood would choose a hog farm to run to, Tom thought. He could
hear the occasional squeal from a hog as its slumber was
disturbed.

They reached the end of the track, and the
ground opened out. Tom could see tracks where the wheels of heavy
trucks had cut gouges in the red earth. An ancient John Deere
tractor lay abandoned next to the far tree line, all four of its
tires flat, with not a trace of its original paintwork visible
under a solid patina of rust. A forlorn collection of other
broken-down farm equipment lay scattered nearby, including a couple
of wheeled chutes for loading the animals into the slaughter house
trucks, a mill for crushing corn with its huge wooden hopper, and a
stack of damaged tubular-steel pen segments.

“What time does the owner start work?” Tom
whispered.

“Around seven, he said. We should be long
gone before he shows up. I’ll approach from the right, and you can
circle across behind the barns in case our boy makes a run for
it.”

Tom nodded, and without another word, the
two men split up and started to move towards the shack from
opposite flanks. The shadows thrown by the two largest barns lent
Tom a sense of invisibility as he quickly closed the distance to
the weaning barn. The hogs must have heard him, or sensed his
presence, as they started into a cacophony of squealing. They were
hungry for their breakfast.

On the far side of the open ground, Creel
had reached the John Deere. Another thirty yards, and he would be
on the front porch.

Tom thought he caught a flash of movement
from beyond the open door of the fallowing barn, and ducked back
into the thick shadow. He signaled to Creel, but the skip tracer
wasn’t looking in his direction as he negotiated a path through the
jumble of scrapped farm equipment.

The stillness of the morning was shattered
by a shot being fired and hundreds of birds taking to the air in
startled flight. Creel sprawled forwards on the red Louisiana earth
as though he had been toppled by a tripwire. Even from the opposite
side of the farm, Tom could see the ragged hole torn in the left
leg of Creel’s jeans, and a rapidly expanding patch of scarlet.
Creel was trying to scrabble back to the cover afforded by the
tractor. The John Deere was the nearest shelter on that flank of
the open ground. Another shot fired from the barn threw a spout of
dust into the air, inches from a scuttling Creel.

Without pausing for thought, Tom sprinted
across the open ground, drawing his revolver as he raced. His body
braced for the impact of a third round. He had a vision of himself
cartwheeling ungainly across the impacted earth as a bullet ripped
through his torso.

He reached Creel without being hit, though
he couldn’t tell for certain if further shots had been fired. Tom
grabbed Creel by the arm, and hauled the wounded man a dozen yards
across the ground to sanctuary behind the tractor’s rear wheels.
Creel screamed in pain, but Tom had no option but to ignore the
man’s protests. A shot ricocheted off the John Deere’s engine
block. The deputy took a quick look at the barn through
perforations in the huge steel rims. He couldn’t see a shooter. No
rifle barrel protruded from the open door. No muzzle flash came
from the shadows. The open door should have been a warning; no hog
farmer would risk allowing his newborn litters to catch a chill
from the nighttime air.

Tom turned his attention to Creel. The guy
was losing blood. A lot of it. The good news was that it was a
through and through, the bullet exiting in the thick part of his
thigh, and despite the blood loss, it seemed the femoral artery had
not been hit. There was no spurting of blood; it was more of a
steady seepage. Tom quickly unclipped his portable radio before
stripping off his shirt, so he could wrap it around Creel’s thigh.
Desperate to staunch the flow from both wounds, he used Creel’s
belt to keep the shirt pressed tight against the torn flesh.

“So much for Lil’ Jamarco being unarmed,”
Tom hissed, as he studied Creel’s greying pallor. He needed
back-up, and Creel needed the paramedics. The bail-skip tracer was
hovering on the edge of losing consciousness.

The deputy had left his cell phone in the
cruiser, so he lifted his portable radio and tried, without
success, to contact dispatch. The radio was dead. Damn, he was out
of juice, Tom thought, though he was positive he had left it on its
charger overnight. He snatched Creel’s phone off his equipment
belt, and hit the numbers for dispatch. His fingers left smears of
Creel’s blood on the keyboard screen.

