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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


      For
a moment, the world was dark but a familiar smell kept her tethered to reality.
She focused on that smell and realized that the world wasn’t actually dark at
all. It was just the roaring pain in her head that made it feel that way. It was
like a tarp stretched across her senses.


      However,
as elements of the world came into view, Kara rather wished it had remained
dark. Because the scene around her made no sense.


      Somehow,
she was in water. Dirty, almost-black water. And it was up to her chest.


      This
was already disorienting enough, but when she tried to turn her head and move
her legs, she found that there was something hard behind her head. And she could
not move her legs. Little by little, she began to understand more about her
situation. And with every realization, the situation got worse.


      Her
hands were tied behind her back. She was stranded in dirty water. Kara could
just barely move her head at all and there was an almost paralyzing pain in her
head.


      Think,
she told herself. How’d you get here? And where the hell is here?


      There were trees everywhere. They all looked identical,
thick and sickly looking springing up out of the water. Mangroves, she
thought. But how did I—


      Something
moved out in the water, a fish breaking the surface. Kara looked across the
water and saw more mangroves over there. Little clumps of land poked up through
the water among them, creating a swampy area. And though she could not see anything
behind her—or much to her right or left—she assumed the exact same sight was
behind her. Trees and more trees, held together with boggy swamp.


      “Ah,
there she is,” a voice said from somewhere nearby. “I was wondering when you’d
come around.”


      It
was a man’s voice, deep and a bit scratchy.


      “Help…”
she muttered. And then, drawing in a deep breath of the dingy swamp air, she was
able to speak it louder. “Help! Please!”


      The
sound of splashing came from her right, the same direction as the voice. It was
slight and almost playful. She tried to turn her head but the tree behind her wouldn’t
allow that much motion. She cried out, now starting to truly panic. She tried
arching her feet, looking for the soft bottom of the water, but there was nothing.
If these were mangroves all around her and she was in a mostly swampy area, she
assumed she was in the river, probably one of those wetlands or swamps right
off the Tensaw.


      “Starting
to put it together, are you?”


      The
voice was closer, accompanied by the sound of water moving. And then, slowly,
an old aluminum boat appeared. It coasted in from the right. Trapped along the
mangrove and in water up to her breasts, she could look at the boat with something
of a level gaze.


      “Please
help,” Kara said. “I don’t know what happened or…or why I’m here. Pl—”


      The
man on the boat roared with laughter. “Oh, I can tell you why you’re here. You’re
here because I put you here!”


      Kara
then got her first good look at the man and screamed.


      This
had to be a nightmare, right? She was asleep, right? She’d never woken up this morning
and gone to work. She’d never gone on her lunch break and…and…


      And
what? Why couldn’t she remember?


      As
much as she wanted to think this was a dream, she knew better. This was real…too
real. The man’s face, though…


      Maybe
the panic had made her think his face was real. Once she was able to see
clearly, she saw it was a mask. It had to be, right? No one looked that
heinous, that demonic, did they?


      “Please,”
she said again, wishing there was some stronger word.


      “You
can scream all you want,” he said as the aluminum boat went drifting on by. “No
one is likely to hear you. And even if they do…well, the water is coming up
pretty high. I figure it’ll be over your head within half an hour. Maybe
forty-five minutes.”


      “Why?”
she asked, now breaking down into a desperate weeping. She tried to find purchase
with her feet, tried to free her wrists. But all she could feel was that stiff
tree at her back, keeping her from doing anything.


      Kara
couldn’t help it—she screamed. She screamed like a child having an absolute
fit. She screamed at the helplessness, at the unfairness. But the man just went
on laughing.


      “I’ll
do anything you want,” Kara begged. “Just get me out of here and I’ll….anything.”


      The man finally stopped laughing and as the boat drifted
out of her sight along that dark, dingy stream of water, he said: “Not
interested.”


      And
then he was gone.


      Kara
was left alone in the dirty water of what she assumed was part of the Tensaw
Delta. The ocean was probably about ten miles away, depending on where she was.
And if that was the case, he was right. The water levels along the Tensaw ebbed
and flowed with the tide. Soon enough, more water would come in and rise well
up over her head.


      But
why? What had she done?


      Kara
screamed again, the sound of a woman losing her mind. It echoed back at her, as
if captured and tossed right back by the surrounding mangroves and swampy
canopy. Across the water, near the grove of mangroves, she watched a snake
slither from a tree and go swimming further into the thickness of trees.


      She
thought of alligators. There weren’t many in these parts, but there were
a few scattered about.


      And
as she noticed that the water was now almost up to her collarbone, she realized
she rather hoped she’d drown before a gator got her.


      These
were the last hopes she’d have. She understood this as she started to shake.
She screamed once more and realized that it was the sound of a wounded animal.
The sound of someone who had no hope. It was the noise of a woman who had lost hope,
and she was very much afraid it would be the last thing she heard before the
dark water rose above her head and took her life.











CHAPTER TWO


 


 


      Camille
popped three ibuprofen before she got out of her car and started walking up the
sidewalk. The pain in her shoulder from the last case was subsiding quite a bit.
The fracture to her shoulder hadn’t been as bad as the first doctor had let on.
It still ached a bit and she didn’t quite have the full range of motion back,
but it was more than serviceable. It was well enough that she had told Assistant
Director McCutcheon that she’d be able to return to work tomorrow—just seventeen
days after the injury.


      It
was because of the decision to head back to work a bit earlier than expected
that Camille currently found herself walking through a neighborhood in Nacogdoches,
Texas. It wasn’t much of a neighborhood at all, really. Every third or fourth
house she passed was either unoccupied or had a For Sale sign in the yard—signs
that had been there for a while based on the amount of wear and tear they’d
accumulated.


      It
was a trip she’d been wanting to make ever since her last case had ended—ever since
her old Bureau friend Doug DeLuca had gotten a major hit on a man that they
both believed to be linked to her sister. Nanette had been heavy on her mind
for the past two and a half weeks. She’d made plans for the trip several times,
only to talk herself out of it.


      What
would she say? What questions would she ask the man? It was hard to accuse someone
you didn’t know of a crime there was no evidence for. This was true of any case;
it was one of the very first lessons she’d learned as a rookie agent. But now,
eight years into her career, she knew it like a biblical truth. It was,
however, a bit different when the man she was about to approach wasn’t part of
an actual case. Nanette’s file had been closed for almost a decade. And even if
the case were to get reopened, there was no way she’d be attached to it.
There was simply too much of a personal connection.


      Camille
had intentionally parked a block away. The brief walk would give her time to
sort her thoughts and feelings out. It would also give the man she was here to
visit—a man by the name of Bentley Lucia—one less way to identify her afterwards.
The truth was that she had no idea how it was going to go. She was fully
prepared to use her status to get the information she needed. If she had to
show her Bureau badge and ID, she’d do it. She knew from experience and
collected data that extremely few people called in suspicious reports of
interactions with people claiming to be agents—even when those individuals turned
out to be frauds.


      She
finally came to the address Doug had found for her. It was one of the nicer
homes on the street but still showed severe signs of disrepair. It was a basic
two-story home, a perfect model for a child’s drawing of a house—a slanted
front porch, two windows looking out to the yard at each level, and a roof with
harsh edges.


      She
climbed the thin porch stairs and knocked on the door. When no one answered,
she tried it again. It was a Saturday, so she knew there was a good chance no
one was home. But she knew this may be her only chance to speak with the man,
so she wasn’t going anywhere. She walked over to the window to the right of the
door and looked inside. The windows were just clean enough for her to get a decent
view of a modest little living room. A flat-screen TV hung on the wall and a
small coffee table held a laptop and a few books.


      While
she did have her ID, she knew that trying to break into the house would be not
only illegal, but also stupid. With a sigh, she made her way back down the porch
and walked to the side of the house. She peered into the back yard and saw a small
storage shed that was somehow cuter than the house itself.


      She
walked into the back yard and found the lawn had been recently mowed. There was
also a mostly dead rose bush pressed into the corner between the small back
porch and vinyl siding of the house. A small wooden ramp led to the slightly
elevated door. The door was comprised of two thin sections that Camille supposed
would be just large enough to get a lawnmower through. Both of the doors were held
firmly closed by a small but chunky padlock. There were no windows to the shed
so there was no way for her to look inside.


      Which
was just as well, because at that very moment, a car pulled into the sparse
paved driveway to the left side of the house. It stopped with a jolt and the
driver’s side door opened at once. A man who looked to be in his late thirties stepped
out, glaring at her. It was a face Camille had seen quite often over the past two
weeks or so. After Doug had provided her with printouts of his files, he also
sent a few digital files. From these digital files, Camille saved a photo of Bentley
Lucia to her phone. It had served as a weird sort of motivator whenever she thought
of this trip and what she might say.


      “Excuse
me,” Bentley Lucia said. “Can I help you?”


      Camille
decided at once to not bow down or play the whoops, I got caught card.
Instead, she took a few steps toward the driveway and Bentley’s car. “Maybe,”
she said. “You’re Bentley Lucia, right?”


      “I
am. And currently, you’re standing in my back yard, and I’d like to know why.”


      “My
name is Camille Grace.” She watched his face to see if there was any recognition
at all at the sound of her last name. She thought she saw the smallest flicker
but she couldn’t be sure.


      “Okay,
Camille Grace. Let me be more direct. What the hell are you doing in my back
yard?”


      He
was getting irritated, and rightfully so. Figuring it would be silly to waste
more time, Camille reached into her back pocket where she kept the leather
folding case containing her badge and ID. She removed it and showed it to him.


      “I’m
an FBI agent and I’m trying to find answers about my sister. Her name is
Nanette Grace and I have it on pretty good authority that you know who she is.
Would that be correct?”


      Bentley
looked confused now and the slightest bit of alarm registered in his eyes.


      “You
have a brother named Will, right?” Camille went on. “A brother that looks so
much like you that you could be mistaken for twins?”


      His
eyes went wide at this comment, and he actually took a step away from her. “What…what
is it you need to ask me about?”


      “Nanette
Grace, like I said.”


      “Okay.
But I haven’t seen her in quite some time.”


      Camille
allowed herself a moment to relish the moment. It was as good a confession as anything…that
she speaking to a link to her sister. “How long ago?”


      “I
don’t know for sure. Maybe two years?”


      “What
was the extent of your relationship with her?”


      “We…wait.
Is she in some kind of trouble?”


      “No.
She’s missing. And it’s been a decade since I last saw her. I’m simply trying
to find her and get answers about what she’s been up to for the last ten years
or so.”


      Bentley’s
posture relaxed a bit now that he knew he wasn’t in any sort of trouble. But he
still regarded Camille as if she were a stray dog that he fully expected to
bite at him.


      “Oh.
Well, like I said, I haven’t seen her in about two years. We were sort of
dating.”


      “Sort
of dating?”


      “Yeah,
it was nothing too serious. A fling, I guess. On again, off again.”


      “Was
your relationship the reason she left?”


      “No.
She was…I don’t know. She was always sort of looking over her shoulder. She
stayed here, in this house with me, for a few months. This was before we
actually started dating. And she always seemed kind of scared. She thought
everyone was out to get her.”


      “Any
idea why she’d think such a thing?”


      Bentley
gave her a look that seemed to ask: Are you serious? “You said you’re
her sister and haven’t seen her for a decade, right? I mean, a woman like your
sister doesn’t just run away for the hell of it. She never told me who she was running
from or why but…she made it very clear she wasn’t comfortable staying in a single
place for very long.”


      Camille
thought about the little she did know about Nanette. She knew that she’d
not had the best relationship with their father and that she loved singing. She
loved being on a stage. But she had always been very untrusting. Maybe
it was because of their father. Or maybe it was because of something Camille didn’t
know about yet.


      Or
maybe it’s me, she thought as she stood in Bentley Lucia’s back yard. Nanette
did go back to Upping not too long ago to visit with Deanna. Even Dad knew
about it. The only person left out of that particular loop was me.


      Ah,
but she’d been in Alabama at that time, getting her career started with the
FBI. And maybe Nanette had known that. She had, after all, always encouraged
Camille to get the hell out of Upping just as soon as she could.


      “But
you don’t know if she was running away from anyone in particular?” she asked.
She was surprised to find that she was wrestling with the urge to cry.


      “I
really don’t.” He apparently saw her struggling with emotion because he took a step
forward, closing in toward her. “I’m sorry.”


      “What
can you tell me? What was she doing when she was here in Nacogdoches?”


      “Well,
she was working as a waitress at a restaurant in town. But she also did something
online, but she never told me what. She was very secretive about it. Given the hours
she worked on it, I’d always assumed it was…well, maybe one of those peep-cam
things.”


      Camille
was appalled at the idea at first but then figured it could very well be the
case. Apparently, she hadn’t known her sister very well at all.


      “But
she was okay? I mean financially…physically?”


      “Yeah,
she was okay. A level head on her shoulders. Very kind. It was just…I think she
felt her time was up here and she wanted to go somewhere else. She started to
act really scared near the end. And I’m sorry, but I couldn’t tell you why.”


      “Do
you know where she was headed?”


      “She’d
mentioned maybe heading to Los Angeles, but I find that hard to believe, as skittish
as she was. But other than that, I just don’t know.”


      Camille
nodded, trying to put it all together in her head. She was on a wild goose chase
for her sister, going to places she’d been only to find that she’d moved on to somewhere
else.


      “Hey,
listen, we can go inside and talk for a bit if you want. I mean, if you want
stories or something. I’ve got a few.”


      She
considered it for a moment. The idea was intriguing and maybe this man would be
able to offer some clues, no matter how small, as to where she’d been headed or
why she’d been so scared. But as she thought this through, she felt her phone
buzzing in her pocket. She ignored it because, deep down, she felt guilty for being
here. The only people who ever called her were Director McCutcheon or her
partner, Scott Palmer. She guessed it could be Zack, the man she was sort of
dating but not really, but she didn’t want to speak to him right now, either.


      “No,”
she finally said, declining his offer mainly because of the buzzing phone and the
guilt it had brought on. “I should probably go. I just…I wonder if you have any
pictures? Or maybe a phone number for her?”


      “Yeah,
I’ve got lots of pictures and I do have her number. I haven’t spoken with her in
about five or six months, though. A few texts here and there.”


      Camille
pulled her phone out of her pocket just as it stopped buzzing. She glanced at
it long enough to see that the call had indeed come from McCutcheon. Apparently,
she was a little overexcited about Camille’s early return to work in two days.


      She
sent Bentley her number, not thinking twice about it. “Would you forward me the
number and whatever pictures you have?”


      She
had no idea, but she suddenly wanted to get out of here. Even if the six-hour
drive to Nacogdoches, Texas, had resulted in nothing more than a ten-minute conversation,
she wanted out. She felt pressured, almost as though she knew McCutcheon would find
out where she was and reprimand her for it. She wondered if this was similar to
the feeling Nanette would get from time to time, needing to make a quick
retreat from an area before she could get too comfortable.


      “And
could you do something else for me?” Camille asked.


      “I can
try.”


      “Just…over
the next few days, could you maybe really think hard about it? Maybe see if you
can remember someone Nanette had some sort of conflict with? Maybe some names
she tossed around here and there that seemed to coincide with her more paranoid
moments?”


      “Yeah,
I can try that,” he said.


      Her
phone dinged a single time as Bentley Lucia texted her the number he had for Nanette.
Looking at it, she knew it was not something she’d test out right away. Right
now, that number was a promising lead. Right now, it was a source of hope.
Calling the number only to find a dead line or disconnected number would be devastating…especially
knowing she had another six-hour drive ahead of her.


      “Thanks
for this,” she said.


      “Yeah,
sure.” The resentment and anger she’d seen in his face when he’d spied her
lurking in his back yard were gone now. He looked almost sad for her, sympathetic.
“Are you going to be okay?”


      She
smiled wanly at him, nodding. “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”


      She
started walking away and when she reached Bentley’s car, he called out to her. “Agent
Grace?”


      “Yeah?”


      “I
hope you find her. I miss her, you know? Nanette was…well, she was something else.”


      Camille
could only nod, thinking to herself: I really wouldn’t know.


      As
she came to the end of the small driveway and started walking toward the area
she’d parked her car, her phone started buzzing in her pocket again. She retrieved
it and saw that this time, it was Palmer.


      She
almost didn’t answer it. Though she’d seen him twice since the last case
wrapped, the one moment she thought of was when he’d walked up to her apartment
with her. She’d invited him to her bed but without any sexual context. He’d
held her and she realized that she was on the verge of falling for him. It was
not something that was going to make their working relationship any easier.
Neither of them had mentioned the moment or how she’d fallen asleep in his arms,
but it existed between them like a live wire that was going to shock the hell
out of whoever dared to touch it.


      She
answered the call at the last minute. If he was calling so soon after McCutcheon,
it almost certainly meant there was another case all ready and lined up for them.


      “Hey,
Palmer.”


      “Hey
yourself. Are you dodging McCutcheon’s calls?”


      “No.
I was just tied up.”


      “Are
you nearby right now?”


      “Well,
I’m assuming you’re at the office or at your house. Which means you’re in New Orleans.
And with those deductions, I can tell you that no…I’m not nearby.”


      “Where
are you, then?”


      She
chuckled nervously as she looked down the street. “A good distance away.”


      “Too
far away to meet up at the office this evening?”


      “If
it’s an emergency that needs to be handled right away…yes, I’m too far away.”


      “How
much time do you need?”


      “Six
hours.”


      “Jesus,
Grace. Did you go on a vacation to get all healed up?”


      “No,
I wish. I’ll see you at McCutcheon’s office in six hours.”


      He
was quiet for a moment, clearly wanting more details. When it was apparent he
wasn’t going to get anything else, he sighed and said, “Okay, Grace. I’ll see
you then.”


      Camille
ended the call and turned the corner at the end of the block. Her car was
parked halfway down, in front of one of the many derelict houses along the street.
When she got behind the wheel and pulled out into the road, she found that she
was actually savoring the idea of a six-hour drive. Maybe it would do her some
good…give her some time to clear her head and consider her next move.


      Now,
more than ever, she had quite a few things to figure out. Chief among them was
finding out what kind of danger her sister believed herself to be in.











CHAPTER THREE


 


 


      Camille
didn’t even bother stopping by her apartment when she got back into New Orleans
at 4:25 that afternoon. If she and Palmer needed to leave right away, she had a
few changes of clothes stashed away in her downstairs office—a place that had quickly
become more of a home to her than her apartment. She parked her car in the agent
garage and entered the building through the back. Being a Saturday evening, the
building was mostly quiet as she made her way to the elevators and rode up to
AD McCutcheon’s office.


      When
she walked into the office, exactly six hours and five minutes had passed since
she’d spoken with Palmer. Still, she felt very late when she entered the office
and found Palmer already sitting on one side of McCutcheon’s desk, looking at a
series of images on his laptop.


      McCutcheon
was on the other side of the desk, typing something into her phone. She glanced
up as Camille came into the office. When she was done with the text on her
phone, she gave Camille an enthusiastic nod of acknowledgment.


      “Not
too far off from six hours at all,” McCutcheon said. “I appreciate it. Six hours
away…you sure you weren’t trying to enjoy a vacation before your official
return?”


      “I’m
sure. Just some things I needed to do.”


      “How’s
the shoulder?”


      “Not
one hundred percent, but it’s getting there. The little bit of remaining pain
can be handled with simple ibuprofen.”


      She
sat down in the chair next to Palmer and he, too, gave her a little nod. But
there was also a smirk at the corner of his mouth, an expression that almost
felt like a secret—the secret of their afternoon in the same bed when Camille
had shown a rare moment of vulnerability. That’s how it felt to her, anyway.
And she was probably just overreacting.


      She
looked over at Palmer’s laptop and cringed at the photo she saw. “Is this a
case?” she asked.


      “It’s
about to be,” McCutcheon said. “These pictures were sent to us this morning
from the State Police in a small town in Alabama, right along the Tensaw Delta.
A place called Guffey. Grace, you lived in Alabama for a bit…do you know that area?”


      “I
know of it, but I’ve never been there. Lots of swamps and marshlands.”


      “Yes,
and these pictures were taken along the delta, a little less than ten miles away
from where the Tensaw River meets the sea.”


      Camille
looked back at the images. Palmer handed her the laptop and let out a deep breath,
as if he was glad to be rid of it. With the laptop perched on her knees, the photos
looked even more gruesome.


      A woman
had been tied to a tree and appeared to be partially submerged in water. Even
if McCutcheon had not already told her a river was involved, Camille would have
quickly figured it out: it was down to the color of the water, the presence of
trees, and the vegetation in the background. The woman was Caucasian and very pale.
Her hair was soaked and there were small marks torn into the skin of her face.
Camille couldn’t help but wince when she realized they were likely bites and nips
from passing fish.


      As
she clicked through the pictures, McCutcheon recited the facts of the case. And
in doing so, the photos started to show a second victim as well. This one was
older, also a Caucasian woman, this one with red hair. Her white tank top had
been mostly torn away, though the state of it didn’t indicate it had been by human
hands.


      “Two
women have been discovered along the same stretch of the river, both tied to
mangrove trees. The first victim, Vicky Doogle, was discovered three days ago.
The coroner’s report confirms that she drowned. The working theory is that she
was tied to the tree when the water level was low and then drowned when it rose
as the tide came in. There are no leads, no clues, and no apparent links
between the victims. The most recent one—a twenty-four-year-old waitress named Kara
King—was discovered this morning by fishermen.”


      Camille
had now come to an entirely different set of pictures. For a moment, she
thought someone had gotten photos and files mixed up. She saw pictures of neatly
folded sheets of paper with tiny handwriting along the top. “What are these
notes I’m looking at?”


      “That’s
where it gets really messed up,” Palmer said, nodding for McCutcheon to go
ahead with the rest.


      “In
both instances,” McCutcheon said, “the police were notified at least a full day
before the bodies were discovered. The first note was sent directly to the
Guffey Police Department. The second was taped to the door of the town’s post
office. Also…just to add an extra twist to an already screwed up situation, the
first victim, Vicky Doogle, was the daughter of a retired Guffey sheriff. So
the locals down there are all up in arms and calling for vengeance. And I don’t
guess I need to tell you—”


      “People
in that part of the country take the idea of Southern justice very seriously,”
Camille finished for her.


      “Exactly.
So the State PD is practically begging us to send a few bodies down there. And
I know you’re still recovering from your injuries, Grace…but I figure your
knowledge of the state and maybe even the people could come in handy.”


      “Well,
like I said, I know of Guffey and the Tensaw Delta, but not intimately. Still, I
know the culture. And don’t sweat my injuries. Really, it’s pretty much back to
normal.”


      “No
more pain killers?”


      “Not
for two days now. Haven’t really needed them. And when I do, I’ve downgraded to
plain old ibuprofen.”


      “I’m
going to trust you on that. The word I got on the phone from the sergeant with
the State PD is that tensions are high in Guffey. They’re even being hostile to
the State Police because they feel any official arrest would lead to a court
case that might get the guilty party off…and this is when we don’t even have a killer
in custody. The hope is that two agents running the lead on it would be a lot
less obvious than State police cars patrolling the area and stoking the fires.”


      “Man,
that is a mess,” Palmer said.


      “I
want you two on it,” McCutcheon said. “It’s about a two-hour drive, but the
State guys aren’t expecting a federal presence until tomorrow morning. I’ll
leave it to the two of you to make your own plans.”


      Camille
nodded and handed the laptop back to Palmer.


“You’re sure you’re up for it?” McCutcheon
asked Camille.


      “Yes.”
She rotated her arm and stretched it to show the proof. She did have to bite
back a tiny grimace as the arm came back around, the shoulder stretching back a
bit and sending a flare of pain through her upper arm.


      “Then
I’ll leave you to it. As long as you’re out there by eight tomorrow morning,
all is well.”


      She
waved them away and they made their exit. They made it as far as the hallway
before Palmer made his thoughts clear.


      “You
know me,” he said. “I’m a team player through and through. I’m fine to go
tonight or tomorrow but…if the victims were carried out into the swamps and
the local police aren’t likely to be very hospitable, I think we wait until
morning.”


      “I
was thinking the same,” Camille said. “No sense in bumping around the swamp at
night. Everything we need to get started is in the police case files. I do
think we get should get an early start, though. Maybe get there as early as six.”


      “Sounds
good.”


      They’d
come to the elevators and as they waited, Camille thought of the number waiting
in her phone—a number that might connect her to Nanette. She wondered if she
might find the courage to try it out tonight.


      “What
do you think about dinner?” Palmer asked.


      “Yeah,
it’s about that time, huh?”


      “It
is. But I was being more specific. I meant how about you and I getting together
and grabbing dinner. Maybe go over the case notes together.”


      The
elevator opened and they stepped inside. Camille pressed the button for the
garage, trying to think of how to answer. She was torn; an evening with Palmer
actually sounded wonderful. But she was a bit tired from the twelve hours of
driving over the past thirteen hours and just wanted to go home. Plus, she wasn’t
sure if she was ready to spend any worthwhile time with Palmer outside of work.
Not until she had a better grasp on how she felt about him. And not while she
had a semi-relationship with Zack.


      “Can
I take a raincheck?” she finally said.


      “Only
if you really intend to cash it.”


      “I do.
But tonight just…yeah, it’s been a long day.”


      “Where
were you anyway?”


      She
almost told him but didn’t see the point in getting into the long, drawn-out
story. This was probably the absolute worst time, actually.


      “I’ll
tell you some other time. Maybe when I cash that raincheck.”


      The
elevator came to a stop and the doors dinged open. They stepped out together
and walked in silence until they got to her car.


      “Now
that it’s just me,” Palmer said, “how is your shoulder really?”


      “It’s
honestly not bad.”


      “Would
you tell me if it was bad?”


      She
shrugged and smiled at him and good Lord, did she want to take him up on dinner.
And maybe then back to her place. Only this time when they got to the bed,
there would be more than affectionate snuggling while she passed out.


      And
that’s exactly why we’re saying no, she told herself.


      “I’m
fine, Palmer,” she said. “Really.”


      “Okay,
I’ll take your word for it.” Their eyes met for a moment and they stood in a
tense, somewhat awkward silence.


      “Do
you mind driving tomorrow?” she asked.


      “Nope.
I’ll swing by here and pick up a sedan in the morning. See you around four or
so?”


      “Sounds
good.”


      She
got into her car and when she backed out to leave, she noticed that Palmer was
standing in the same spot, watching her go. It made her happy but also a bit nervous…because
if he felt anywhere near the same as she did about him, they could be in some
real trouble.


      But
with women being tied to trees and slowly drowned out in Alabama, such trivial
issues had no place. Camille brought the images of those women back to her mind
as she headed home, already doing what she could to orient her mind to the case
and the fact that there was a deranged killer somewhere out there.











CHAPTER FOUR


 


 


      “So...this
is pretty small.”


      Palmer
made the remark as he drove the Bureau sedan into what Camile assumed served as
Guffey, Alabama’s main street. The morning was quiet, the early morning light
muted as it fell across the humble, rural town.


      “There
are small towns tucked away everywhere, city boy,” Camille said. Upping, the
town she’d grown up in and that sat less than two hours away from New Orleans,
had only boasted a population of about twelve hundred, but it seemed like a
massive metropolis compared to her first glimpse of Guffey.


      “Well,
on the plus side,” Palmer said, “it shouldn’t be too hard to find the police
station.”


      They
both looked through the windshield at the small town. There was a post office,
a small convenience store that looked as if it had been plucked out of the 1960s,
and an old brick building with a wooden sign over the door that read Darla’s
Treasures. Three other buildings lined the brief street, and that was all
Guffey’s main stretch had to offer.


      Their
GPS directed them a bit further ahead, where a strip of black pavement without
markings led to a few more buildings. These buildings were separated from the
rest of the town by a stretch of scraggly woodland on the right and a large, marshy
field to the left that ventured back into even more pitiful forest, which ran
behind the entirety of the town. The buildings along this sad little road
consisted of a small clerk’s office, what looked like a struggling farm supply
store (which, like the convenience store, looked like a relic from another time),
and then, at the end of the street, the police station.


      The
parking lot was perhaps big enough for a dozen cars, and it was packed. But
Camille only spotted two actual patrol cars; the rest looked to be civilian. 


      “Oh,
this is a mess already,” Palmer said as he edged his way along beside an old
pickup truck, trying to find somewhere to park. He finally managed to find some
room beside a very old Chevy coupe and the back end of another truck.


      As
soon as they stepped out of the car, Camille could hear a murmur of urgent
conversation from inside the station. It gave her a pretty good indication of
what they could expect when they got inside.


      “I
think I’ll lead the way,” Palmer said, stepping in front of her as they approached
the front door.


      When
they stepped inside, Camille’s sense of space was momentarily confused. At
first, it seemed like there were at least fifty people in the station. But as the
door closed behind her and she got a more accurate view of the interior, she
understood that there were probably only fifteen or so people. It looked like
more because the lobby and small space beyond it was so small.


      The
lobby wasn’t a lobby at all, but just a strip of carpeted floor that led to a
front desk that served as the divide between the front of the building and the
back, where a few other desks were situated. The fifteen or so people within the
lobby were angling close to the desk, several voices speaking at once while a
nervous-looking receptionist and two uniformed officers did their best to keep
the peace.


      “…and
if there’s a killer in town, we have the right to know!” one overweight woman
was yelling from the front of the crowd.


      “Damn
right!” a tall, older man said from nearby Camille. “Being that one of the dead
is Sheriff Doogle’s daughter, I thought y’all would be taking this more seriously!”


      “I
assure you, we are,” said one of the officers. “We’re the only ones in the
station right now because everyone else is out looking for answers. We’ve got
the assistance of the State Police and—”


      This
was met with an uproar of disagreement. One voice was louder than the rest,
speaking up from the crowd and saying: “You give me and four or five other men
just a day or so to figure this out and we’ll bring you your killer.”


      Camille
felt a bit of shame as she was overcome with judgment toward this man and the crowd
itself. It was as if they’d stepped back in time to the Old West and all the townsfolk
thought it was their civic duty to bring criminals to justice. The police were
just there for emergency situations and the feeling that everything was in
order. Having grown up in Alabama, she knew that there were pockets of this
mentality scattered around the state—and most of the other Southern states, too—particularly
in very small towns like Guffey.


      Palmer
leaned over to her and whispered, “Stay here.”


      With
that, he started to push forward, nudging by a grizzled man of about sixty or
so. Until Palmer joined the crowd, it didn’t seem that anyone had even noticed
that they’d arrived. As Palmer moved toward the desk, the clamor of the crowd died
down as everyone started to study the stranger. By the time he reached the
desk, the place was so quiet that Camille had no problem hearing the exchange between
Palmer and the cops.


      Apparently,
he’d deftly pulled his badge out and showed it to just the cops and receptionist,
hiding it from everyone else. “Scott Palmer,” he said quickly. “If everyone
else is out, who’s in charge?”


      “That
would be me,” the officer standing on the left side of the desk said. He looked
to be around forty years of age and the expression he wore indicated that he’d
just about had enough of this angry, demanding little mob. “Deputy Luke Dwyer.
And damn, am I glad you’re here.”


      Camille
heard a few people whispering among the small crowd.


      “Someone
from the government.”


      “Useless…”


      “Just
going to waste our time.”


      Starting
to get irritated now, Camille also made her way to the front. She offered a few
comments along the way—“Pardon me,” and “Excuse me.” Everyone moved aside but
cast her several wary looks.


      “Camille
Grace,” she said, joining Palmer and looking at the officers.


      “Well,
you’re here earlier than I’d expected. I don’t really know where to send you.”


      “Where
is the acting sheriff, currently?”


      “That
would be Sheriff Granger. He’s heading out to get on an airboat and look up and
down the Tensaw.”


      “Any
chance you could call him and have him wait for us?”


      “Yeah,
I can do that. I think he’d appreciate it. Hold on a second.”


      The
officer took several steps back, pulling a cellphone from his pocket. He punched
a few keys in a hurry, glancing back at Camille, Palmer, and the gathered crowd
with both excitement and worry. The receptionist kept her eyes on both of them
while the remaining officer had his eyes glued to the crowd.


      “You
folks from the State Police?” a man behind them said. When Camille turned to
face them, she realized just how close they all were. A small, frantic crowd
pressing in against them.


      “No,”
Palmer said. “FBI.”


      There
were a few impressed looks in the crowd, but also a few rolls of the eyes and sounds
of disgust. Camille didn’t care much one way or the other. She had a job to do
and their skewed need for so-called Southern justice wasn’t going to affect
that.


      “Well,
it took you long enough,” an irate woman said.


      “What
the hell are you all going to do anyway?” someone else commented.


      Camille
nearly spoke up, against her better judgment. But the other officer beat her to
it and when he did, she was extremely grateful for him.


      “Look,
you all need to shift it down a few gears,” he said, raising his voice. He had an
interesting accent; it was heavy with southern twang but the ghost of a
Louisiana drawl was there, too. “The fact of the matter is that not a single
one of you is a cop or a member of any sort of law enforcement organization. I
know you all mean well and you want to feel safe in your own town, but you’re acting
like kids that can’t get their way!”


      There
was a clamor of disagreement and a few angry timbres within the voices.


      “No!”
the cop said. “You all were screaming for swift action, and the FBI is here.
And I guarantee you that they’ll do a much better job of finding this maniac
than any of you will.”


      “But
we can—” someone started to say, but the officer was having none of it.


      “Now,”
he interrupted, basically screaming. “It’s just after six on a Sunday morning.
I say you all get back home, get some coffee and breakfast in you, and get to
church. Leave the fear and worry to the people that are meant to handle these
sorts of things.” And then, with one more look around the group, he said, in a much
softer but firmer voice, “And if any of you get in the way of this case—be it
in my way or these agents here—we’re going to have some problems. It’s
been a while since anyone’s been in that holding cell in the back of the
building, but we sure can dust it off if we have to.”


      He
then stared them down until, one by one, they began to turn away and leave through
the front door. A few of them cast distrustful glances at Camille and Palmer but
not another word was said. Camille assumed this had something to do with
small-town respect; all of these people knew the officer who had chastised them
and, as such, took what he had to say to heart.


      When
the last of the group had exited and they could hear the engines of their vehicles
starting all across the parking lot, Palmer turned to the officer and extended
his hand. “That was well done.”


      “Thanks.
I hate to be the bad guy but every now and then, I guess it has to be done.”


      “Do
you think they’d be so passionate about it if one of the victims wasn’t the
daughter of the former sheriff?” Camille asked.


      “Hard
to tell. Guffey has never dealt with anything like this before. It’s all new…to
them and to us.”


      The
other officer came back over, still holding his cellphone. “I was able to catch
Sheriff Granger before he got on the water. He’s at a boat ramp about five
miles away from here and says he’ll wait on you.”


      “Want
to give us directions?” Camille asked.


      “Sure,”
he said, digging into the pocket of his pants. He pulled out a keyring and
handed it to her. “But unless you came in a four-by-four, I don’t think you’re
going to make it.”











CHAPTER FIVE


 


 


      He’d
always thought the back roads in this part of Alabama were like a maze. And not
one of those fun carnival mazes, either. No, these roads were like dangerous
hedge mazes where if you took a few wrong turns you’d be stranded. They
sometimes made him think of that creepy movie from the ’70s, the one with Jack Nicholson
and the axe. That’s what these back roads were like, and that’s why he loved
them.


      It
was 6:30 in the morning on a Sunday. Though Guffey was about twenty miles
behind him, buried somewhere among all the knotted back roads, he could sense
the place. People would be waking up and milling to one of the two churches in
a few hours. The Baptists and the Lutherans. And they’d all ask for collected
prayer for the two poor women who had just been discovered. 


      They’d
soon be praying for a third…but of course, they didn’t know that yet.


      The
third was tied up in the back of his truck, lying in the truck bed and covered
by the old camper shell. Her hands were behind her back, there were two lengths
of rope around her legs, and there was a gag tied tightly around her mouth.
Still, he’d hear her on occasion, particularly when he came to stop signs. A
muffled whimper or a kick against the bed of the truck. Not that it mattered.
This early on a Sunday morning, no one was going to be out and about to hear.


      Honestly,
he wasn’t all that concerned with the woman in the back of his truck…though he
knew he should be a bit more concerned about that particular situation. What
was occupying most of his thoughts was just how pathetic and inept the police
had been so far. He’d given them warnings both times. He’d given them a timeframe
and told him in both instances the women were in danger. For this third one, he
wondered if he might even give them the name. Maybe that would help them. Then
again, it might be too much help.


      Driving
along the back roads in the early morning light, he allowed himself to feel the
anger that was churning inside of him. It was not a new anger, but it seemed to
grow a bit stronger whenever the local police showed their incompetence. Even
with letters to clue them in, they’d failed to save the two women he’d tied to
the mangroves. As a native of Guffey, he knew the police force—as small as it
might be—had never been the same after Sheriff Doogle retired. That idiot Granger
had taken over and from what he’d heard, the entire force did nothing but sit around
picking their noses all day, sometimes wandering along the outskirts of Guffey
to bust up a coke deal or keep derelict kids from knocking over convenience stores
in the neighboring towns.


      Doogle
had been a good man for sure, but the police…well, they’d never been worth a damn,
now had they? They’d failed their town many times, letting down their citizens,
failing over and over and over until there was no trust.


      When
he realized just how much his anger was rising to the surface, he forced himself
to relax. He was gripping the steering wheel as if he were trying to choke it.
He’d been experiencing these flashes of anger for about two years now and he’d experienced
them enough to know that when it got really bad, a migraine would
follow. And because he had several busy days ahead of him, he didn’t feel like
contending with a headache.


      Calm,
he told himself. You’re showing the world what they are. You’re proving a
point. And it’s only going to get harder if you stay angry. Most important of
all…remember why you’re doing this.