Once the department was alerted and an EMS
team dispatched, Tom threw down the phone, took hold of his weapon,
and made another visual reconnaissance of the barn and surrounding
buildings. The tractor offered a measure of safety; it would have
taken an armor-piercing round to penetrate the steel, even in its
decayed state. But he and Creel were pinned down and couldn’t move
without exposing themselves as the easiest of targets. Maybe
Armwood had already made good his escape when he realized he had
the jump on them? The only way to know for sure was to risk moving.
Stepping out into the open ground was suicidal; sprinting for the
tree line was the only option. If he could make it into the pines,
he would be able to circle around behind the farrowing barn. Or
should he stay with Creel until backup arrived?

His dilemma was solved by the sound of a
cruiser approaching, its siren carrying from the highway through
the still air and along the dirt track. Response had been quicker
than he expected. Moments later, the tree line shadow of the track
was rippled with blue and white from the cruiser’s light bar.

The cruiser eased to a stop just yards short
of the open ground. Tom could just make out the vehicle’s hood, but
the trees would obscure any view from the barn. Bennett Borque was
driving, with Jarrod Beauchamp riding shotgun. They must have
received the alert while still at Rosie’s, and would have been the
nearest unit. Tom picked up Creel’s phone and tapped in the number
for Beauchamp’s cell. He didn’t know Borque’s number offhand,
though it was on his own cell phone back in his cruiser.

“Sniper in the barn next to the shack,” Tom
told his fellow deputies, when Beauchamp answered. The two men
climbed out, but hung back, waiting for more information.

“Creel’s taken a round to his leg and needs
urgent medical attention.”

“How many shooters?” Beauchamp asked. He was
hunkering down, using the open door of the cruiser as a shield, as
was Borque. Both deputies were wearing their vests and carrying
department issued pump-action twelve-gauge shotguns.

“Don’t know for sure. Just the one, I think.
Lil’ Jamarco Armwood.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah.”

Tom watched as the two deputies discussed
what course of action they should take. Speed was crucial. No
paramedics could reach Creel until the shooter was neutralized.
Opening a bullhorn dialogue with Armwood would only delay the
inevitable takedown.

Beauchamp moved away from the driver’s door
of the cruiser and took a few tentative steps towards the open
ground. He caught Tom’s eye and started to outline a plan on his
cell phone, using hand signals to further convey the suggested
course of action. Tom was to remain where he was for the moment,
acting as observer, and to offer covering fire if the shooter
started unloading on Beauchamp and Borque as they used the cover of
the trees to circle between the lagoon and barns. Once they were in
position behind the farrowing barn, Borque would fire a couple of
cartridges into the air as a distraction, to afford Tom a chance to
make it safely to the tree line. It was then up to him to approach
the barn from the other flank.

With a slice of luck, they would have Lil’
Jamarco cornered in the barn with no place to go. A rat in a
trap.

Tom nodded his head vigorously. It was a
plan, as good as any. Certainly a better one than a certain dumb
deputy and a New Orleans skip tracer had employed. They could wait
for more back-up, but that would mean giving Armwood more time to
make good his escape, if he had already fled. Besides, Creel needed
attention fast.

Beauchamp ended the call as the two deputies
slipped into the shadow of the slash pines, and Tom soon lost sight
of them. All he could do was wait and be ready for the first blast
from the shotgun. He threw down the phone and tightened the grip on
his revolver, while glancing at Creel. The man was still conscious,
and while his breathing was weak, it was regular. The blood
absorbed by Tom’s shirt was drying, with no sign of fresh
seepage.

Tom wiped the perspiration from his brow and
took up a sprinter’s starting crouch. What he would give for a set
of running cleats. And a Kevlar vest.

The blast from a Remington startled Tom,
despite his whole body being keyed up for it. He set off like a
quarterback and covered the short distance to the pines in a flash.
Another shot rang out as he reached the trees. Not the rifle, Tom
realized with relief, but the second round Borque had promised as a
distraction. There was no return fire from the barn. As Tom crashed
through the undergrowth, he heard the squeals of hundreds of hogs
alarmed by the shotgun blasts, and he wondered if there were any
feral hogs in the vicinity. The sheriff’s office had recently
started to offer a bounty on each one killed. Their numbers had
increased dramatically over the last few years, and they were
becoming a real problem for farmers and hunters. Not yet as bad as
in Texas, but still a growing menace with their ferocity and
insatiable appetite for young seedlings and deer feed.