      He
nodded to himself as he sped down the road, looking for the next turn that
would lead him to the place where Victim Number Three would take her last
breath.


      He
heard her in the back, struggling to get free. 


      In
response, he turned on the radio. It was tuned to the only station he could
pick up clearly in Guffey. Sometimes they played country music, sometimes gospel.
But, because it was Sunday morning, there was currently a preacher on, yelling
about repentance and the reward waiting afterwards.


      He
turned it up loud. He didn’t quite believe any of it, but he thought maybe it
would help to ease the nerves of the woman he’d soon be tying to a mangrove tree.











CHAPTER SIX


 


 


      The
officer back at the station hadn’t been exaggerating. Two of the roads Camille
and Palmer had to traverse to reach the boat ramp where Sheriff Granger was
waiting were in terrible shape. Unpaved and bumpy, there was no way a Bureau
sedan would have made it. But the old four-by-four pickup they’d been loaned
did the trick. Palmer was behind the wheel and, to his credit, was doing his
best not to let the enjoyment of the experience seep through. He was trying to
remain as professional as possible.


      The
final two roads—really nothing more than dirt tracks that crept back through the
woods and into marshy areas—were bordered by more sickly-looking trees, but the
vegetation seemed to get thicker and lusher the deeper into the woods they went.
And as the forest grew healthier, the road deteriorated. There was a thin but very
long crevice in the center of the road, a ravine in miniature that had been washed
out by years and years of rain without any sort of maintenance. The ditch along
the left side was in the same shape, dropping away into nothing but channels of
woodland debris and small pools of stagnant water.


      The
truck grumbled and groaned while Camille gripped the dashboard, watching the
road tear into the forest. And then, just when she was sure the road would
eventually become nothing more than a small canyon, it actually flattened a bit
and opened up. The dirt path stretched out to all sides, speckled with tall
grass and weeds. What they entered into wasn’t a field, exactly, but more like
a patch of wild and rampant grass in the middle of the forest.


      A
truck very similar to theirs was parked several feet ahead, with an empty
flatbed trailer at the back. The ground sloped slightly behind the truck and as
Palmer brought the truck to a stop, Camille caught a glimpse of the river. A
lone man was standing down by the banks, smoking a cigarette. He looked up at them,
nodded, and started up the little slope as Camille and Palmer got out of their
truck to greet him.


      “Agents?”
the man said.


      “Yes,
Agents Palmer and Grace,” Palmer said. “And you are?”


      The
man looked at Palmer as if he were stupid. “Abe Granger, the sheriff.” He then
smirked and looked down at his outfit: a flannel shirt, dingy jeans, and work boots.
“Oh yeah, I guess I see the confusion. I figured if I’m going to be out on this
by-God river all day, I wasn’t going to make it worse by wearing the police blues.
I actually try to get out of wearing them whenever I can.”


      “I
get it,” Palmer said.


      “Speaking
of which…you may as well leave your little overcoats or jackets or whatever in the
truck. Strip down to whatever you have under those button-downs, too, if you
want. It’s going to get humid out on that water today and I won’t judge. When
you’re ready, I’ll be down at the boat, waiting.”


      Granger
headed back down to the slope, flicking his cigarette to the ground and
crushing it out under his boot. 


      “You
heard the man,” Camille said as she shrugged out of her jacket. “Strip.”


      He
grinned at her and she was pretty sure he got a little red in the face. “Sounds
like an idea for another raincheck if you ask me.”


      This
time, she got a bit red in the face. She watched as Palmer also slid out of his
jacket and then unbuttoned the cuffs of his sleeves. He rolled them up and loosened
the collar of his shirt and slipped the tie out. He put the tie and the jacket
in the truck and started for the slope. Camille did her best not to stare
because, whether she wanted to admit it or not, even in this state of casual,
loose attire, the man was sexy.


      They
walked down to the slope together and found Granger untying a small johnboat from
a steel post that had been embedded in the muddy banks. It looked like the sort
of post used to play horseshoes. Several of them had been set up along the bank
in a haphazard fashion.


      “There’s
not a lot of room, but I think it’ll handle the three of us,” Granger said. He
positioned himself at the back, where a small outboard motor was perched. “Agent
Palmer, would you mind shoving us off?”


      Palmer
reached out and shoved the boat away from the bank as Camille took a seat along
the center bench of the small boat. It was very low to the water, and she couldn’t
help but think of alligators, harkening back to an earlier case where she’d had
to escape one.


      “Are
things back at the station falling apart?” Granger asked.


      “It
was rocky, but your officers held it down well,” Camille said.


      “Good.
I figured it would get nasty today. Word of the second victim got out right at
nightfall yesterday. It was pretty bad.”


      “Speaking
of which,” Palmer said, “where exactly are we headed?”


      “I’d
planned to travel the delta today, just up and down and checking on some spots I
feel would give the killer room to move around and get his work done. But along
the way, we’ll pass by both of the sites the bodies were discovered. The site
of the second victim is less than five minutes from here, as a matter of fact.”


      Granger
operated the motor, staying at the back and not saying anything else. Camille didn’t
bother trying to get more information out of him. He looked tired and, in a way
she couldn’t quite identify, slightly hurt. There was a certain quality to his
expression and posture that almost reminded her of someone who had just been insulted
by a dear friend.


      She
couldn’t help but wonder if it came from public opinion. It was clear that a
great deal of the town of Guffey was still pining over the previous sheriff, Doogle.
She’d be interested to know if it came from some personal differences among
them or just a small town’s mindset of not being able to handle change all that
well. But she also knew that now was not the time to ask. However, Camille thought
it made sense that Granger would feel an immense amount of pressure. He was,
after all, looking for a killer who had taken the life of the daughter of the
man he was replacing. Camille found herself feeling sorry for the man already,
having only been by his side for about ten minutes.


      Granger
had warned that the river would get humid, and Camille had no problem believing
that. Having been around swamps and rivers for most of her childhood, she’d experienced
it firsthand. However, for now the morning was pleasant. The wind was gentle because
the boat was moving slowly and the water was quiet. Yet within a few minutes,
the scraggly growth of trees began to peter out, replaced by the thick and unmistakable
shapes of mangrove trees. They seemed to start further back, creeping slowly toward
the water until several of them lined the banks. Less than a quarter of a mile
after that, mangroves were just about the only thing she saw in way of plant life.


      As
they grew in number, they created what looked like an almost otherworldly
canopy to the sides of the river. The water stretched out for about twenty feet
or so and there was a pure, uninterrupted wall of mangroves to the right. The
almost surreal way the roots seemed to arch out and then upward before either curling
beneath the base of the tree or diving into the water created a strange sort of
unease. Seeing the spaces between those upraised roots made her think that just
about any lurking creature could be spying on them.


      As
this feeling descended on her, Granger slowed the engine, eventually bringing
it to a gentle idle. He steered the boat slightly to the right, closer to the trees.


      “See
the one with the bit of pink ribbon?” Granger said.


      “Yeah.”


      “That’s
the tree Kara King was tied to. Two drunk fishermen found her body yesterday.
You saw the pictures, I take it?”


      “We
did,” Palmer said.


      “I
just count us as lucky that she was found before any notable critters got to
her.”


      As the
boat coasted over by the trees, Palmer reached out to the nearest one to stop the
boat. They bobbed beside the tree where Kara King had died, staring into the
murky area between the trees and the tangled, dark vegetation beyond.


      “This
is literally in the middle of nowhere, isn’t it?” Palmer asked.


      “It
is,” Granger agreed.


      “And
it looks a bit like gator central.” Palmer looked legitimately nervous as he said
this.


      “No,
you won’t find gators here,” Camille said. “The knots of roots from the trees
down in the water might offer hiding spots, but it doesn’t offer safe passage
for them. There’s no clear-cut path to land.”


      Both
Palmer and Granger looked at her with great surprise. Camille cringed a bit
internally when she realized this was a tidbit she’d picked up from Zack during
one of their very weird conversations. She was pretty sure it had been during a
case, but couldn’t quite remember.


      “I
figured the same thing,” Granger said, peering up at the piece of pink ribbon
tied just above their heads. “But the cause of death sure as hell wasn’t
animal-related so we didn’t get a game warden out here, so…who knows?”


      Camille
observed the tree in front of her, as well as the several close by. The bark
looked almost rotten in places, but she knew it was still stout and strong. It
also appeared to have varying shades of gray and black to it, but she knew these
variations were simply the result of the ebb and flow of the water levels.


      “Are
these color shades a pretty good indicator of how high the water levels get?”
she asked.


      “Yeah.
Throughout the day, this water will drop about a foot and a half or so. Maybe more.
If we get a bad rain, the drop rarely happens, but the water can get up pretty
high. It’s flooded the banks we let in on, made it a good distance up that road
you followed to get to me.”


      “When’s
the last time that happened?” Palmer asked.


      “Oh,
it’s been about three years ago since it was that bad.”


      “So
would you say the levels have been pretty predictable lately?”


      Granger
nodded as he took a pack of Winstons from his breast pocket. It wasn’t often
that Camille saw someone smoke so openly anymore. It was, in a way, almost
nostalgic. She’d never smoked and hated the smell, but she chose to say nothing
as he lit a cigarette with a cheap plastic lighter. It was Granger’s boat,
after all.


      The
killer must know the river and the delta well, right?” Camille asked. “To bring
a body out on a boat and tie her to a tree right here along the trees…”


      “She
was probably incapacitated some other way,” Palmer said. “A woman kicking and screaming
in a boat is going to make the job harder.”


      “Yeah,
we figure he must have knocked her out or something,” Granger said. “But if
this second victim was anything like Vicky Doogle’s body, maybe not. The
coroner said there were no signs that she’d been hit on the head. Some bruising
on her arms and a busted lip, but that was all.”


      “How
far away is the place where her body was found?” Camille asked.


      “About
a mile and a half further up, off on a thinner stretch of the river…sort of a secondary
stream.” He got back to the motor and said, “I’ll take you there, if you like.”


      “Only
if it’s on your way to wherever you had in mind. We’ve read the files and I
know it’s going to look a lot like this one. No clear path to land, right? Just
trees and water.”


      “That’s
right.” 


      He
throttled open the motor as Palmer pushed them away from the trees. Palmer
looked back to him and asked: “Sheriff, I wonder…were the people in town so
demanding and caring right away…right after the body of Vicky Doogle was found?”


      “No.
They were mad as hell and sad for the Doogle family, but not as worked up as I hear
they were this morning. Now that they know it’s not an isolated incident, it’s
different. They want answers. They were mad about Vicky Doogle…but now they’re
scared, too. And when people get scared, they tend to try to make excuses, you
know? They turn that fear into something that looks like anger but it’s not.”


      Camille
knew exactly what he meant. It could have been worded a bit better, but the
core truth of it was there. “So, with Vicky being the first…I wonder if there’s
anyone in town that might have had a grudge against the sheriff.”


      “Oh,
I considered that, too. And there are a few for sure. You can’t be sheriff of a
place like Guffey for thirty years and not piss some people off. Me and a few
of my guys have put a binder together with suspects…though, honestly, none of
them are very likely. When you get back to the station, you’re welcome to have a
look at it.”


      They
continued on down the river, and Camille kept her eyes open for places along the
trees that might lead to land or, at the very least, marshes. She supposed that
if the killer had brought the victims out here in a boat, he’d not taken a long
route to get to the trees where he’d placed them. He had to have shortcuts or
hidden thoroughfares to land somewhere. And if that was the case, it meant the
man somehow knew these woods and swamps better than the police.


      It
was a daunting thought that started to settle on her just as the humidity Granger
had mentioned started to make itself known. It was almost as if the heat could
sense the tension and was doing everything it could to weigh them down as the
case began to feel more slippery than ever.











CHAPTER SEVEN


 


 


      When
they arrived back at the station three hours later, the back of Camille’s shirt
was coated in sweat. She personally felt that the time spent out on the river
may have been a waste; Granger could have easily just taken them to the sites
where the bodies had been found and then come back to the station. On the other
hand, she’d noted Granger making notes in a small notepad of specific locations
they’d passed.


      Back
at the station—not yet ten in the morning and already reaching unbearably hot
temperatures outside—Camille watched as Granger handed the notepad to the plump
receptionist. They chatted about something as Camille and Palmer hung back,
waiting for Granger to retrieve the binder for them.


      Camille
did think it was a bit archaic to be relying on a binder rather than a more
traditional computer database, but she also knew that such approaches had their
merits. And as pretentious as it made her feel, she couldn’t help but wonder if
this small little station even had a database of any kind, anyway.


      Done
with speaking to the receptionist, Granger waved them on behind the desk.
Camille and Palmer walked into the small, open area, following Granger to one
of three offices along the back wall. His office was of moderate size and the
cluttered desk looked as if it had been through a war. There were several stacks
of paper along the top, with a new plastic binder sitting on top of it. He
picked it up and handed it to Camille with something close to relief on his face.


      “There
are thirteen potential suspects in there, along with their criminal histories—if
applicable—and any personal information myself or my officers know about them.
A pretty thorough write-up on Vicky Doogle, as well.” He apparently took note
of Camille’s look of confusion because he chuckled and added: “Even when we
consider the little outlying areas around town, this is still a very small
area. Chances are pretty good that if you pointed to any random person on the
road, I could tell you at least two things about them. Keep in mind, I was an
officer before I was elected sheriff. I’ve been keeping the law around here for
going on twenty years now.”


      “Thanks
for this,” Camille said, opening the binder.


      “Sure.
And this…” he said, plucking a thin folder from the pile of papers, “is all we
have on Kara King right now. Same suspects, obviously, but this is just some
details on her personal file.


      “Have
a seat already,” he said, gesturing to his chair—the only one in the office. “I’m
going to head out and meet up with my deputy and the on-duty officers. Get some
reports on how things went this morning. I’ll probably also contact the State
boys, let them know you’re here and they can rest easy. Make yourself at home
and if you need anything, have Eleanor out front give me a call.”


      “Sheriff,
have the people in this binder been formally questioned?” Camille asked.


      “Yes,
and they’ve all also been asked not to leave town. So far, they all have alibis
but we’re still in the process of looking into some of them. If that’s
something you can help out with, it would be much appreciated.”


      “We’ll
certainly do what we can.”


      Granger
nodded to them appreciatively and then left the office. When he was gone,
Palmer looked over to her and shrugged. “The man seems to trust us.”


      “Or
he just wants this case solved quickly. He seems to be trying everything he can
to not be here in the office.”


      “Well,
you saw the crowd here this morning, right? All they were missing were torches
and pitchforks. If a killer isn’t found soon, I think it’s going to get ugly. I
don’t blame him for trying not to be in the office.”


      “So
let’s make sure it doesn’t come to that,” Camille said as she flipped open the
binder. As she started looking through the notes and printouts, Palmer started
leafing through the much slimmer file on Kara King.


      Right
away, Camille was impressed with what Granger and his team had done. The
suspects with criminal records were first in the binder, all in alphabetical order.
There were only five of them, the rest apparently with clean criminal histories.
Camille naturally started with the entries at the top of the pile, the five with
criminal records.


      She’d
made it past the first two—the worst crime among them being a questionable charge
of domestic abuse—when Palmer spoke up.


      “Hey,
Grace? In the notes McCutcheon gave us and during the briefing, did she mention
anything about the killer calling the police?”


      “No.
I think it was just the letters, right?”


      “Yeah,
that’s what I thought as well. But right here in this timeline for Kara King,
there’s a note that says the killer actually called the station.”


      “When?”


      “Seven
in the evening on Friday.”


      It
did seem like a detail that shouldn’t have gone missed in McCutcheon’s briefing,
but details like these did drop through the cracks from time to time. Leaving a
letter seemed much more sinister and deliberate than a phone call, after all.
Still, curious, Camille flipped to the back of the binder and scanned the case
notes for the discovery of Vicky Doogle’s body. 


Someone had photocopied the letter
and included it—a simple message, really: There’s a woman tied to a tree out
on the delta and she’s going to die if you don’t find her soon. A handwritten
note at the bottom of the letter stated that the note had been received in the
mail last Tuesday afternoon. Beneath that note, there was another one.
It read: Letter opened sometime between 1:45 – 2:00. Phone call received at
7:03 p.m., Tues.


“You said the call about King’s
body came in at seven?”


“That’s what the note says,”
Palmer said. “Seven o’clock.”


“They got one regarding Vicky
Doogle, too. At three minutes after seven on Tuesday evening.”


“And her body was discovered the following
day, right? Wednesday?”


“That’s right.”


Camille considered this for a moment,
wondering if the calls coming in at the same time might be pure coincidence. The
killer was being persistent. Letters and phone calls. But what was the
point? Did he want to get caught, or was he trying to make the local police
look bad?


She continued to look through the
profiles, finding that the only fault against the third suspect with a criminal
record was a drunken brawl three years ago where he’d broken his brother’s wrist.
She was almost ready to assume the crime records here in Guffey were a bit
lackluster until she came to the fifth and final man with a criminal record.


The suspect was forty-six-year-old
Darren Traylor. He’d been to prison twice: the first time for selling illegal
firearms during a gun show in Mobile six years ago, and two years ago for
refusing to peacefully turn over a concealed firearm he didn’t have a permit
for. This had also occurred in Mobile and resulted in a fight between Traylor
and two police officers.


Camille’s alarms had already
started to go off, but then she saw the man’s mugshot. In the shot where he was
turned at a profile view, she noted the tattoo on his left arm. Some of it was
hidden by the tight sleeve of his shirt, but she saw enough to recognize it.


“Palmer, do you recognize this
tattoo?”


She handed the binder to Palmer
and tapped the profile picture of Darren Traylor. Palmer only needed to look at
it for two or three seconds before he nodded. “It’s the emblem for Bones and
Artillery.”


“Yeah, I thought so, too. And
check out the criminal history.”


As Palmer read it over, Camille
thought of all she knew about the group known as Bones and Artillery. She knew
that they’d been considered for inclusion in several local terrorist groups
along the East Coast. Last year, an active and vocal member in Virginia had
taken his ex-wife hostage. It had resulted in a two-day standoff that ended
with a murder-suicide. Bones and Artillery were, at their core, a militia group
that hit the news headlines whenever Second Amendment rights were threatened.
They had little centers all around the East Coast, most notably in Virginia and
Alabama.


“Yeah, this guy seems like a likely
candidate…especially with this little note added to the personal details.”


“What note?”


“Right here,” he said, pointing to
the back of the next page, which listed Traylor’s next of kin. It had been
typed out, but buried in a few other scant details regarding Darren Traylor. He
read it out loud while pointing to it. “In a follow-up visit upon Mr. Traylor’s
return to Guffey from Mobile after his last jail sentence, he made the remark
of ‘I’d like to drown that son of a bitch’ in regard to Sheriff Doogle. The remark
was heard by Doogle and at least one other officer.”


“So a militia member with a
criminal history that made a threat to drown the sheriff?”