Tom lost no time circling around the open
ground, and quickly reached the backyard of the derelict shack. The
grass was overgrown and two resin garden seats were coated with
thick green mold. The window panes at the rear were intact, though
the wood of the frames was split and rotten. He moved up to the
back wall of the shack and peered inside. There were no signs that
anyone had been inside for years…no scuff marks on the thick layer
of dust and debris that carpeted the floor. Huge cobwebs draped
untouched over the grimy abandoned furniture. It appeared that it
had been years since anyone had been inside the shack.

They had been set up.

Sidling along the gable wall of the shack,
Tom was treated to the full-on stench drifting across from the
manure lagoon. No wonder the owner had relocated. The stink was
powerful enough to penetrate every pore, clinging to his body, and
swallowed down into his lungs.

Tom reached the corner of the shack nearest
the farrowing barn. He noticed that a huge ventilation fan built
into the front of the barn was not turning. The shooter must have
turned off the power inside the barn. He was fast discarding the
idea that Lil’ Jamarco was the gunman.

“You’re surrounded, outnumbered, and
outgunned,” Tom shouted. “Toss out your weapon, then walk out with
your hands on your head.”

The only response Tom could hear came from
the agitated hogs, their high pitched shrieks drowning out all
other sound. He wondered what Beauchamp and Borque were planning to
do next. If they were able to gain entry to the barn from the
lagoon side, they would not be able to see more than a few feet
inside the windowless and unlit barn. The interior would be laid
out in rows of pig pens, each designed to house a sow and her
litter. In the impenetrable dark, the deputies could not easily
make their way through a maze of metal pens to close in on the
gunman.

Tom cursed himself for a fool for not
bringing Creel’s cell phone with him. With no means of covert
communication with his fellow deputies, it was up to him to make
the next move. He sucked in a huge lungful of the rancid air and
stepped into the open, his revolver pointed at the barn door. For
the second time in his fifteen years as a deputy, Tom knew he was a
dead man if his instinct was playing him for a fool. His gut told
him that the shooter was long gone. Whatever the objective had been
in luring Creel and him to the hog farm, it had come to nothing,
and the shooter had taken off.

Tom took a few steps forward, his finger
exerting pressure on the revolver’s trigger, his eyes fixed on the
door of the barn. He expected to see a flash illuminate the shadow
before a slug punched a hole through his chest, tumbling as it made
its way through his torso, ripping apart his heart and lungs. He
thought of his wife and his two girls. He thought of his mother and
how the cancer had eaten up her body before he was out of his
teens.

No shot came. Tom reached the door and
rested against the jamb. He felt like he had run a marathon in a
personal best of under three hours. His heart raced and his legs
seemed like the bones were turning to marrow inside the muscle.

He closed his eyes to allow them time to
adjust to the dark before stepping through the barn door. Tom found
himself in an office, and not the main body of the barn as he had
expected. There was a second door at the back, through which the
gunman must have fled. As his eyes slowly came to terms with the
gloom, Tom could make out a desk and a captain’s chair, its
once-green leather cracked with age. Hanging on the wall above the
desk were a dozen clipboards, no doubt charting the history of the
farmer’s husbandry. A row of poorly built shelves held basic
veterinary supplies and equipment. Next to the shelves were four
electrical control boxes, with only one of the handles in the off
position.

Tom took hold of the handle and turned it.
An overhead neon strip flickered into operation and flooded the
office with light. Next came the sound of the ventilation fan as it
stirred into life, its revolutions gathering pace as it powered up.
The screeching coming from the main body of the barn sounded almost
human, reminding Tom how CSI investigators often used hogs when
examining the impact of bullets and other weapons on human
flesh.

He moved over to the interior door and threw
it open. For a moment, his mind refused to accept the full horror
of what greeted his eyes. Just inside the far end of the barn,
Deputies Jarrod Beauchamp and Bennett Borque were engulfed in
flames, their bodies jerking like puppets on strings, their arms
beating at their heads and torsos as they fought to extinguish the
flames. The smell of gasoline and burning flesh even masked the
pervasive stench of pig manure.

Borque was the first to go down. Tom had no
way to know whether it was an attempt to drop to the floor and
roll, or if death had reached out and taken him first. Beauchamp
collapsed to his knees, his forearms cradled over his face. He
tumbled backwards to form a second pyre beside his comrade.

Tom raced down the length of the central
slatted walkway between the pig pens, his feet slipping in
excrement and urine. His eyes were fixed on the loops of a hose
hanging around a red spigot. Maybe it wouldn’t be too late and he
could do something to save the two men. The sight that greeted Tom
as he reached the far end of the barn resembled something out of
Dante’s Inferno. He could see both faces of the deputies;
their jaws forever fixed open in a scream that would never sound.
The stink of burning human flesh was overpowering, mingling with
that from several sows and their young offspring caught up in the
conflagration.

Tom fumbled with the spigot and was rewarded
with a powerful jet of water from the hose. The farmer would
periodically use the hose to wash down the slats, rinsing away the
manure and urine into sumps sunk below the barn before it was
pumped into the lagoon behind. Directing the hose at the burning
men, Tom knew his efforts were pointless. Their uniforms had been
incinerated and their flesh was blackened except for raw pink
cracks where skin had ruptured in the heat.

The low, plywood ceiling of the barn was
burning fiercely, and Tom directed the hose upwards. He knew he
needed to preserve what he could of the crime scene, and he had no
wish to see the fire spread and kill the rest of the livestock. He
was certain it was a crime scene, because what possible need would
the hog farmer have to store gasoline inside the crawl space of a
farrowing barn? Cinders of red hot plywood landed on his exposed
back, chest, and arms. The ventilation fan was sucking out the
smoke, while at the same time drawing in fresh oxygen to feed the
flames. Tom could see that the fire had been restricted to a
relatively small area of the barn’s floor space and, with the
accelerant now burnt up, he should be able to quench the flames and
prevent the barn’s total destruction.

The sound of more sirens carried into the
barn, mercifully drowning out the squealing of dying sows and their
young. The paramedics had arrived. With luck, Creel would live, and
maybe he would be able to shed some light on why someone had wanted
to turn Petty’s barn into a firestorm. As he began to win the
battle against the flames, Tom’s mind fought to bring some order to
the events of the morning. To make sense of what had ensued after
he had drank a coffee with Creel in the gentle early warmth of a
beautiful morning. Did the hog farmer drop the dime on Lil’
Jamarco, or had someone else made the call? Had Creel’s wounding
been deliberate to keep Tom occupied and ensure he’d call for
backup? How did the gunman know where to set the trap? Were Borque
and Beauchamp particular targets, or had they drawn the short straw
of fate by deciding to breakfast together? If the gunman had
planned to kill West Feliciana deputies, then why not gun down Tom
as he crossed the open ground to assist Creel?

Tom could make no sense of it. He knew that
in a very short time his part in the story would be concluded.
Someone had used him as a Judas goat to lure his fellow deputies to
Petty’s hog farm so they could be killed. He would get to tell and
retell his story, but it would be others who would investigate and
determine what had really happened at the hog farm, and to what
end.

He was done.

 



Chapter Two

 


Val Bosanquet had been carrying a badge of
one sort or another for over thirty years. He had witnessed some of
the very best of humanity and had encountered plenty from the other
end of the spectrum. He had lost friends and colleagues and had
taken life when the need arose. Like most law enforcement officers,
Val’s conscience balanced the good against the bad, and he counted
himself fortunate that very few specters visited him in the night.
Val considered himself to be a well-seasoned law enforcement
officer, but nothing had fully prepared him for the sickening
heartache that would swamp him and fellow deputy sheriff, Nicki
Blemings, soon after they pulled off the road close to the
excavation site of a mass killing dating back to the War Between
the States.

The main site was rectangular, twenty feet
by five feet, and was divided into squares by white nylon string
stretched between wooden pegs hammered into the edges of the dig.
Every step of the excavation was being painstakingly recorded by
digital still camera and video.

The first bones had been unearthed by a
farmer using a backhoe to clear a drainage ditch near thick
woodland on a south-facing hillside, three miles north of the East
Feliciana town of Slaughter. After the parish coroner confirmed
that the bones belonged to a Confederate soldier and that there was
evidence of other skeletons, Sheriff Ted Harris had, with enormous
relief, called in a forensic archeologist. The state would be
footing the tab, and his department didn’t have a mass murder to
investigate.