“Yeah,” Palmer said. “And even if
he was just trying to talk a big game, the fact that Doogle’s daughter was drowned
makes it a little too close to home.”


“Agreed. There’s an address there
for him. I say we pay him a visit.”


Palmer eyed her skeptically. They’d
recently followed up on a lead for a case that had them dealing with a small
group that considered themselves a militia and though they’d come away mostly
unscathed, it had been harrowing.


“Bones and Artillery,” Palmer
said. As they got up, he shrugged and said, “I figured being down south, we’d
somehow avoid nutcases like these.”


“The swamps and rivers can vary
here and there,” Camille said with a smile, “but I think no matter where you go,
men that love their guns are pretty much the same.”


And with that in mind, they left
the police station, stepping right back out into the oppressive southern heat
with no clear idea of what waited for them at their next stop.











CHAPTER EIGHT


 


 


Camille learned one thing about Guffey
fairly quickly: there were a lot of dirt roads. Of the few paved roads that ran
through the small area and the outskirts, only two seemed to have marking lines
of any kind. The rest were just flat, unmarked stretches of blacktop. And along
these stretches, there seemed to be countless dirt roads. Some had gravel while
some were nothing more than dust and dirt. Thankfully, though, they were all labeled
with a state-mandated road sign as an identifier.


Camille found herself grateful for
these signs. Cell signal was spotty so the map app on their phones was lagging.
And without the green road sign by the corner of the dirt track that led to
Darren Traylor’s home, they would have likely missed it and driven around lost
on rural backroads for Lord only knew how long.


Palmer guided the sedan slowly down
the dirt road. There was some gravel along the route but not much. A low-lying
cloud of dust was pushed up as they passed along. Within just a few feet of turning
onto the road, Camille got a clear picture of the sort of area they were
venturing into. Both sides of the road were loaded down with a variety of
enormous trees. Elms, for the most part, but a few massive live oaks took up
the space as well. And tucked in along the trees and often thick and tangly
underbrush was a variety of mobile homes.


They were the sort of mobile homes
that Camille’s father had often referred to simply as trailers; they
looked a lot more like something that might be pulled along behind a large
truck on the highway rather than a house. Most were made of metal and a reinforced
grade of aluminum. A few they passed by had no porches of any kind, just cinderblock
or concrete steps that led to the thin, flimsy screen doors.


“Well, based on the neighborhood,
I don’t think we’ll need to worry about coming up against full-fledged militias,”
Palmer said.


“But we still need to be careful.
This guy has openly fought police officers before. Just based on that alone, I
don’t see him exactly behaving and being a team player.”


Another half a mile down the dusty
road, they came to Darren Taylor’s address. His home was the same as the others
they’d passed along the road—a long stretch of aluminum and metal with a few
windows and a meager front door to break it up. His house had a small porch attached
to it, though the construction of it suggested it had been a weekend project
that had been pulled off over several beers and a half-hearted idea of what a
porch was supposed to look like. They pulled into his driveway, which was
nothing more than an area of dead grass at the edge of his yard. Palmer parked beside
an old Ford truck with an assortment of pro-gun bumper stickers plastered all
over the back. There was another truck there, too, parked at a bit of an angle.


When they stepped out of the car, Camille
instantly heard voices coming from the back side of the trailer. There were at
least two voices and then a bit of laughing. This was followed by a loud curse
and more laughing.


“Sounds like somebody is having
fun,” Palmer said.


He took the lead and opted to not
even bother knocking on the front door. He walked around the side of the trailer
and after a few steps around into the back yard, he came to a stop. “What the
hell?” he breathed softly.


Camille stopped beside him and
looked out into the yard. It took her a moment to fully understand what she was
seeing. And even when she was able to put it all together, it made no sense to
her.


There were three men standing along
the back edge of the yard where towering weeds and trees took over. However,
just a foot or so from where the overgrowth took over, a flimsy fence blocked
off the yard. Not just any fence, though; the rigid metal posts and the clear, almost
invisible wire meant it was an electric fence. The question, of course, was why
anyone would need such a thing out here.


Actually, if questions were going
to be asked, there were many more to consider, given what she was looking at.


A cooler sat on the ground among
the three men and currently, as Camille and Palmer watched, the man closest to
them was unbuttoning the fly of his pants. The other men giggled a bit, but the
man farthest away from them was also massaging his right shoulder.


“You’ve got to be kidding, right?”
she sighed. This was the behavior of curious and destructive pre-teen boys. And
all of these men appeared to be in their forties. Of course, the cooler and the
few empty cans scattered around it at one o’clock on a Sunday afternoon told
her a great deal more about what kind of men these were.


“This is ridiculous,” Palmer whispered,
stepping forward and reaching for his badge, which was stuffed in his back pocket,
as their jackets were still at the station. Then, raising his voice, he said, “Gentlemen,
excuse me.”


All three men turned quickly. The
one closest to them was just a quick tug away from freeing his privates when he
wheeled around. He didn’t look embarrassed at all, but rather entertained. And then
maybe just a little peeved to find a stranger walking into his back yard. For
just a moment, it reminded Camille of her own venture into a back yard just
yesterday. But speaking with Bentley Lucia seemed like something that had happened
on another world as she stood in the midst of three grown men who were apparently
pissing on an electric fence just for the hell of it.


“Who are you?” said the first man,
who was now quickly buttoning up his pants.


Palmer showed his badge and said, “Agents
Palmer and Grace, FBI. Sorry to break up this…this…well, whatever this is.”


“I call it Rabble Roulette,” the
man said. Now that he was facing them both and giving them most of his
attention, Camille recognized him as Darren Traylor. He looked a bit better than
how he’d appeared in his mugshot, but not much.


“Yeah?” Palmer asked. “How do you
win?”


“Last man standing,” one of Traylor’s
friends said.


“You piss on the fence and reach
out to touch the one next to you when the charge hits.”


“Sounds…intimate,” Camille said,
now also stepping forward.


“Why do you have an electric fence
out here, anyway?” Palmer asked.


“I’ve got two goats. They’re…I don’t
know. They’re somewhere out there in all that growth.”


“Well, as exhilarating as this all
seems,” Camille said, “we’d like to speak with you in private, Mr. Traylor.”


“Agents? You mean the FBI?”
Traylor asked. Apparently, he’d already had enough to drink to slow his train
of thought. He seemed to be just now catching up to the weight of the
situation.


“Yes.”


“I guess you want to talk about
the Doogle chick?”


“Vicky Doogle,” Camille said sternly.
“Yes.” She was getting irritated already—not just by the fact that Traylor had referred
to the victim as a chick, but because his two friends were making no effort
at all to hide the fact that they were leering at her.


“Well, I told Granger everything I
know. Which wasn’t much.” He hesitated and then opened up the cooler to grab a
beer. He grabbed a can, popped the top, and took a long gulp.


“Well, we’d like to talk to you,
too,” Palmer said. “Another body was found yesterday and we’re just going down
the list of—”


“You’re going down the list of
local troublemakers, yeah?” Traylor interrupted. “Anyone with a record, right?”


“Right,” Camille said. “And also
anyone who has openly threatened to drown Sheriff Granger.”


“Ah, Jesus…that again?”


“Just ten minutes, Mr. Traylor,”
Palmer said. “And if all goes well, we’ll be out of your hair.”


Traylor took another drink from
his can and then set it on top of the cooler. He looked at his friends for a
moment and smiled. Camille knew that look, particularly on the face of a man who
had been drinking. He was about to try to impress his friends.


“Tell you what, Agent Palmer,”
Traylor said. “You whip that Bureau junk out and take a leak on the fence, and I’ll
talk.”


Palmer laughed. He actually
laughed and walked over to Traylor. “For real?”


“Hell yeah, for real.”


“Sure. It’s hot, though. And I
need something on the bladder. Can I get a beer?”


Traylor looked like he’d just won the
lottery. He cackled as he reached into the cooler and grabbed a beer. He handed
it to Palmer and even before Palmer made a move, Camille knew what was coming.


Palmer grabbed the beer and then
tossed it as hard as he could out into the trees. When Traylor opened his mouth
to protest, Palmer grabbed him by the collar of his shirt, kicked his legs out from
under him, and planted Traylor’s head against the cooler lid. Traylor let out a
roar of complaint. His two friends started moving forward but Camille placed her
hand on her holster and shook her head.


“Nope. Not a good idea. Why don’t
the two of you walk around to the front of the house. Give us some time with
Mr. Traylor.”


The man who had been massaging his
shoulder started walking right away. The other one took a moment to think it
over and then also followed. Palmer waited for them to leave and then released
Traylor from the cooler. Scowling at them both, Traylor simply sat on the ground
and looked up at them.


“Okay, Mr. Traylor,” Camille said.
“Now what do you think?”


His eyes bored into her as he
smiled again. It was a smile that told her that nothing that happened from here
on out was going to be easy on them.


“I think,” Traylor said, “it would
be a lot prettier and entertaining if you dropped your pants and took a leak
on the fence.”


Camille felt anger rise up in her
and she started walking forward. But before she could, Palmer stepped in. He
slammed Traylor’s head back down on the cooler—a bit harder than was necessary,
Camille thought—and then reached for his handcuffs.


“All this talk of dropping pants,”
Palmer said, “makes me think you may have enjoyed prison a bit too much. Congratulations,
Mr. Traylor. You’re under arrest again.”











CHAPTER NINE


 


 


There was no real interrogation room
at the Guffey police station. The only space they had to use for interrogation was
a small office that was only partially furnished. When Camille stepped in behind
Palmer, escorting Darren Traylor inside, she found that the room smelled of
mildew, dust, and the ghost of some sort of carpet cleaner.


The only other people in the
station were Eleanor and a police officer who had just gotten in from a routine
patrol. It was his first time in the station since leaving before the gathered group
this morning, so Eleanor was catching him up on everything while Camille and
Palmer closed the door on their makeshift interrogation room.


Palmer gave Traylor a little shove
into an old chair that was situated behind an even older desk, the top scarred
and faded.


“Feel tough and important?” Traylor
asked. “Feel like a big man, slapping those handcuffs on me?”


“I mean, it’s not urinating on an electric
fence, but yeah, I feel pretty good about myself.”


“Mr. Traylor,” Camille said, “you
could have just answered our questions. It would have been so much easier. But
now you have to go through this entire process.”


Traylor made a sound that was
somewhere between a grunt and a sigh. “I told you. I already answered questions
about Vicky Doogle when Granger came around. I’m not stupid. I mean, I get it.
I know because of my past and my position with Bones and Artillery that I’m
going to be a suspect in damn near anything that happens in these parts. But to
keep hounding and hounding a man…it’s tyranny.”


“Well, if you’d like to be
permanently cleared from this case, the solution is simple,” Camille said.


“Answer your questions,” Traylor
said in a mocking tone.


“Exactly.”


Traylor looked to his cuffed
hands, positioned on top of the old desk, and nodded. “Fine, then. What are
your questions?”


“Let’s start with the chain of
events that led to you saying you’d drown Sheriff Doogle if given the chance,”
Camille said.


“I was just running my mouth. That’s
all. I’d been back from Mobile, out of prison for just two weeks, and Granger came
by my place to check up on me. To make sure I was keeping my nose clean. He was
getting up there in age and everyone knew he was on his way out, so I figured he
was just trying to make himself look or feel bigger than he actually was. I wouldn’t
actually drown the man. And besides…I never said anything about drowning
his daughter, now did I?”


Though it was a good point, it all
came down to semantics. And Camille knew that an excuse like that would be
swatted away like a bothersome fly in a courtroom.


“Look, the solution here is very
simple,” Palmer said. “If you can provide us with alibis for where you were every
night for the past week, it’ll go a long way to getting you out of here.”


“For the last week? But didn’t
they find her a few days ago? What do the last few nights matter?”


“Because, as my partner mentioned
earlier, it seems this case may involve more than one victim,” Camille said, eyeing
him sternly and trying to inject a bit of venom into her voice. So far, Traylor
had been taking the whole thing far too lightly. She wondered if his tone would
change if he knew this wasn’t just about the daughter of the previous sheriff.


“So help us out,” Palmer said. “Can
you fill us in on where you’ve been every night this past week?”


Traylor began to shift in his seat
a bit, not uncomfortable but sort of rigid. Camille thought he was
starting to take it a bit more seriously now. But she also saw the twitching and
fidgeting of his hands. She reminded herself that they’d found him very close to
drunk at one o’clock on a Sunday afternoon. This made her assume alcohol was his
go-to whenever he was stressed out.


“Like as far back as Monday?” he
asked.


“Sure, if you can.”


“I worked late on Monday and didn’t
get home until about nine or ten.”


“And where do you work?”


“I’m sort of a freelancer. Small
engine repair. One of the lawn service companies over in Albemarle hired me to
fix two engines on these old riding mowers…those big dumb ones with the hand controls,
you know?”


“And Tuesday?” Palmer asked.


Camille didn’t see any signs of
distress on Traylor’s face. If he was innocent, she wondered if he knew that
Vicky Doogle’s body had been discovered on Wednesday…and that it was assumed
she’d been tied up out on the delta sometime Tuesday night or very early
Wednesday morning.


“Tuesday night, me and Dale Brody
went to Mobile.”


“Any particular reason?” Camille
asked. “Looking at your records, you tend to find trouble in Mobile.”


Traylor actually chuckled when he
said, “Yeah, if that ain’t the truth. But Tuesday, we went to this bar we know
pretty well. Stayed there and shut the place down. Afterwards we…well, we enjoyed
the company of a lady. I don’t think we got back home until about three or
four. Dale drove, so I just crashed at his place until I woke up on Wednesday.”


“Can anyone other than Dale Brody
confirm all of this?” Camille asked.


“The bartender. The woman we were
with…but she won’t admit it because you’re not exactly supposed to make money
like that unless you’re in Vegas, apparently. And then Dale’s wife. She was all
kinds of pissed when she found out what we’d been up to. She damn near punched
my lights out when I left their trailer on Wednesday.”


In other words, there was a very
clear path to clearing him of any wrongdoing in the case of Vicky Doogle.
Camille was quite certain in that moment that Darren Traylor was not involved in
the murders. Still, for the sake of clarity and doing a thorough job, she
pushed on.


“Okay, and the rest of the week?”
she said.


“I mostly just stayed home. I had the
boys over Thursday night for a game of poker. But that was all wrapped up by eleven
or so. Dale had to work the next day and when he left everyone else did, too.”


“How many players?” Palmer asked.


“Four in all.”


“And so the other nights you just…what?”
Camille asked.


“Hung around the house. Last
night, some of the boys came over late. We just sat in the yard and drank. Made
big plans for today. We were going to head out and do some fishing.”


“I take it the electric fence was
more tempting?” Palmer asked.


Camille found the jab unnecessary and
a little immature, but she understood it. She could tell by Palmer’s posture
and the look on his face that he’d come to the same conclusion she had: that Darren
Traylor was not their killer. Some closer scrutiny of his actions on Tuesday
night would clearly reveal many smaller crimes—drinking and driving as well as
partaking in prostitution—but he was not the man they were looking for.


“So what else?” Traylor asked. “Need
a urine sample? Cheek swab? Want to give me a prostate exam?”


“Don’t tempt me,” Palmer said. He
then nodded at Camille, and she could see the mounting frustration on his face.
He needed out of this room before he lost his temper and became unprofessional.


Defeated and irritated, they both
left the tiny room that wasn’t quite an office, closing the door behind them.
And in doing so, also closing the door on their first failed lead of the case.
It wasn’t a great feeling when she knew there was still a killer out there—a killer
who might very well be tying another woman to a mangrove as she and Palmer
looked for another avenue to pursue.











CHAPTER TEN


 


 


He opened up his tailgate and
lowered it down. He peeked into the back, to the shadows beneath the camper
shell, and saw her lying there. Well, he saw her shape lying there. The woman
was actually stored under the old white tarp, made of cloth and stained with
old paint and furniture polish. She was apparently still within her right mind;
she’d heard the engine die out, sensed the truck’s movement had stopped. She
was kicking frantically and mewling, trying to scream through the two layers of
electrical tape he’d stretched over her mouth.


He reached into his back pocket and
pulled out the mask he’d been using for these little treks out into the
mangroves. It was a small town, after all. And if one of his victims did manage
to get away from him, they’d turn him in. They all knew who he was. So he’d
been wearing the cheap rubber mask he’d picked up after Halloween last year—a deformed
hillbilly with a big nose and weird, jutting teeth. Both creepy and funny all
at once. He slipped the mask on over his head, inhaling the strong plastic
smell.


He then reached in and grabbed the
woman by the foot. The muffled screams increased. Unfazed, he pulled her to the
edge of the tailgate and worked her into a standing position on the ground with
her back pressed against the truck. She tried her best to flail about, but his
binds on her wrists and legs had worked wonderfully. She looked like nothing
more than a sad and spasming lump within the tarp.


But the screams through the tape
were getting on his nerves. A guttural, soft whimper….like fingernails down a chalkboard.


He reached out and struck her with
a hard open hand. The tarp muted the noise but it was still satisfying. She
went quiet, her screams now little more than whimpers.


“Be quiet, and be a good girl,” he
said. “You mind me, and I’ll take the tarp off. You understand?”


She said nothing, of course, but
remained quiet.


He took a moment to take a look around.
He’d just come down a dirt trail that was three miles away from any other road—a
trail he was quite sure only a handful of others knew about. And even when that
dirt trail connected with the more prominent dirt road, there still wasn’t
another paved road for about four miles. Everything around him was old swampy growth,
a few live oaks and a myriad of mongrel trees he couldn’t identify. The ground was
soft but not quite marshy, and the sunlight did a poor job of filtering in
between the tangled branches of trees overhead.


In other words, no one was going
to hear them out here. No one would see them. It had been that way for the
other two, and he was confident it would be this way for the third as well.


“Okay,” he said when the woman
under the tarp remained quiet for a few more seconds. “I’m going to take the tarp
off. You raise hell and it goes right back on.”


He removed his pocketknife from the
front pocket of his jeans and set about cutting at the tape that he’d used to
keep the tarp closed at the woman’s ankles. When it was done, he lifted the tarp
off of her in one quick motion, like a magic trick. He tossed it into the back of
his truck as the woman opened her eyes and blinked harshly at the sunlight and
her new surroundings. As it all settled in, she began to whimper again. Her
bright blue eyes were wide and alarmed as her mouth twitched helplessly beneath
the tape. She looked terrified at the sight of his face at first but then
seemed to instantly understand that it was just a mask.


“We’re taking a little walk,” he
said. “You think you can walk with your legs bound up like that?”


She shook her head furiously. He
shrugged and punched her in the stomach. When she doubled over, he leaned into her
and scooped her up. It took a bit of work, but he managed to pick her up and
throw her over one shoulder. She was quite light, and he’d always been on the strong
side. Her body perched almost perfectly over his right shoulder as he made his
way through the trees.


It really was a short walk. He’d
made it a few times before, and not just for what he’d been up to as of late.
It had always been his quiet place, a place of isolation that very few knew
about—and those who did know about it tended to stay away. It was simply too
much trouble to get to and the rumors of gators circulating through the area
only added to it.


He walked through the trees as she
gasped for breath through her nose, struggling softly over his shoulder. The ground
took a bit of a downward turn and when it did, it also became softer. He was
wearing his trusty duck boots; waterproof and pretty much indestructible, they
were excellent for what he was about to do.


The ground eventually turned into marsh
and his feet sank down to the ankles. He knew the ground well, though, so he wasn’t
worried. At about the same time, he also saw his boat parked a few feet away.
It was stowed away beneath the fallen and mostly rotted body of a birch tree
and the leaves and branches the tree had brought down with it.


He tugged it out with his free
hand and then carefully sat the woman down into it. She looked up at him with
fear and pleading in her eyes. She was crying now, and it made him wonder if
she knew what was coming. Had she heard about what had happened to dear old
retired Sheriff Doogle’s daughter? Did she know the same fate was swiftly
headed her way?


She tried rolling around a bit,
but the jostling of the boat seemed to scare her. He grinned at her and grabbed
the boat by the side. It was a very lightweight boat, a cheap aluminum number. He’d
toyed with putting a small engine on the back but didn’t see the point. It would
make hiding it much more difficult.


It took only a minute or so to
reach the water. It seemed to come right out of the ground, a place where the earth
under his feet sank away into swampy water. He gave the boat a shove out into
it and then stepped up over and into the boat himself. Little flecks of mud
from his shoes fell on the woman’s face and she moaned as if it might be
excrement.


“Nothing to worry yourself about,”
he told her as he grabbed an oar from the back of the boat. He placed it into the
water and pushed again, directing the boat to the east. The sun came down a bit
better now that they were heading out to the river. He closed his eyes against
the bright light hitting his face and breathed it in.


Beside him, the woman began to cry
and attempt to roll again. With his eyes still closed, he reached out and touched
her shoulder, as if to comfort her.


“It’s going to be okay, my love,”
he said.


And for a moment, he imagined the woman
was someone else. The shining sun on his face helped.For a moment, he was at peace.
The smell of the swampy water and the feel of the woman beside him. Yes…it was almost
like it used to be.


He caressed the woman’s shoulder and,
finally opening his eyes to the dirty river ahead of them, he said: “It’s going
to be a great day, my love.”


She moaned in response behind the
tape, and it made him smile.











CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


 


Camille was overcome with the feeling
that the day was getting away from them. Somehow, it had come to be 6:36 in the
evening. She knew a big chunk of it had been spent out on the river with
Granger, and the little detour into investigating Darren Traylor had been an
enormous waste of their time.


She and Palmer remained in the back
room of the Guffey Police department, combing through the surprisingly detailed
and accurate files Granger and his men had put together. As she pored over the
details of the second victim, the twenty-four-year-old waitress named Kara King,
she looked over at Palmer. He’d also been looking over the files and trying to
find some link or note of interest. She knew what was coming when he got up out
of his seat and went walking over to the little window with his hands on his
hips.


“We’re not going to solve much of anything
by just sitting in this room,” he said.


“Would you prefer to take Granger’s
notes outside?” she asked with a smile. “Or we could drive around aimlessly on
back roads we’re entirely unfamiliar with and just hope to luck across something.”


“It’s a good thing you’re pretty,”
Palmer said. “Because you can be really irritating at times.”


“It’s one of my many charms,” she
said, instantly wishing she hadn’t said it. She knew she was a terrible flirt and
besides that, Palmer seemed to be in one of his rare foul moods that no amount of
joking would get him out of. She wondered if it had to do with the heat.


“Well, we can’t look over these notes
and Granger’s binder much more. If there are things to find there, we would
have found them.”


“Agreed. And I’ll give you this
one,” she said. “Let me make a single call. No matter what the result is, we’ll
head out and get a better lay of the land. Maybe talk to some of the locals to get
a read on the situation from a resident’s perspective.”


“What’s the call?” Palmer asked, intrigued.


“Well, the more I think about it,
the more I think we should be really homing in on Kara King. It seems to me that
Vicky Doogle has been the star of this whole thing because of the former sheriff.
And while I’m sure people are just as sad about Kara, there’s not nearly as
much outrage—and I doubt the police put as much scrutiny and force behind looking
into her leads and her past. That’s just an assumption, mind you.”


“Yeah, but based on the amount of
material we have on the two and how much more we have on Vicky, I think it’s a
safe one. Go on.”


“In the notes right here for Kara,
it says a police officer spoke with her parents and they referred to a boyfriend.
But it also says that they both vouched for the boyfriend—that neither of them
believed there was any way he’d do such a thing. And then there’s the word alibi
and a question mark. So—and again, I feel bad just assuming things about a
small-town police force—but I can’t help but wonder if in a community like
this, the word of a dead woman’s parents might be held as a little too
trustworthy. I mean, it seems no one even followed up with this guy. No alibi,
but we do have two phone numbers. A cell and a work number.”


“So you want to call him?” Palmer
asked.


“I think someone should. Even if
he’s not our guy, he may be able to provide some leads.”


Without any further discussion, she
grabbed her cellphone from the edge of the desk and dialed the cell number listed
for the boyfriend—Sam Buckland. As the line started to ring, she placed her
phone in the center of the desk and set it to speaker mode.


The phone rang three times before
it was picked up. 


“Hello?” a man’s voice said. The
voice sounded tired and bitter, the voice of a man who did not want to be talking
on the phone.


“Hi, is this Sam Buckland?”
Camille asked.


“Yeah, it is. Who’s this?”


“I’m Special Agent Camille Grace,
with the FBI. My partner and I are in town to look into the murders of Vicky
Doogle and Kara King. We understand you were dating Kara, is that correct?”


“Yeah, that’s right.” His voice
sounded a bit brighter now, more pronounced. “And you’re really with the FBI?”


“I am. I’ve looked through the
files here at the Guffey PD and see where you were listed as a boyfriend, but
not much else. Has anyone bothered contacting you since it all happened?”


“Yes, Officer Hudson came by the
house last night to ask some questions. I did my best to answer them, but…I don’t
know how much help I was.”


“Would it be okay if I asked you some
more questions?”


“Yes. I’d be happy to help in any
way I could. I mean….Kara being murdered was bad enough…” He stopped here and audibly
fought to keep control of his emotions. “But when they told me she’d died in
the same way Vicky Doogle had been killed, it was hard to believe.”


“I hope you understand that the
first thing we need to ask is to provide your whereabouts from Thursday to yesterday.”


“That’s easy enough. During the
days, I was working. I own a small car dealership about ten miles outside of
town…a really small operation that I can barely keep afloat. Unless I’m sick, I’m
at the dealership every day between nine and five. If I’ve got new—well new used
cars coming in, it might be later than that. Thursday night, Kara and I were at
my house. We watched TV and she went back to her parents’ house.”


“Does she ever sleep over?” Palmer
asked.


“Nah. Her family…they’re real
religious. They’re not stupid or naïve enough to think we’ve never had sex, but
Kara tried to keep up appearances, you know? We’ve been dating for about a year
now…or, shit, had been dating…” He stopped again to gather himself and
then finished slowly. “And not a single time did she sleep over.”


“And she was twenty-four, correct?”


“Yeah. And I’m thirty,” Buckland
said. “Lots of folks seem to get up in arms about that.”


“Did she ever live alone?”


“Yeah, for a while. After high
school, she even moved out of town. I mean, I didn’t know her then, this is
just stuff she told me over time. I think she had an apartment somewhere near
Mobile and tried to get some work up that way. But it didn’t last long. She moved
back home, moved in with her parents again, and she’d been living there ever
since.”


“Did she have many friends around
here?” Camille asked.


“A few. No one close, but that’s really
not all that unusual in Guffey because…well, there’s no one here, you know?”


“How about enemies? Anyone she had
a grudge with?”


“No. The cops asked me the same
thing. And I’ve been thinking about it ever since they asked. Other than
politicians and stuff like that, I don’t know that I ever heard Kara say a
cross word about anyone.” He hesitated for a moment and added: “I mean, I don’t
know much about her time away from home, when she went out on her own, so I
guess there could be something there. But if there is, she never told me.”


“Was there anything at all she
might have been doing over the last week or so that seemed off to you?” 


A heavy sigh filled the other end
of the line, and they could hear some slight movement from Buckland’s end.
After about five seconds, he said, “Nothing that comes to mind. And I hate that
I can’t help with this.” He chuckled sadly and said, “You know, there was a
time when I thought I was going to end up being a cop in Guffey. I had all the
community college stuff set up and everything. I hate that Sheriff Granger is
going through this and—”


He continued to talk, but Camille
didn’t hear it. Instead, she heard a sudden and very loud commotion coming from
the other side of their little office door. Two voices speaking loudly, not yelling
at one another but in mingled conversation. This was followed by hurried
footsteps and then a woman’s voice, probably Eleanor’s, loudly saying, “Oh,
sweet Jesus…” in a loud, high-pitched voice.


“Sorry to cut you off, Mr.
Buckland,” Camille said, “but I’m going to have to go for now. Can I call you
back if necessary?”


She was already getting to her
feet and grabbing the phone as Palmer reached for the door. She thought she
heard Sam Buckland say “Yeah, that’s fine,” before she hung up.


Palmer opened the door and they
looked out into the station. Eleanor was standing at her desk, one hand clutching
her heart while the other covered her mouth in shock. Two officers were currently
in the station, both rushing around—one to their desk and the other to the
door. The one headed to the front door was the same officer who had been so
helpful earlier in the morning. Camille found it hard to recall his name in the
excitement of the moment.


“What is it?” Palmer asked.


“Has something happened?” Camille
asked at the same time. But before she even got an answer, she was pretty sure
she already knew the response.


Eleanor was the one who answered.
She stepped to the side, pointing down to the phone. She’d placed the receiver
on her desk, the cradle empty.


“It’s him,” Eleanor said shakily. “And
he says there’s another victim.”











CHAPTER TWELVE


 


 


      Camille
did her best to think on the fly. She looked at the phone and said, “Is he
still on?”


      “I
think so,” Eleanor said.


Camille then pointed to the officer
at the door. “Get in touch with Granger. Have him meet you at the same place
Palmer and I met him this morning.” She then turned her head to the other
officer, who was now at his desk, strapping on his holstered gun. “And you, I don’t
know what needs to be done to make it happen, but we need as many boats as
possible out on the water as soon as we can.”


“But I don’t know h—”


“Then call someone that can.”


She realized that she was out of
breath as she looked back to the phone. She nearly reached for it but then
thought better of it. This killer was specifically targeting women from what
they knew so far. It was likely he was going to listen to a man more than he
would a woman. He’d respect a male voice more than that of a female.


“Talk to him,” she told Palmer. “He’s
going to respond better to a man.”


Palmer seemed both impressed and full
of dread as he walked to the desk. He looked at the cradle, found the speaker function
button, and pressed it.


“You still there?” Palmer asked.


“Oh, yeah. I’m still here. And who
is this I’m talking to?”


“This is Special Agent Scott Palmer
with the FBI.”


Silence from the other end. The
killer had clearly not been expecting this. Palmer gave him a moment and then
forged on.


“Who might I be speaking
to?”


“Oh, I’m not that stupid,” the man
on the other line said. “But I’m actually glad the FBI is in town. If there are
feds on the case now, you’ll see just how much of a joke the Guffey PD is. I’m
practically feeding clues to them and there are two women dead because
they can’t do their jobs.”


“Clues?” Palmer said. “Calling and
saying ‘hey, I’ve tied a lady up somewhere’ isn’t really all that helpful. And
let’s be honest…you calling these things in…I think that points more toward you
just wanting attention. So let’s just skip all the foreplay. Just tell us who you
are. Or at least give us something real to go on.”


“I won’t waste time responding to
that,” the man on the other end said. “I’m not going to give you time to track
the call. But you want something of more substance? Check the dead elms. Off
the beaten path.”


“What else can—”


But the man on the other end
killed the call.


“My God, man,” the officer who had
been tasked with retrieving the boats said. “Were you trying to piss him off?”


“No. But he’s doing this for
attention. That’s why he’s calling. You think he actually wants you guys
to find his victims and stop him? Challenging him like I just did could cause him
to slip up. You notice he actually gave us clues this time, right?”


The officer nodded, gave a faint “Yeah,”
and instantly got on his phone, presumably to start trying to figure out how to
get access to as many boats as possible. As for the other officer, he’d already
made his way out the door, in a hurry to do his part.


Camille tried her best to sort her
thoughts out. As much as she didn’t want to spend more time out on the water—feeling
that the killer wouldn’t be found there, but hiding somewhere on dry land—she knew
that’s where she and Palmer needed to be for now.


“Eleanor, can we get the same
truck we used this morning?” she asked.


“Yeah.” As Eleanor got the keys
out of the desk drawer, she continued to look at the phone as if she didn’t
trust it.


With the keys in hand, Camille instantly
headed for the door with Palmer trailing behind her. “For what it’s worth,” she
said as they stepped outside and hurried to the truck, “I thought you handled
things well on the phone. You tricked him. You tripped him up.”


“Yeah, maybe. But I do see the
frustration on the cops’ part now. He’s leading them on. Even now, with these
minimal clues we have for a location—dead elms, off the beaten track—that could
literally be anywhere within fifty miles of here.”


“Not when you tie in the river. He
killed the first two in a very specific way. I think it’s a safe bet to think
he’s not going to stray. So…dead elms, off the beaten track, on the river. And
probably pretty close to where it meets the ocean, like the others. It shrinks
the space significantly. Especially with a police force that knows the area
well.”


She kept the keys this time and slid
in behind the wheel. She started the engine as Palmer got in on the passenger
side. “So, you think we’ll find her?” he asked.


“I don’t know. But I think this one
stands a much better chance of being saved than the first two.”


That seemed good enough for Palmer.
He buckled himself in as Camille sped the truck out of the small parking lot. With
the engine roaring and at least an idea of where they needed to look for the
victim, she realized that she did think they might find this one alive.
And then, of course, there would be the hunt for the killer—a killer who knew
these stretches of forest just as well, if not better, than the cops.


None of it seemed particularly
promising, but the grumble of the engine vibrating through the floorboards
urged her on. By the time they’d come to the dirt road that would lead them to
the ramp they’d already visited earlier in the day, it was 7:09 in the evening.


“Huh,” she said, realizing the
time.


“What is it?” Palmer asked.


“I think he may have given us a
third clue without even knowing it.”


“What’s that?”


“He called at seven in the evening
again.”


“I have no idea what that means
for now,” Palmer said, “but it is interesting.”


They both considered this in silence
as the truck bumped its way down the dirt road, creeping deeper into the darkening
forest.











CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


 


Dusk had fallen across the woods
by the time she and Palmer arrived at the spot of leveled land that served as a
makeshift boat ramp. As they neared it, Camille drove through a cloud of
low-lying dust that turned out to have been created by Sheriff Granger’s
progress down the road. He was getting out of his own truck—marked with Guffey
PD along the doors—when Camille put theirs into park.


The other officer was also there,
the one Camille had sent off to meet up with Granger. As she heard the sheriff
greet him, she was reminded of his name: Officer Talbot. They both watched as Camille
and Palmer came walking over to the water’s edge.


“Agents,” Granger said by way of
greeting. “I’m told you got a meager little clue out of our maniac this time.
Dead elms. Off the beaten path.”


“That’s right,” Palmer said. “Does
it help thin out the possibilities for a location?”


“A bit, but nothing substantial.
It eliminates enough for me to be hopeful, though.”


“What if we also consider that the
other two were tied to mangrove trees?” Camille wondered out loud. “If we stick
to that assumption, does it narrow it down any more?”


“A bit,” Granger said. “I already thought
of that and know the first two places I want to check. The issue is that for now,
we just have two boats, and one isn’t even here yet. I’ve called the State guys
and they’re sending three more, as well as a few officers. ETA on all of that
is about half an hour.”


“Okay, so we have the one boat
right now,” Talbot said. “I would guess Anderson will be here with the other
one in ten minutes, already on the water. How do we play this?”


“Do you two mind splitting up?” Granger
asked Camille and Palmer.


“I don’t,” Palmer said. “You?”


Camille shook her head. “It almost
makes more sense to spit up, actually.”


“Good,” Granger said. “Grace, do
you want to come with me, and Palmer can go with Talbot and Anderson when the
other boat arrives. We’ll check in every twenty minutes or so to see where we
are with the boats from the State PD.”


With that plan in place, Camille
stepped onto the Guffey PD’s lone boat with its sad little outboard motor. She
took note of the southern manners as Granger helped her on the boat even though
she clearly didn’t need it. As she pushed the boat off from the bank and Granger
started the engine, she looked back up at Palmer. She could have easily been reading
too much into it, but she didn’t think he looked all that pleased that they
were being separated.


Granger motored the boat forward
into the darkening dusk and within just a few more seconds, she could no longer
see Palmer. She turned to face forward, glancing up the river and taking note
of just how dark it was starting to get. There was a small light on the front
of the boat that led the way, but the quickness of the night’s approach was
just too daunting. By the time they’d picked up enough speed to create a breeze
in her hair, Camille felt some of that hope she’d experienced in the truck go
slipping away. And the oncoming night seemed all too happy to devour it.


 


***


      The
first call came in just twelve minutes later. It was Talbot, telling Granger
that the second boat was on the water and that only Officer Anderson and Palmer
had gotten on it. The State PD had called and requested someone stay at the
station to greet them because they were trying to bring in more than just a few
boats to assist.


      When
Granger ended the call, he looked at Camille. In the very faint light from the
front of the boat, the man looked haunted. “Well, it looks like I was right…things
are going to get very busy, very quickly. It’s all good news, of course. But I’m
worried that by midnight, Guffey and the surrounding area is going to be a
madhouse. And that means paranoid, terrified residents to deal with in the morning.”


“Maybe the people of Guffey will
understand and respect it all if it leads to saving a woman’s life and
capturing a killer,” Camille offered.


“Maybe. I guess we’ll see soon
enough.”


With that, he continued to guide
them down the dark river. Not for the first time since taking the position with
the New Orleans office, she was overcome with the eerie beauty of a rural waterway
at night. While this little hidden arm of the Tensaw Delta felt much more
dangerous and unpredictable than anything she’d encountered closer to New Orleans,
there was still something calm and beautiful about it—a beauty that the day
just didn’t quite capture.


For just a moment, a memory popped
up in her head—a memory of her as a very young girl, sitting with Nanette on
the bank of a stream not too far behind the house in Upping where they’d grown
up. It was dark and they sat beside one another with glass jars in the forks of
their legs. They were waiting for the lightning bugs to start flickering in the
night as a pleasant summer heat swam all around them.


“Are there monsters in the water?”
she’d asked Nanette.


Her older sister had chuckled and
drawn her in closer. “Some. But not around here. And they’re just crocs.
Nothing like out of those horror books that Dad reads sometimes.”