Val and Nicki were not the first East
Feliciana deputies to arrive; a sheriff’s department cruiser was
already parked on the road. Deputies Black and Poirier had served a
warrant at an address just a mile away and had stopped off at the
dig site out of inquisitiveness before returning to the
department’s base in Clinton. It was evident from their drawn faces
and the slump of their shoulders that it had not been the best
decision they had made that day.

Sheriff Ted Harris’s Crown Vic had pulled up
next to Val’s SUV before either deputy had time to dismount. Val
opened his door and stepped down from his vehicle. Ted had a
passenger riding with him, Gary Guillory, the sheriff of
neighboring West Feliciana Parish. Nothing like the site of a
150-year-old massacre to bring out the morbidly curious, Val
thought. The state’s expert had made a preliminary report in Ted’s
office late the evening before, just as dusk was falling. His
initial findings demanded that he call in reinforcements from the
Archeological and Forensic Anthropological departments of Loyola
University. He placed the calls on Ted’s desk phone and made
arrangements for eight excavation specialists and a camera team to
be at the site first thing the next morning. Confirmation had
filtered back to Clinton earlier in the day that the farmer had
stumbled upon the massacre of a woman and a number of children, and
at least one Confederate soldier. The state’s forensic archeologist
had seemed energized at the opportunity to head up an excavation
into a previously undocumented mass grave.

Val nodded at Ted and shook Sheriff
Guillory’s hand. Nicki came round the back of the SUV to greet the
sheriff from the next parish. Guillory was in his late-sixties,
white and carried 60 pounds of excess gut. A florid complexion
suggested that he suffered from hypertension. Although Val had met
him on numerous occasions, they never had occasion to cooperate on
an investigation, but Ted, who knew him well for many years, held
his fellow sheriff in great respect. The four law enforcement
officers stepped over the police tape that marked the outer
perimeter of the excavation site. The dig team had erected a nylon
canopy next to the backhoe and set up four trestle tables in the
shade.

Dr. Brian Knight, the state’s forensic
archeologist, looked up and signaled to Ted that the group should
join him under the canopy. Val watched as Knight spoke to a couple
of the Loyola volunteers before he climbed out of the excavation
and made for the canopy.

“Dr. Knight, say hello to Sheriff Guillory
from West Feliciana Parish,” Ted made the introductions. Knight
pulled off a muddied nitrile glove and shook hands.

“Val and Nicki, you know.”

“We’re making good progress now with the
enlarged dig team,” Knight said. “Step inside and I’ll show you
what we have so far.”

Knight led them into the shadow of the
canopy and took up position at the head of the first trestle table.
An almost complete skeleton had been meticulously laid out, the
bones stained dark brown by the rich alluvial Louisiana soil that
had interred them for a century and a half.

“This was the first skeleton unearthed, the
one disturbed by the famer: an adult male, probably in his early
twenties, judging by the wear to the molars of his upper jaw.
Unfortunately, there is no sign as yet of the lower jaw. It may be
in the earth removed by the backhoe. We’re leaving the disturbed
soil to last; making an examination of the other skeletons in
situ has to be our priority.”

“How can you be sure that he was a soldier?”
Guillory asked.

“We found various military artifacts with
the skeleton. A belt buckle, buttons, a tin ration box, fragments
of his uniform.”

Knight picked up a lower vertebrae bone and
held it out for inspection. A Minié ball was wedged in the
bone.

“This was the injury that most likely killed
him. The musket ball penetrated his abdominal cavity and lodged in
his spine. Low velocity, massive caliber.”

Val had already heard the bulk of
information about the soldier’s death from Knight the evening
before. His eyes drifted to the partial skeletons laid out on the
next couple of trestle tables. Both were of children. He would have
judged them as about six and four years-of-age. But Knight was the
expert. Back then, poorer health and nutrition would have resulted
in smaller frames.

Knight moved along the rear of the canopy to
the next skeleton. “Male child, about nine years-of-age. No obvious
sign of cause of death. Smaller body mass has led to greater decay.
Any forensic transfer traces will be long gone.”

He moved to the third table.

“Female child, approximately six
years-of-age; again, we have found no obvious sign of cause of
death.”

The final table held the partial skeleton of
a young woman, possibly the mother of the two children, but without
a complete pelvis to examine, it was impossible for the experts to
tell if she had borne children.

“You’re certain the skeleton is that of a
female,” Nicki asked, “and not that of an adolescent boy?”

“We found an ornamental comb with a braid of
long hair still attached and a pewter and enamel brooch,” Knight
explained. “Like the soldier, she died from musket fire. There’s a
perfect musket-ball-sized hole in her skull.”

“How many skeletons?” Guillory asked.

“These four, another three for certain – all
children, I’m sorry to say – and the possibility of another five.
It’s too early to say for sure how far the burial site extends.
Vapor probes are of limited use locating bodies that have been in
the ground as long as these. I have given approval for a soil radar
specialist to survey the ground, but she can’t be here until
tomorrow. Can’t say for sure how much help geophysics will be. I
know it can produce good results with dry earth and ice, but after
150 years in ground, where the water table is never far from the
surface, it might be a stretch. The conductivity is too high.
Still, we have the wet ground to thank for the degree of
preservation we have found.”

The law enforcement officers followed Knight
out from the shade of the canopy into the glare of the
mid-afternoon Louisiana sun.

“Officers, if there’s nothing else, I should
return to work,” Knight said.

Ted nodded his thanks and said, “I guess
this is one crime scene best left to the historians.”

They watched Knight as he walked back to the
dig and stepped down gingerly into the trench.

It wasn’t uncommon for skeletons to be
unearthed, Val knew, in this part of the state, though more often
than not they were taken from the unmarked graves of former slaves,
the unfortunate men, women, and children who had died on the
numerous cotton plantations of East Feliciana. Most passed away
prematurely from disease, not from beatings or overwork. Contrary
to popular opinion rife in the northern states, few plantation
owners mistreated and abused their slaves to the point of death.
Not from any sense of compassion, rather because a slave was a
valuable commodity, representing a considerable investment in time
and money. Not an asset that a cotton grower would wish to lose. In
much the same way as they would value a fine stud stallion or a
prize bull, and ensured the animals benefited from prudent
husbandry.

Val’s reverie was interrupted by Ted saying,
“Nicki, would you drive your vehicle back to Clinton? Sheriff
Guillory and I want a word with Val. He can ride to Bank Street
with us.”

“Sure,” Nicki said, allowing the briefest
glimpse of puzzlement to show on her face. She turned on her heels
and made a beeline for the SUV, not glancing back. Her shoulders
set square, a woman scorned.

“It’s been a while since I rode in the rear
seat of a Crown Vic,” Val said. “Is there something you’re not
telling me?”

“Sheriff Guillory has a favor to ask of
you,” Ted answered. “Might be best for you to hear it someplace you
can’t run out on him.”

The three men made for Ted’s pride and joy.
He claimed that it was the last law enforcement Crown Victoria to
roll off the Ford assembly line. Purchased out of sentiment rather
than practicality, Ted made sure only he got to drive it. He would
wash and wax it every Saturday afternoon until it shone with a
showroom glow. Ted’s wife’s Christmas gift to her husband was an
electric buffer and a gallon of Turtle wax.

Val opened the nearside door and slid across
the plastic-coated rear bench. The Crown Vic had been fit out with
all the standard police specs. An extra-large gas tank, heavy
shocks, and D-rings set into the rear foot wells.

Once they were on the road, Sheriff Guillory
shifted around in the passenger seat so he could face Val. He had
several black moles on his neck, and his hair smelled of bay
rum.

“You’ve heard about the two deputies West
Feliciana lost?”

The entire adult population of the Gulf
States knew about the deaths. The story had also made headlines in
every newspaper from South Carolina to Arizona. It had even made
the third from top slot on CNN.

“Sure. Jarrod Beauchamp was a good cop; I
didn’t know Bennett Borque. Not an easy way to die.”

“Beauchamp left a widow and two young sons,”
Guillory said. “Deputy Borque was engaged to a hairdresser in St.
Francisville; runs her own beauty and nail salon.”