The memory fractured quickly, and
Camille was left staring at the dark waterway ahead. Frogs and crickets and
owls all cried out into the night around them. Some sounded as if they were complaining
at the human presence in their habitats while others seemed to be greeting them
with encouraging tones.


And through it all, she could hear
the distant whine of other boat engines along the waterways. As she looked to her
right, through a dark and indistinct tangle of trees and thick overgrowth, she
could see faraway lights bobbing along while other parties searched for the
next victim.


Several moments later, Granger slowed
the boat and veered it over to a muddy little bank. Camille instantly saw the
mangrove trees and thinner trees all along behind it, some of which were
leaning to the point of nearly breaking. She wasn’t one hundred percent sure,
but she thought these were elms.


“Is this one of the spots you had
in mind?” Camille asked.


“Yeah. And it doesn’t look like it’s
the right place.” He sighed, taking a flashlight from a small bag at the back
of the boat. He flicked it on and glanced around. Camille followed the little beam
of light as it traced over the area. Only a few of the mangroves were in the water,
but like the ones they’d seen earlier, she could see the discoloration along their
bodies from where the water had risen and fallen for countless years.


“Not a damned thing,” he said.


As he went back for the engine,
his cellphone rang. He snagged it right away and placed it on speaker mode so
Camille could also hear. 


“Yeah?” he said.


“Sir, it’s Anderson. I just wanted
to give you a heads-up—we’ve now got four different boats out on the river. And
there’s a helicopter coming, too. We should be seeing its spotlights in about
ten minutes or so.”


“A chopper? The State guys in control
of that?”


“Yes, sir. Also, Talbot checked in
with Eleanor. We figured if this guy is saying there’s another victim, maybe someone
has called with a missing persons report or something. But so far, there’s been
nothing. Eleanor says it’s been graveyard quiet ever since everyone filed out
to come on this search.”


“Got it. Thanks for the update.”


“Of course. I’m heading in the
direction of Two Forks right now. I figure that’s a pretty open spot where the
flow of the ocean really shows itself when the tide comes in.”


“Agent Grace and I are headed that
way, too. I’ll see you in a bit.”


With that, Granger ended the call and
started the engine again. As he meandered the little boat away from the banks,
Camille couldn’t help but ask a question that had been on her mind ever since she
and Palmer had ventured out onto the water with him that morning.


“I have a question,” she said, “and
I mean no offense by it. But why is it that you seem to be taking the roles on
this case that keep you away from the office and out of the public eye?”


He smiled in the darkness, but
there was absolutely no real humor in it. “I don’t exactly have many fans around
here. I don’t know if you noticed, but everyone has this big love for the
former Sheriff Doogle. I know and respect the man; he trained me well. But when
he retired, the people in this town basically took the position that the man
had gone to Calvary and got strung up on a cross. I’ve been judged harshly ever
since. But I know it would have been the same for whoever took the job. So, to
answer your question, I figure staying in the shadows is a win-win. It shows
everyone that I’m taking an active role rather than staying in the station and
just running things, and it keeps me out of a very judging public eye.”


It made perfect sense, and Camille
once again found herself pitying the sheriff. “The idea Anderson had…about
checking up about missing persons. I think we should maybe make an entire task
out of that if we don’t have answers within a few hours.”


“Meaning what?”


“Meaning it’s a small town and I think
there might be some value going door to door if we have to. It’s not the—”


But the words died in her throat.
She’d been scanning the bank as she spoke, the strange and almost abstract ways
the dark shapes of the trees stood out and sank into the night all at the same
time. As she studied it, she saw something different just up ahead. Something pale
and slightly hanging from the side of a smaller-sized mangrove.


“Sheriff, stop the boat. Right
there…look!”


She pointed to the tree as she stepped
closer to the side of the boat. Granger looked, too, and started turning the boat
slightly so its light would point in that direction. Camille reached down and grabbed
the flashlight he’d been using moments ago.


She switched it on and pointed it at
the shape on the base of the tree. When the full reality of it came into view,
she hissed softly between her teeth while Sheriff Granger cursed under his
breath.


A woman was tied to the side of
the mangrove tree. She was submerged up to the underside of her chin. Her head
was tilted down, as if she were studying the water.


Camille’s first thought was that
she was surely still alive because the water had not yet come up to her head.
But she then noticed that the top of her hair was wet. Also, perhaps most gruesome
of all, a chunk of flesh was missing from the area between her jaw and the
bottom of her neck. Not only had she drowned, but something had taken a nibble
out of her, too. And Camille knew that if a wild animal got a taste of meat,
the only thing that would break it away was an unexpected commotion. She wouldn’t
at all be surprised to find that their boat approaching had made that critter
go scampering away.


So the very faint and brief spark
of hope she’d felt in finding the body evaporated. The woman was dead. Though,
judging from the healthy flow of blood from the wound, she had not been dead
for very long.


Still, as if to make perfectly
sure, Granger brought the boat right up alongside the body. Camille slowly
reached up and tilted the woman’s face toward hers. The lifeless stare in the woman’s
eyes nearly made Camille gasp. Usually not very quick to emotion, she felt herself
struggling not to cry.


“Hey…Grace?” Granger said. His voice
was soft and strangled. She looked back at him and saw that his eyes were
locked on the body. He looked like he was going to be sick.


“Yeah?”


“I need you to call Agent Palmer.
Make sure he’s not on speaker mode when you’re talking to him, and tell him
what’s happened. And then I need you…I need you to tell him to pass a message
on to Officer Anderson and to make sure Officer Talbot isn’t anywhere nearby.
Tell Palmer to let Anderson know that I’m going to call him and when he takes
it, he can’t put his call on speaker either—which is what I’m sure the first instinct
is going to be if I call.”


“Okay. But why this secrecy?”


“Because I know this woman,” he
said, wiping a tear away from the corner of his eye. “This is Mandy Talbot…Officer
Talbot’s wife.”











CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 


 


The following ten minutes were a nightmarish
flurry of activity. The thin little stretch of meandering stream that fed into
the Tensaw Delta became alive and almost clogged with the passage of small
boats. As they all began to collect around the tree where Mandy Talbot had been
strung up, the almost rhythmic noise of the approaching helicopter also started
to fill the night.


The second boat to arrive carried
Anderson and Palmer. Camille had no problem admitting to herself just how relieved
she was to see her partner. They shared an awkward glance across the boat
between them, currently carrying one other officer and another man that Camille
had gathered might be the game warden—though she had no idea why he’d be out
here.


Granger looked across the boat
between them as well, eyeing Anderson with great sadness. “Where’s Talbot?”


“He’s at the office, working things
out with the State PD. But sir…we have to tell him.” Anderson then looked at the
body for the first time and then looked away with a grimace.


“I know. And I’ll tell him myself.
But he can’t see her like this. I’ll…I’ll leave in a bit and go find him. I
just need to get the forensics guys from the State PD down here and…and…”


“They’re right behind me, sir,”
Anderson said, still unable to look back at the body of Mandy Talbot.


Camille thought it all over, doing
everything she could to connect the pieces as the humming of another boat engine
came across the water. The first victim was Vicky Doogle, the daughter of
Guffey’s former sheriff. The third victim was Mandy Talbot, the wife of a
current Guffey officer. Even if the second victim had no connection to the
police, two of the three victims did—and she felt that had to be more
than mere coincidence.


“Sheriff, did the Talbots have a
good marriage?”


Granger turned to face her with a
bit of anger in his face. “What does that have to do with anything?” 


She took no offense to his question.
She even sensed that by the time the entire question was out of his mouth, he
knew exactly why she’d asked it.


“The Guffey police force has known
about this killer for almost a week now, right? The first body was discovered on
Wednesday. So when we got the call at seven this evening that another victim
had been claimed, I’d think your men would have instantly called their spouses
and immediate family to check in. I’m quite certain I heard one of the men at
the station say something about contacting his family just before Palmer and I
left. I asked my question because if Talbot had made that call, then he would—”


“They’ve been separated for about
four months or so. It got pretty nasty. She moved out of their house, started living
with her sister. Talbot never told me why they separated, but it’s easy enough
to put it together. I’m pretty sure he cheated on her but was instantly sorry
for it. But Mandy never forgave him. That’s what I’ve managed to put together
on my own, anyway. So if he did try to call her and she didn’t answer…it makes sense.”


As he finished up his explanation,
the light of the approaching boat appeared. It came around the corner of a bank
like a ghost. Camille could see the outline of two people behind it, vague and
murky. Granger had to move his boat a bit to allow this new addition more room.
All the while, the helicopter grew louder and louder overhead; the pilot had
apparently not yet been informed that he was no longer needed.


“Forensics?” Granger yelled over
the din.


“Yeah!” came the response from
across the water.


The other two boats also moved,
allowing the boat with the small forensics team access to the body. As they maneuvered
around one another, the boat Anderson and Palmer were both in butted up against
Granger and Camille.


Camille walked to the back of their
boat as Palmer walked to the back of his. “You okay?” he asked.


“Yeah. I just…I know it sounds
pretty morbid, but I’d like to know if she drowned before whatever came along
and took that huge bite out of her neck. I’d think so, but…”


She left it at that while the
forensics team studied the scene, taking pictures and remaining mostly quiet.
As they worked, Granger’s phone rang, startling everyone else. All eyes turned
to him as he took the call. He turned away from everyone else as he listened to
the other end. Camille did her best to listen in, only hearing Granger’s side
of the conversation.


“Yeah. Okay, you’re sure? Damn. Okay,
yeah…well, forensics is here right now, and then I need to go speak to Talbot
first. Can you…yeah. Sounds good.”


He ended the call just as one of the
men from forensics started to carefully work at the top rope that was keeping
Mandy Talbot attached to the mangrove.


“Listen up,” Granger said. “I don’t
mean to be indelicate here, but I need to go tell this woman’s husband what’s
happened. And then I’ve got an officer that says he found an abandoned boat out
in the wild…about three miles from here. Hidden out in the middle of nowhere.”


“Sounds like you’re busy, Sheriff,”
Anderson said. “What can I do to help?”


“You stay here and be the local
man on the scene. I need to take care of all of this…this nonsense.” He
sounded on the verge of crying again, his frustration coming to the surface.


“We should come with you,” Camille
said. “Our time would be better spent on the ground, not out here on the water.”


“Agreed,” Palmer said.


“Yeah, that makes sense,” Granger
said. “Anderson, let us know if forensics comes up with anything.”


“Will do.”


“Any word on the coroner?”


“Not sure when they’ll be out
here.”


Camille understood this and also understood
Granger’s muted irritation. Even once the coroner arrived in Guffey, they would
be looking at another fifteen or twenty minutes at least while the body was
taken off the river and back to ground that wasn’t marshy and riddled with
mazes of trees.


“Come on over, then, Agent Palmer,”
Granger said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” And even then, he looked back
to the body on the trees with something like remorse and regret.


“Don’t do that, Sheriff. You did
absolutely everything you could. This killer…he says he’s feeding you clues, but
he’s giving them to you in a way that’s setting you up for failure. He called
you to gloat; he knew full well there was no way he’d get to you in time.”


Granger only nodded as he guided
the boat carefully around the others. Anderson gave them all a little wave and
looked back at the body on the tree. Camille looked back as well, once again stumped
by how the second victim didn’t fit with the others. Only, as she thought back
to the phone conversation they’d had with Kara King’s boyfriend, she wondered
if that was true.


Hadn’t Sam Buckland said something
about being sympathetic to the police? He’d mentioned something about possibly going
to community college to become a cop. And that’s when the call from the killer
had come in, so she hadn’t really paid much attention to Buckland’s words.


“Sheriff,” she said, raising her voice
a bit in order to be heard over the motor. “I spoke with Sam Buckland today and
he mentioned how he thought he might one day end up working for the Guffey PD.
What do you know about that?”


Before he could answer, they all
saw the large, sweeping light of the helicopter overhead. They all looked up at
it, its body like some strange spacecraft in the eerie normalcy and quiet of the
delta. Granger didn’t bother answering the question until it was well past them,
when he wouldn’t have to scream over the noise of it to be heard.


“Yeah, he wasn’t wrong. He took
some classes and even enrolled in the training from what I remember. Not sure
what happened, or why he changed his mind. Some kids get a look at the training
and find out it’s not as glamorous or as intense as what it looks like on TV and
movies and just change their mind.”


“Any reason in particular he was
interested?”


“I don’t know. It might have had something
to do with his uncle. His uncle, Woody Buckland, was a police officer in Guffey
until about a year ago. He moved to Florida, took a detective job somewhere in
Jacksonville, I think.”


“So Sam Buckland does have
ties to the police…”


“Yeah, I guess so.”


She saw the realization dawning on
his face in that moment, the faint light painting its pale glow on his features.
He, like Camille, was no longer viewing Kara King as an oddity that broke up
the link of the other two victims being directly linked to the Guffey Police
Department.


Kara King was also linked, though
in a more roundabout way. She had been dating a man who nearly became a cop—a man
whose uncle had been a cop.


Slowly, the tired sadness in Granger’s
eyes became something much more like fury.


“This bastard is targeting people
associated with cops.”


The comment sat so heavy in the boat
that Camille could easily imagine them sinking under the pressure of it. Not only
that, but the look of utter rage and determination on Granger’s face had her
feeling uneasy. All in all, it was the feeling of a case that was likely to get
much worse before it got better.











CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 


 


It was a bouncy ride indeed, but
Camille and Palmer followed Granger back out of the dirt track from the boat
ramp to another series of unmarked roads. They were on these paved roads for about
five minutes before turning on a track that seemed to have once contained
gravel but was now little more than just another old dirt road that stabbed its
way through the woods of Guffey.


About two miles down this road, Granger
took a right-hand turn into the woods. Palmer, back behind the steering wheel,
stopped their truck for a moment, looking out the windshield in stark confusion.


“Did he literally just now turn into
the woods?”


“Seems like it,” Camille said.
Though, as their headlights drew closer to where Granger had turned, she did
see an opening of sorts in the forest. This wasn’t any sort of road and barely
even a trail. Just a few rutted areas along the leaf-strewn ground.


“Where the hell is he taking us?” Palmer
muttered.


He followed along as limbs scratched
along the top of the truck and the wheels bumped and groaned. Less than a minute
later, Granger stopped ahead of them, pulling his truck in at an angle
alongside another truck. This wasn’t an official police truck, just a battered
old GMC that looked like it had been made for this very sort of journey. Palmer
parked beside him, leaving the engine and headlights running as they got out.


Their headlights, along with
Granger’s, revealed an unremarkable little stretch of marshland directly ahead
of them. The driver of the truck that was already on the scene was standing
beside a little clump of scraggly trees. As Granger walked over to him, he plucked
a cigarette out of his pack and lit up. The embers flickered in the dark like a
giant firefly.


“How the hell did you even think
to look out here?” Granger asked the officer.


“About a year or so ago, we got a call
from a worried mom, thinking her daughter was going out and having sex with her
boyfriend in the back of his car. Remember?”


Granger chuckled. “Ah God, yeah. I
remember.”


“This is where we busted them.
Weird spot, right out in the middle of nowhere.”


The four of them walked a few feet
out into the woods. Camille stopped when she felt her feet starting to sink
into the mud and muck. Palmer braved out a few more steps but he eventually
stopped, too. Even still, they could clearly see the boat that Granger had been
called about. It was a very simple little aluminum number. No engine of any
kind, just an aluminum rowboat. It looked to have been placed in such a way where
it was hidden, but not with any real thought or intent behind it.


“Well, it’s certainly strange,
being stowed all the way out here,” Granger said. “But unless there are prints
on it…”


“Yeah, I know,” said the other
officer.


Camille turned to look behind them,
using the headlights to see if there were any discernable tracks in the barely there
road other than the ones they’d created. She saw that there were several but because
they sank into the slight mud and then crept over the forest floor, quilted by
leaves and other debris, there would be no way to read tread patterns.


The officer was shining a
flashlight out into the trees and marshy land. It was an area that was going to
make it very difficult to find surefire prints and proof of passage. It was
made infinitely harder being that it was now dark. All the flashlight did was reflect
back from the murky water and cast about a million shadows everywhere because
of the thick wall of trees to all sides.


“I’ll make sure forensics comes
out to see the boat,” Granger said.


“We can do that, Sheriff,” Camille
said. “You’ve already got enough on your plate.”


Granger nodded as he puffed away
on his cigarette, the smoke rising up and getting swallowed by the dark. “Yeah.
Talbot…”


“Sir?” the other officer asked.


“The new victim is Talbot’s wife. And
I need to go tell him.”


“Jesus,” the other officer said.
The light from the flashlight trembled a bit as he said this.


“Let us take some of the load,” Palmer
said.


“You’re doing enough if you’ll
make sure forensics gets out here. And then just keep me posted. I expect I’ll
be with the Talbots for a while.” He started back for his truck, taking another
deep drag from his cigarette. “Also, I meant to tell you. I know you guys came
in from New Orleans and there aren’t exactly any motels around here. But we do
have a few cabins just outside of town. Airbnb rentals mostly, small spaces for
people that want to live off the grid for a few days before getting back to real
life. Check in at the station and grab the keys to one of them. Just ask anyone
at the station where the cabins are, and they’ll set you up.”


Camille wanted to offer more help
but she could tell by Granger’s expression and stance that he was simply going
to keep refusing their assistance. She supposed they could wait until they reached
the station to get the cabin keys to ask around to other officers and the State
Police. Because outside of simply looking into the victims—which did, of
course, have its own merits—all they could do for right now was offer their
help to other parties.


Camille got back into the truck as
Palmer got back behind the wheel. It took some back and forth backing up and
creative steering, but Palmer finally managed to get back onto the trail that really
wasn’t there at all. Without Granger leading them, the way was a bit slower but
they finally managed to get back onto the dirt road.


“Thoughts?” Palmer asked as he
headed back for the main, paved roads.


“I think we make sure forensics
gets out to that boat as soon as possible. And then I think we start looking
deeper into the victims. We know they’re all linked to the police somehow. That
opens up a few avenues of possibility. Maybe someone that feels they were
wronged by the local PD somehow. Or maybe even a cop.”


“I’m leaning in the maybe a cop
direction myself,” Palmer said. “Some of the folks around here seem really
pissed that Doogle retired. I’d imagine there are some officers that feel that
way, too, and just feel afraid to share it. Of course…it’s such a small force
that I don’t see how someone could get away with all of this.”


“On the other hand, the small
community could play in the killer’s favor. With so few people around, it’s
much easier to keep your secrets hidden.”


She’d meant it to only prove a
point but it seemed much more chilling than that as Palmer pulled back out onto
the paved road and headed to the station. In fact, as he drove along, the trees
and utter darkness of night to both sides seemed to act as further evidence.


 


***


      The
cabin was indeed small, as Granger had said, but it was also very tidy and quaint.
They arrived at 11:35, with copies of all the paperwork from Granger’s binders
and notes. Also, another forensics team had been sent out to the marshy area
where the aluminum boat had been discovered. Their number had been passed out
to every team on the water with clear instructions to notify them if there was
any progress.