The parish of West Feliciana was shaped like
an Indian arrowhead. The two sharpened edges were formed by the
Mississippi state line and the East Feliciana Parish boundary. The
barbs and shaft tip were defined by the river. Set in the parish’s
northwest corner, was Angola Farm State Penitentiary, West
Feliciana’s most famous and most notorious piece of real
estate.

“A couple of State Police C.I.D. detectives
handled the investigation,” Guillory said. “They made an arrest
early this morning.”

Val nodded. He had heard through the
grapevine that a fellow West Feliciana deputy was the prime
suspect. A native of Bains, Tom Morrow was a married man in his
late-thirties. Water cooler rumor had it that Bennett Borque had
been nailing Morrow’s wife. Beauchamp’s death was said to be
collateral damage. The two deputies had died hard.

Ted signaled and made the turn onto Clinton
Road before saying, “Morrow was arrested and charged with the
double homicide earlier today. For his own safety, Sheriff Guillory
and the state police detectives requested that Morrow be held in
our jail. I agreed, and Morrow was transferred ‘bout an hour ago.
The state prosecutor will be seeking the death penalty, and he’ll
get it. Morrow refused to give up his accomplice.”

Made good sense, Val thought. If Morrow
killed two of his fellow deputies, there would be a lot of
hostility coming down the track from his former colleagues. Moving
him to the East Feliciana Parish lockup would help defuse a tricky
situation.

“How strong is the case against Morrow?” Val
asked.

Guillory scratched his chest with a meaty
hand. “Morrow’s made and signed a full confession. There’s also
some pretty damning forensic evidence, which provides confirmation
of his version of events.”

Val was interested to hear that there was
more to the case than a confession. People confessed to crimes all
the time, for all sorts of reasons. No cop with any savvy would
want a case to proceed to court without a hell of a lot more solid
evidence backing it up. Confessions had a nasty habit of being
retracted as the court date loomed. There was no such thing as a
slam dunk prosecution, especially one that relied heavily on a
confession.

“It was all legit, done strictly by the
book,” Sheriff Guillory said. “He was read his rights, all
interviews recorded on video, with his lawyer present at every
step, even though he signed a waiver. He claims he wanted to make a
clean breast of it. He owes Beauchamp’s widow that, at least.”

Guillory lifted a hefty manila folder from
the floor of the vehicle and held it towards Val. “Here’s a copy of
all the relevant investigation reports, forensic reports, post
mortems, and Morrow’s confession statement.”

Val didn’t touch the folder.

“Why would you think I’d be interested in
reading it?” he asked.

Guillory snorted and cleared this throat.
“Morrow didn’t name his co-conspirator, and the state detectives
have hit a wall. But that’s not my main purpose in talking with
you. I want you to review the homicides and double-check the case
against Morrow. Do a belt and braces job on the investigation.
After the C.I.D. guys and I checked Morrow into the Clinton lockup,
I spoke privately with Ted. Told him what I wanted and explained my
reasoning. Ted said I would have to speak to you; it was a big ask,
and he would back you whatever you decide to do.”

Val’s attention remained fixed on the
folder, recognizing a poisoned chalice when he saw one. A case
review would be about as welcome with the West Feliciana deputies
as a roll in poison ivy. The C.I.D. guys wouldn’t exactly be
thrilled about it either. In the Louisiana law enforcement
hierarchy, the state police detectives were the big hitters. They
would not take kindly to any interference with the case they had
carefully built bit by bit, especially from a lowly deputy sheriff
out of a neighboring parish. Val could not think of a quicker way
to make a bunch of enemies within the law enforcement community
than to accede to Guillory’s request. Any cop dumb enough to stick
his nose where it wasn’t wanted, or needed, would be as popular as
dog crap on a football field
.

“I have no jurisdiction in West Feliciana
Parish,” Val said.

“I would swear you in as a deputy. Sheriff
Harris says that if you’re agreeable, he could spare you for a
week, two at the most.”

Thanks a bunch, pal, Val thought. “Ted, is
there something you’re not telling me? It’s not long since you
farmed me out to Homeland Security, now you’re trying to offload me
to another parish.”

They had arrived at the outskirts of
Clinton, and would soon be at the sheriff department’s building on
Bank Street.

“I told Sheriff Guillory that you would have
to be crazy to even consider
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