      While
all of that went on in the background, Camille and Palmer settled into the
cabin. The entire interior was made up of just three rooms. The living area and
kitchen were adjoined in an open space, the only separation coming in the form
of the end of the kitchen counter. A flat-screen TV hung from the wall and
there was only a single couch and armchair, along with a standing lamp. The
other two rooms consisted of a small bedroom that was mostly taken up by the queen-sized
bed, and a very basic restroom.


      They
tossed their material down on the small but elegant-looking kitchen table and tried
to get started on digging into the records while also doing their best to rest
a bit. Camille took a copy of the files over to the couch and started flipping
through them while Palmer opened up his laptop and did his best to get their
small state-of-the-art MiFi device. It was supposed to provide amazing
connection speed and would help them get into the Bureau database without much of
a hassle. They’d never had to use it to this point in their brief partnership,
but then again, they’d never been this isolated and in the middle of nowhere.


      “Okay,
this thing is up and running,” he said. “It’s syncing to the database. But I
have to say…the small-town vibe is going to be our downfall. I feel pretty
certain of that. You said it yourself. Things get sort of buried out here.
Secrets are very easy to keep, even if we’re talking about secrets known by a
lot of people.”


      He
came over to the couch, carrying the laptop. As he sat down, they could both
hear the rumbling of a passing helicopter. She could just imagine the fear and
gossip that were accumulating in the wake of all of this. And she also knew
that the gossip might end up making it harder to get to the real truth of the
matter if the case came down to knocking on doors and asking neighbors about
the victims.


      “If
you look at the three victims,” she said, “this latest one is the closest link
to the police. The first, Vicky Doogle, was the daughter of the former
sheriff. And then the second, Kara King, was the girlfriend of a man that was only
loosely connected to the police.”


      “And
the fact that someone killed Doogle’s daughter…I think that means we can
eliminate anyone that was or is a current Doogle supporter,” Palmer added.


      Camille
nodded, but was starting to feel like there may be nothing there. They were currently
working under the assumption that the killer was a local. And if that turned
out not to be the case, they could be running endless laps. The truth of the matter
was that they had no clues, no real place to start, and right now it just felt
like they were guessing.


      Mangroves…near
the sea…tenuous links to cops…


      There
had to be something there.


      “Okay,
the database is up and running,” Palmer said. “And we can also get into the
records down at the Guffey PD. We’ll see if…hey, Grace? You okay?”


      She
blinked a few times, breaking out of her daze. She smiled at him and said, “Yeah,
just zoning out. I was wondering if we’re tying our hands by assuming the guy
is a local.”


      “Well,
he certainly needs to know his way around the rivers, right?”


      “Yeah,
that’s a good point.”


      “Can
I say something, Grace?”


      “Only
if you call me Camille. We’re alone now.”


      “Fine…Camille.
You look tired. Maybe a little distracted. Might it have something to do with
what you were doing on your trip yesterday?”


      “It
might.”


      “Do
you want to talk about it?”


      She
shook her head and said, “I probably should, but no.”


      She
glanced up from Granger’s copies and could tell that he wanted to say more. In
the end, he simply smiled at her and said, “Why don’t you go get some shut-eye?
I don’t know what you’ve been going through, but you do look tired. And I don’t
think this case is going to get much easier anytime soon.”


      “No.
I’m okay, I think I just need…”


      But
what did she need? Yes, a few hours of sleep would certainly help. But more
than that, her earlier mention of them being alone was currently blazing in her
head. The last time they’d been alone in such a way, she’d invited him to hold
her while she slept. And as he sat so close to her on the couch, she felt that
she wanted it again. In fact, she wanted more. The sad part of it was that she
could sense something similar from him as well.


      You
know you just have to ask, right? Or, even better, tell him. There’s a bedroom
back there and there’s no way he—


      The
thought was interrupted by the buzzing of her phone. She was happy for the
interruption because she felt not only immature but also a little irresponsible
for thinking such a thing in the midst of a case. She grabbed her phone and saw
that it wasn’t Granger or one of his officers as she’d assumed, but Zack. He’d
sent a text.


      She
nearly ignored the call but figured it was a good way to break the tension that
was starting to build between her and Palmer. “Excuse me,” she said. “I should return
this.”


      It wasn’t
just an excuse. She knew Zack well enough to know that if she didn’t text or
call him, he’d just keep texting—not out of any sort of obsessive nature, but
it seemed to just be part of his personality. She took her phone out onto the
porch as she read the text message. It read: Never know when to reach out. I
figure if you’re home, you’re probably asleep. If you’re out on a case, maybe you’re
awake. Just checking in. Would love to see you sometime soon. Reach out when
you can.


      Several
things occurred to her at once, and all of them could be solved with a simple
phone call. She didn’t even think about what she’d say before she pulled up Zack’s
number…and only had an inkling of an idea how it would go when the phone
started ringing.


      “Well,
hey there,” Zack said after the first ring. “That was quick.”


      “Yeah,
well I am on a case but I wanted to call you while I had a chance.”


      “You
didn’t need to do that.”


      “Yeah,
I think I did. It’s late, the case is going nowhere, and if I didn’t respond
now, I don’t know that I would have.”


      “Oh,
well, I appreciate it.”


      “There’s
something else, too, Zack. Right now…there’s a lot going on with me. There’s work…where
I’ve had a few really crucial cases back-to-back. There’s some stuff in my personal
life and then things about my own…my own feelings that I need to sort out.”


      Zack
was quiet for a moment before he said, “Ah, okay. That’s…well, that sucks, but
I know where you’re going.”


      “I’m
sorry. I just don’t think it’s fair to either of us if I hold on to it and
really don’t give it the attention it deserves.”


      “Can
I ask you something?”


      “Of
course.” She didn’t think he’d get bitter or angry (it wasn’t who he was) so
she had no idea what was going to come next.


      “Are
you seeing someone else?”


      The
answer came easily enough: “No.” But all the same, she looked to the left, to
the window that looked into the kitchen. Palmer was apparently still on the couch
because the kitchen was empty.


      “Okay.
Well…I guess that’s it?” He sounded sad, but also a little relieved. Or so she
tried to tell herself.


      “I’m
sorry, Zack.”


      “It’s
okay. Just…I know you have a dangerous job. And I know you tend to be a little on
the wild and dangerous side. So keep in touch, would you? It stinks this didn’t
work out, but I would like to hear from you from time to time.”


      Relieved
that the conversation had gone immeasurably better than she could have hoped,
she couldn’t help but laugh softly. “Yes, I can do that. Thanks for
understanding, Zack.”


      “I
do try to be a grown-up about things from time to time,” he said, doing his
best to go out on a joke. “Goodbye, Camille.”


      “Bye,
Zack.”


      She
ended the call and stood on the small porch for a moment, just listening to the
night. Even from here, two miles outside of where Guffey began, she could hear
the puttering engines along the waterways. The helicopter had gone quiet, apparently
out of range now. It made her want to be back out there, but she knew that
there was truly nothing they could do until they found a lead.


      She
nearly headed back inside but as she reached for the doorknob, a sudden image
of Bentley Lucia popped into her head. She wished she’d spent more time with
him, asking about Nanette. She was certain he’d had nothing to do with her disappearance
and thought he had been truthful about not knowing where she currently was.
Still…had she wasted that opportunity?


      Her
hand dropped away from the doorknob. As it did, she felt a twinge of pain in her
shoulder. It wasn’t too bad, but she knew if she didn’t get some rest, it was
going to start flaring up again. She looked at her phone; she’d lightened her
emotional load by making one quick call. She wondered if she could unburden a bit
more with another.


      With
a grimace, she called Deanna’s number. She knew it was late—nearly midnight at
this point—but she also didn’t think Deanna would be asleep yet. Hadn’t she
mentioned something about sleep issues or being a night owl when they’d first reconnected
upon her move to New Orleans?


      She
placed the call, truly hoping that she wouldn’t be waking Deanna. And as she
waited, she once again peered back through the window into the kitchen. Palmer
was there, looking into the fridge with slumped shoulders. Simply seeing him
made her feel…what? Safe? Protected?


      Happy?


      She
wasn’t sure. But she figured she should probably figure it out sooner rather
than later. Because if they continued to work on cases like this, whatever
tension existed between them needed to be resolved—even if it was all
coming from her end.


      The
phone rang three times on the other end before it was answered. She was relieved
to find that Deanna didn’t sound all that tired. But, much like her call with
Zack, she wasn’t sure how to start the conversation.


      She
finally turned her eyes away from Palmer in the kitchen. As she did, she heard
the choppy noise of the helicopter looping back around, almost an indicator
that this case was far from done.











CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 


 


      “I’m
sorry to call so late, D.”


      On
the other end of the line, Deanna chuckled softly. “You should be. On the other
hand, I was already awake. I haven’t been sleeping well lately.”


      “Oh.
Any reason why?”


      “Hell
if I know. Apparently, it’s just something that happens when you get old.”


“But you aren’t old.”


Another chuckle, and then Deanna
said: “Oh, I’m old enough. Anyway…what’s up? You okay? Why the late call?”


Camille took some time to consider
Deanna as old. She was nearing fifty, and Camille had always seen her as an
aunt-figure. Maybe even a mentor. It had, after all, been Deanna who had shared
the talks and tips a mother would share with a daughter. She missed Deanna in
that moment and wondered when they might get to see one another face to face
again.


“Oh, you know me,” Camille said, trying
to inject some good-natured snark into her voice. “Always putting too much in my
head—making sure I remain completely and utterly overwhelmed.”


“Yes, I do know that. But overwhelmed
with what?” She hesitated for a moment before asking, “Does it have to do with
you sniffing around whatever’s going on with Nanette?”


“Partly. I visited Bentley Lucia…the
man Nanette was actually with for a while. The man from the picture you
showed me.”


“And how did that go?”


“Honestly, it was sort of uneventful.”
She went on to tell Deanna about the visit, analyzing the story herself as she
went along, hoping to uncover some hidden truth or hint that she had missed the
first time around. But she could come up with nothing.


“Camille, do you have any idea why
she’d be so paranoid…so absolutely convinced people were after her that she
would jump around from place to place, leaving people she started to care
about?”


“I don’t. I was hoping you could
tell me. I mean…were there people she knew or met because of my father? Or even
my mother? People I may have somehow never known about?”


“If that’s the case, I don’t know
those people, either. I know your mother was wrapped up in some pretty strange
people at church for a while. Well…strange to me, anyway.”


Camille knew a bit about this—that
her parents had once attended a very strict church, the sort that believed in
the power of prayer and how people could act as vessels of God to perform healing
and miracles. She’d heard it from her father a few times and Nanette had mentioned
it once or twice, but always in a sort of embarrassed whisper. But she’d never
shown any signs of fear over it.


“Let me guess,” Deanna said. “You’re
on a case, aren’t you?”


“I am. But then again, I feel like
I always am.”


“Maybe. But I also know you don’t
just randomly call unless you’re feeling burdened. And the last few times, it’s
been while you were actively on a case.”


Camille chuckled silently. Was she
really so obvious? 


“Oh, you know…” Deanna said. “I
have no idea at all if this means anything, but I do know that a year or so
leading up to her initial disappearance, Nanette was on some sort of medicine
for depression. I remember your dad saying something along the lines of how
Nanette was only really happy when she was on a stage, singing. He was a little
embarrassed about one of his children having to take meds to cope.”


“Sounds about like him, for sure.”


But she was thinking of Nanette
being depressed. It was a hard thing to accept, as she’d usually seen her sister
as nothing more than a big, radiant beam of joy. She’d actually been slightly jealous
of her sister from time to time. They’d had only their very estranged father
and, from time to time, Deanna, but most of the attention had always gone to
Nanette. She’d been the more open and conversational…the most fun and willing to
try new things. Now, as an adult, Camille guessed it was a sort of muted
jealousy because a child doesn’t really understand what jealousy is. They just
know they want the same attention that…


Jealousy.


She thought about the three victims,
strung up on mangrove trees in the water. All linked to a local cop in some way
or another.


Maybe it’s not purely out of
anger, she thought. Maybe not even someone that feels they’ve been
wronged or slighted. Could it be someone who’s jealous of the power and
authority the cops hold? Especially in a place like this where everyone knows
everyone else—where it may seem to some that pretty much anyone could carry a
badge and a gun?


It was a promising thought, and one
she wanted to look into. She suddenly felt almost lazy for being out here on
the porch, trying to make better sense of her personal life, while there was a case
to be solved.


“Thanks for this, Deanna. But I have
to go.”


“Thanks? I don’t really feel like
I did anything.”


“Maybe you didn’t,” Camille said
with a laugh. “Time will tell, though. Bye.”


With that, Camille pocketed her
phone and walked back into the cabin. She found Palmer sitting at the kitchen table,
typing something into the laptop. He’d poured himself a glass of water from the
tap; the glass sat beside the computer.


“Sorry about that,” she said.


“No worries,” he said without
looking up from the laptop. “You know, so far I think I might have one potential
lead here. But when I looked for a current address, I’m coming up with nothing.
A guy that had a hunting rifle taken into custody and raised a lot of hell
about it. So much hell that he got into a fistfight with an officer on the side
of the road.”


“How long ago was this?”


“About two years. But he’s apparently
not living here anymore.”


“You look into that, then,” she
said, taking a seat at the table and finding that she was no longer tired. “I think
I’ve got another avenue to try.”


He smirked at her from over the
laptop, their eyes locking for just a moment. “Of course you do. Care to share?”


“Jealousy. A community like this,
I’d imagine even the slightest of insults can fester and become this big,
repressed thing. It makes me wonder if the killer could be someone who hasn’t necessarily
been wronged by the police but maybe slighted, you know?”


“Like someone who’s been fired from
the force?”


“Maybe.” But even as she spoke her
idea out loud, something else occurred to her. “Of course, if there was someone
like that in town, you’d think Granger or one of his men would have told us,
right?”


“You’d think so.”


She mulled this over, still
feeling as if there might be something there. She looked around the kitchen and
frowned. “Maybe we should have just gone to the station,” she commented. “At least
there would be coffee there.”


“You don’t need coffee,” Palmer
said. “You need sleep.”


“Maybe later,” she said. But she
was already looking at the printouts they’d left on the kitchen table, wondering
if there was an answer there that was staring them in the face.


In the same moment, she once again
heard the helicopter, passing overhead nearby and on its way out of Guffey.
Something about it seemed to energize her and she didn’t think she’d be getting
any sleep at all…not until this killer was found.











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 


 


He sat on his porch, reclined back
in an old lawn chair with a beer in the fork of his legs. He stared up into the
sky as the helicopter passed over Guffey for the second time. He laughed under
his breath, certain the chopper was here because of what he was doing. He
wondered if they’d found Mandy Talbot yet. She’d certainly been dead if they had
found her. But the helicopter was evidence that they were now at least taking
him seriously.


Very seriously from the looks
of it.


If there were helicopters in the
air, he had to assume the State PD was involved now. Hell, maybe they even had the
feds in on it. He sipped from his beer as he considered this.


He’d known from the start that he
would eventually get caught. Sure, there was that little voice in the back of
his head that insisted he could get away with it if he was smart about it. Take
a few lives, prove his point, and then leave. But if he were to leave, he’d
never get to see the worry and concern on their faces. He’d never get to enjoy
the visible confirmation that he’d proven his point.


But the helicopter and constant
buzzing of engines from the Tensaw and the other waterways told him that he
wasn’t going to have quite as much time as he’d thought. In that regard, they
were surprising him already.


He wasn’t quite sure what to do.
And as he sat there in the night, listening to the commotion the cops and all
of their buddies were making, the one thing he was certain of was that he
was going to have to speed things up. Not only that, but he was going to really
need to get their attention now.


He’d already planned it out. He
knew who he was going after, who would be the next to take a trip out to the
mangroves with him. It was really going to get their attention this time…and he
figured now that the cops had so much help, it might be even more fun to give
them less time to find the victim.


He looked up at the sky, the stars
winking at him, the quarter-moon seeming to smile at him.


Smiling right back, he drained his
beer and looked at his phone, perched on the edge of his porch railing. He then
tossed the can into his meager little front yard and made his way down to his
truck.


Why wait? he thought.


The night seemed to hug him, to
encourage him to use its darkness to carry on his work. And with choppers in the
air and the forests coming alive with a sudden police presence, he truly didn’t
have time to waste.


He got behind the wheel of the truck
and started the engine. The green digital numbers on the console told him that
it was 2:11 in the morning. But he didn’t feel tired at all, though he knew he
should. He’d been obsessed with what he was doing for weeks now, making sure he
planned everything out correctly, that he wouldn’t leave clues. Not that it
mattered…clues, direct letters, direct calls, the idiots were helpless.


As he started down the road, it occurred
to him that with such a police presence in Guffey all of a sudden, he may be drawing
attention to himself. No one was truly ever out and about in this sorry excuse
for a town at such an hour. He’d probably be seen as a likely suspect by just being
out on the roads now.


He laughed at the thought of this.
He knew these back roads like the back of his hand. And, of course, he knew where
he was headed next. He knew who he needed to get. And there was no way they
could predict it. Still laughing, he shut his headlights off and turned down
the next little dirt road he came to.


The one good thing about a place
like Guffey was that everything was close, everything was in tight quarters.
And if push came to shove, you could pretty much walk everywhere you needed to
go.


A few minutes later, he pulled over
at an old hunting spot. He doubted anyone would come down this way because it
wasn’t close to the water. And that seemed to be where the hub of activity was
currently taking place. Still, he was quiet as he reached into the glove
compartment and got his gloves—quieter still as he stepped out of the truck and
closed the door behind him.


He stood there for a moment,
breathing in the quiet and calm of the night. And then, before starting his
trek into the woods and to his next victim, he went to the tailgate of his
truck. He lowered it down and reached inside, the darkness of the camper shell swallowing
him up. He took out the bundle of rope he’d tossed in directly after coming home
from tying Mandy Talbot to a mangrove. The rope he took out of the truck was the
same kind he’d used to tie her up.


Recalling the way she’d fought and
feeling the rope in his hand, he felt invincible. And by the time he’d walked fifteen
minutes or so, as quiet as the woodland creatures that lurked all around him,
he was practically sweating in anticipation.


This had all started as something quite
personal. But if he was being honest with himself, he was rather starting to
enjoy it.











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


 


 


Camille had apparently been more
tired than she realized. She opened her eyes and saw the back of Palmer’s laptop.
She was also vaguely aware that Palmer was standing beside her, shaking her
shoulder.


“Sorry to wake you,” he said.


As she moved her head, Camille
realized that it had been resting on the kitchen table. She’d apparently fallen
asleep at some point during the early morning hours while searching the
database. She sat up quickly, mortified to see a small puddle of drool on the table
where her head had been resting.


“Jesus, that’s gross,” she said.


“It’s okay,” Palmer said, laughing.


She looked to the window and saw that
it was gray outside—almost a light blue. “What time is it?”


“Just after five o’clock. I was
going to move you to the bed when you fell asleep, but I figured that would
just wake you up and you’d ask me to spoon you again.”


She felt heat rush to her face at
the thought. “Shut up.”


“Well...the main reason I didn’t
is because….” He stopped and thought about his next words for a moment. “Between
you and me and the walls, I don’t know that I can handle it. The spooning, I
mean. I’m afraid I’d want more.”


Now it was his face that turned
red. He looked away from her, refilling his glass from the night before with water
from the kitchen sink.


It was certainly a positive
thought to start the day but when he turned back to face her, there was nothing
but seriousness in his face.


“Now that I have that out of the
way, I can admit that I only said it now because I can easily brush it
under the rug.”


“Brush it…?”


He smiled in an almost flirtatious
way and went on. “There are some updates on our case that just came in about
fifteen minutes ago—which is why I woke you up.”


“What updates?” she asked, standing
up and stretching. She was going to have one hell of a cramp in her neck today
because of how she’d napped.


“First, there were three forensics
guys out at that boat not too long after we left. So far, there’s nothing. And
while there are some prints that we’re pretty sure aren’t ours or the
cops’, the ground is so soft and messy that there’s nothing solid to go on.”


“Okay,” she said. She absolutely hated
that she’d fallen asleep and left Palmer to soak up whatever news had come in.


“Second thing, I did follow up on
what you were talking about.” He grinned at her and asked, “What’s the last
thing you remember reading over?”


She looked back through her
scattered thoughts and it came to her relatively quickly. “Charlie Henderson.
Fired two years ago because of a DUI. He was in an accident that killed a woman.”


“That’s right. And I don’t know if
it was because of the guilt around that particular event or what, but he no
longer lives in Guffey. I spoke with Anderson around four o’clock this morning
and he confirmed that. He’s living somewhere in Ohio now. However…your search
did pull up one other candidate that you didn’t get to before you conked out.
There’s a guy named Brandon Garnett that was once on the Guffey PD. This was three
years ago. He and Officer Talbot got into a heated argument one day in the middle
of an arrest and ended up throwing punches at each other. Talbot I guess got
his rear end handed to him. Not only that, but Garnett seemed unhinged. I read
the report…it was a straight-out beating, even after Talbot was down. At the end
of the day, Talbot was suspended, and Garnett was fired.”


“That seems like information the
PD would have given us right away.”


“I thought so, too, but didn’t bother
arguing. I figured at first it was due to pride or something. But then I reread
the reports and it’s interesting who testified against Garnett in court after
Officer Talbot pressed charges.”


“Who?”


“Mandy Talbot.”


“Oh my God. When did you make that
connection?”


“About five minutes before waking
you up. I decided not to call Granger with this. No one mentioned this little
scuffle to us, which means they don’t mind keeping stuff quiet if they think it’s
going to hurt reputations. So for now, I think we should look into this under
the radar. No help from Granger or his men.”


“Do you have a current address?”
she asked, turning the laptop to face her. She saw the police report for the
incident pulled up, reading over tidbits of what Palmer had just told her.


“Yeah. He lives about half an hour
outside of Guffey, in a town called Waynesville. I figure if we can get out of
here in the next few minutes we could catch him before he leaves his house for
the day.”


“Sounds good. Give me a few minutes
to get moving, would you?”


“Yeah, of course.”


She hurried out to the Bureau car
and grabbed her overnight bag. She quickly went back inside and started to
freshen up—she took a shower, brushed her teeth, and changed into fresh
clothes. True to her word, she did it quickly, completely ready to leave within
ten minutes.


But as she and Palmer were heading
for the door, Camille could hear a car pulling into the gravel driveway outside.
She opened the door and as they looked out, a police car pulled in just behind
their car. By the time she and Palmer were both standing on the small porch, the
car door opened and Sheriff Granger stepped out. He was puffing on a cigarette
and held a cardboard drink holder with two steaming cups in his hands.


“Good morning,” he said as he
approached the porch.


“Same to you,” Camille said.


“Sheriff, have you gotten any
sleep?” Palmer asked.


“Caught a few hours after I spoke
with Talbot.”


“How’d that go?” Camille asked.


On the porch now, Granger extended
the drink holder out to her. She could smell strong coffee coming from the cups
and she eagerly reached for it. Palmer took the second cup, giving a little nod
of thanks.


“Nothing like that ever goes well,”
he said, “but it could have gone a lot worse. He’s in shock right now. His
brother and mother are currently at his house with him while we finish this up.”


“Well, you came to visit us,”
Camille said. “What can we do for you, Sheriff?”


“I was hoping we could come up with
some kind of a game plan here. I’ve got a small enough force as it is, and with
Talbot out of commission, I need as much help as I can get. The State PD is helping,
sure, but it feels a bit too chaotic. The small amount of time I spent with the
two of you yesterday made me think you’d be…I don’t know. More sensible, maybe?
I think it would be easier to get to the bottom of this if I came to the two of
you as opposed to the dozen or so State boys that are trying to run the show.”


Camille had started sipping on her
coffee. It was like a nice, brisk slap across the face. And it may have been
the main reason she said what came out of her mouth next. Had she been a bit more
rested, she might have chosen to hold it back. But the words came before she
could properly contain them.


“With all due respect,” she said, “if
you’re so keen to work closely with us on this, why didn’t you or any of your
men tell us about a former officer by the name of Brandon Garnett?”


Granger looked shocked for only a
moment. It was replaced by an expression of guilt which he did his best to hide
by looking to the right, as if something out in the surrounding forest had
captured his attention.


“The Brandon Garnett situation was
unfortunate and messy. But it was handled privately. Settlements were made
outside of court, Garnett was fired, and he moved out of town.”


“True,” Palmer said, “but from
what we’re seeing, he didn’t move very far, now did he?”


“No, he didn’t. But I can assure
you…Brandon Garnett is not your killer.”


“Have you even looked him up since
this all happened?” Camille asked.


Again, that look of guilt came
over his face. “No. We talked about it after the second victim but we didn’t
see the point in bringing that drama back to the surface and riling people up
when we already had this new tragedy occurring.”


A small part of Camille understood
the logic in this but the more professional side of her was growing quite angry
at the ignorance of it. “And what about now? Now that there’s a third victim
and she just happens to be the wife of the officer he fought with—the very same
woman who testified against him?”


“Yeah, I’d say it’s different now,”
he admitted. Camille could tell from his expression and overall posture that
the man was weighed down with regret.


“Well, Sheriff,” Palmer said,
clearly as agitated as Camille. “You said you want to work closely with us on
this, so leave it to us to speak with Garnett. We were literally just about to
head to his house. You stay here and manage things in Guffey. I can only
imagine how bad it’s going to be when everyone wakes up and finds out there’s
been another victim.”


Granger nodded. He now had the tired,
defeated posture of a kid that had been caught in a lie and knew there was no
way out. “Don’t bother with his house,” he said as he started making his way
back down the porch stairs. “He won’t be there. He runs a shooting range over
there in Waynesville. He opens it very early most mornings for a small group
that likes to come in and shoot a bit before heading out to work.”


This sounded a little exotic and
dangerous to Camille but it also made a degree of sense considering the local
interests. And really, at its core, an early-morning shooting range did have a
bit of merit to it. She’d actually enjoyed heading to the ranges first thing in
the morning when she was in the Academy. The jolt of adrenaline and excitement
had usually done wonders to start her day on a positive note.


“Where would we find the range?”
Palmer asked.


“Hold on,” Granger said, moving to
his car. “I’ll get the address.”


As he went to his car and placed a
call, Camille and Palmer shared a quick look. Camille could see a steadily rising
ager in her partner’s eyes. She knew him well enough to know that he would be
able to keep a lid on it, but she also knew he tended to let his temper hang around
a bit.


Based on that, she had yet another
reason to hope their pursuit of Brandon Garnett went well.











CHAPTER NINETEEN


 


 


Camille found the town of Waynesville
to be almost cute—like one of those idyllic little neighborhoods from a 1960s
sitcom. It was very small but at least had a tiny central hub where two roads
intersected. She supposed this little stretch could be considered something of
a main street; it had a post office, a small mom-and-pop grocery store, and a
diner. Realizing they’d not yet eaten, and hadn’t eaten since dinner yesterday,
in fact, they took five minutes to stop at the diner and order breakfast to go—sausage,
egg, and cheese biscuits for both of them.


The GPS took them just a bit outside
of town. On the outskirts, there was a very small complex of storage locker
rentals next to what looked like an old, abandoned construction site that might
have been some sort of garage from the looks of the frame. About a mile past
that, there was a gravel road that led off of the road and to what appeared to
be a small warehouse of some kind. This was where the GPS had led them.


It made no sense at first but as Camille
turned their car into the small gravel road, she saw the small sign above the
building’s only door: GUN SUPPLIES AND RANGE. There were only two vehicles in
the parking lot, both of which were trucks that looked as if they’d been run through
fields of mud.


When they stepped out of the car,
Camille took a single moment to breathe in the country morning air. It was surprisingly
refreshing—something she knew from growing up in a similar community—and helped
to clear her head as she and Palmer made their way to the front door and walked
inside. A little electronic device dinged over their heads as they entered.


Camille’s first glance at the place
made her wonder how Brandon Garnett’s little shooting range had passed safety and
business protocols. The front door opened up onto a basic concrete floor and a
sad little wooden divider that served as a front desk, she supposed. Behind the
divider, there was more concrete floor and then a basic plywood wall that sectioned
off the rest of the building. She could hear someone speaking from the other
side of this wall, boisterous and good-natured.


The only door that led beyond the wall
opened up and a man stepped through. He was around fifty years of age, wore a flannel
shirt with tattered jeans, and looked very confused. He also wore a holstered
pistol around his waist—a Smith and Wesson M&P from the looks of it. His look
of confusion gave Camille the sense that these early morning shooting range
hours were by invitation only. The small-town vibe and feeling of security out
here in the woods was likely the reason the front door had been left unlocked,
Camille assumed.


“Sorry,” the man said, eyeing them
with a bit of worry as he stepped closer. “But the range is appointment only if
you come before nine in the morning.”


“That’s what we hear,” Palmer
said. “But we’re not here for the range.” He showed his badge and ID, gave a
polite smile, and added: “We’re here to speak to Brandon Garnett. Is that you?”


“It is,” Garnett said. He’d stopped
a few feet away from the part of the wooden divider that served as the front
desk. He looked utterly confused and, Camille thought, slightly scared.


“Mr. Garnett, I wonder if you know
about the recent murders that have occurred in Guffey?” Camille asked.


His fear seemed to momentarily shift
to interest as he looked back and forth between Camille and Palmer. “I did,
actually. Heard about it yesterday. Two people, right? One of them was the
former sheriff’s daughter.”


“That’s exactly right,” Camille
said. “And then last night there was a third victim—someone that you may know
quite well. It’s true that you once had some pretty nasty words with the Talbot
family, right?”


Garnett’s expression went right back
to fear. He even took a small step backwards. “I did…a few years ago. But I’ve put
that behind me. And as far as I know, so have the Talbots.”


“Mr. Garnett,” Palmer said, “Mandy
Talbot was the third victim. And as of right now, all three victims have a link
to the Guffey police department.”


Camille did her best to read his
expression but there was so much shock on his face that it was difficult.
Slowly, he shook his head and took one more step back. At the same time, the
sound of gunfire erupted from beyond the wall behind Garnett. He jumped, his
head jerking back in that direction.


The noise made Camille uneasy,
too. Her hand instinctively went to her holstered Glock as her eyes trailed
over to the door that led, she supposed, to the ranges.


“How many men are back there?”
Palmer asked.


“Two. They come in three times a
week before work and…wait. Hold on. You’re telling me Mandy Talbot is dead?”


“We are.”


“And did she…was she killed the
same way as the other two?”


“Yes,” Camille said. “And while we’re
on that, why don’t you tell us what you’ve heard? How the victims were killed.”
She watched his face closely; she was pretty sure he wasn’t yet aware that they
were here because they saw him as a suspect.


“I heard they were tied to trees
out on the Tensaw Delta. The water level rose up and drowned them.”


“That’s right,” Camille said. “Mr.
Garnett, when is the last time you spoke with either of the Talbots?”


“When Mandy and I had words at the
police station.”


“What about all of the settlement
talks?”


“No…Sheriff Doogle handled all
that. Brought in a lawyer friend and it was all done by phone.” He then gave
Camille a scrutinizing look as realization settled over him. “Hold on a damn
minute. Do you think I had something to do with all of this?”


“Based on your history with the
Talbots and how poorly you handled being released from the Guffey PD, you’re certainly
worth a conversation,” Palmer said.


“This is insane. I haven’t even
spoken to either of them in—”


He was interrupted by more
gunshots from behind the wall. This time, the noise was followed by a man’s
cheering. Something about the entire situation had Camille on edge.


“Maybe we ask your friends back
there to holster their weapons for a bit?” Palmer asked.


Garnett nodded, but he still
seemed too hung up on what had been asked of him. He made to turn in the direction
of the door but stopped when the door opened on its own. Another man came
through, this one slightly overweight and with a very thick beard that came down
to his chest. He was holding a Glock in his left hand, one that was very
similar to the one that both Camille and Palmer had holstered at their sides.


Camille lowered her hand again,
this time resting it on the butt of her Glock. “Sir, holster your weapon,” she
said right away.


She felt the moment unraveling, as
far too much was happening at once. Garnett was still a bit shocked over the
accusation that he was a suspect in three murders. The newcomer through the
door had absolutely not been expecting to see two suited individuals in
the front of the range; the confusion was painted all over his face. As for Camille
and Palmer, they now had two potential threats to worry themselves with, one of
whom was holding a gun.


“Brandon, who are these pe—”


“Holster the gun, sir!” Palmer yelled.
He then reached for his badge and ID again and when he did, the heavyset man seemed
to see it as a threat of some kind, still not even grasping the idea that he
was standing in front of two FBI agents. He started to raise his Glock.


“We’re with the FBI,” Camille said,
hoping the statement would defuse the situation. “And this is the last time I’m
going to tell you, sir…put the gun away!”


By his time, the heavyset man had
the Glock about halfway raised, and Palmer had flashed his badge and ID. The
heavyset man’s eyes went wide, and he nodded almost robotically as he holstered
his Glock.


At the exact same time, almost as
if he’d planned it that way, Brandon Garnett dashed hard to the right, making a
direct line to the door behind him.


“Garnett!” Palmer yelled.


They both gave chase right away.
The heavyset man seemed to have finally come around to the heat of the moment
because he made the conscious decision to get in their way, trying to protect
his friend. He didn’t attack or make any sort of confrontational movement, he simply
didn’t move away from the door after Garnett had disappeared through it. The
result was Palmer shoulder-checking the man, and both of them nearly stumbling
to the ground. Camille sidestepped this foolishness and made her way through
the door to the back of the building, drawing her gun.


She found herself in a fairly open
space. She could see all the way to the rear of the building, where several different
targets had been set up. They weren’t on belts of any kind and there was nothing
unique or special about the space. The only safety precautions were a few sets of
ear and eye protectors hanging on the wall to her left, and a single black rail
set up to keep the shooters from going over into the active shooting floor.


That was where she saw Brandon
Garnett, running to the back toward another door. There was another man in this
area, currently loading up a handgun…another Smith and Wesson. He froze as
Camille entered the room, trying to figure out what was going on. She counted
this as a blessing because the last thing she needed was to have to subdue this
man while trying to catch up with Garnett.


As she leaped over the rail to give
chase, she was dimly aware of Palmer entering the room behind her. He did
yell at the second man to put his weapon down, but Camille didn’t see if the
man had obeyed or not. Her eyes were locked on Garnett, passing through the door
several feet ahead of her.


Why the hell is he running?
she wondered. It had come out of nowhere and, to her, seemed to pretty much
confirm that he was their guy. Of course, chasing him through a ramshackle
excuse for a shooting range was a bit hairy because they had no idea what kind
of firepower she and Palmer could potentially be up against.


This made her advance a bit more
cautiously as she came to the door. She reached out to open it and found it
locked. She stepped to the side, noting Palmer on the way. She nodded to him,
stood aside, and watched as he picked up speed and delivered a swift, brutal kick
to the door. The door practically exploded inward. Camille instantly pivoted
inside and saw Garnett going out one last door, this one revealing a little
sliver of the early morning light.


Palmer was stumbling a bit from the
force of his kick but managed to stay in the lead. As they raced for the rear
door, Camille took a quick glance around the darkened room and saw yet another
reason Garnett would have for running: the sheer number of guns stored in this
room was mind-boggling. Most were hanging on racks, but a few others were set
out on tables as if they were trophies. She saw shotguns and rifles and then,
tucked away like a prized possession in the corner, hanging on an elegant rack,
were three AR-15s.


Seeing this, she assumed Garnett must
have panicked. Trapped between trying to keep his stash of guns away from the eyes
of federal agents and arguing his innocence in three murders, he’d had no other
choice.


By the time Camille had reached
the door to the outside, Palmer had already passed through. She’d come out just
in time to see Palmer pulling Garnett out of a newer model truck. Garnett spun around
and wrenched his way out of Palmer’s grip for just a single second before Camille
was there, waiting for him. She drove her shoulder into his chest and tackled
him back against the truck.


“That was stupid, Mr. Garnett,”
Palmer said. “Very stupid.”


Camille took the liberty of cuffing
him, not even sure where to start when she said, “You’re under arrest, Mr.
Garnett. For the suspicion of murder, as well as attempting to flee federal
agents. And I’m pretty sure there’s going to be a lot more to charge you with once
someone has a good look at that little arsenal you have in your back room.”


Garnett opened his mouth as if to say
something, but closed it at the last moment. Maybe he’d figured out just how
much trouble he was in. He’d already made a few very dumb mistakes this morning
and figured anything he said might just make it worse. So he remained quiet as
he was led around the building, not even opening his mouth a single time as his
two buddies came out to the parking lot to see what was going on.


Before Camille got into the car,
she pulled out her phone and called up Sheriff Granger. He answered immediately,
sounding quite nervous. “This is Granger.”


“We’re bringing Garnett in,” she
said. “And before we leave, I think you may want to get at least one more person
down here to go through this treasure trove of weapons he has in the back of
this so-called shooting range. Palmer and I will stay here until someone arrives
so his buddies can’t remove anything incriminating.”


There was a brief but heavy silence
from Granger’s end before he said, “Yeah, I’ll send someone over in a second.
Probably a State guy.”


Camille pocketed her phone and
looked back to the front door where the two men continued to watch on with fear
and anger in their eyes. And all the while, Brandon Garnett sat in the back of
the car, hands cuffed and quiet, as if he was keeping a very big secret.











CHAPTER TWENTY


 


 


      Camille
was impressed with how quickly Brandon Garnett’s lawyer showed up. She assumed
it had something to do with how quickly news of the murders was spreading and
that it was, after all, a small community. The lawyer was there just an hour and
a half after she and Palmer had brought Garnett in, and he’d had to make a
drive from a city twenty-five minutes away.


To Garnett’s credit, he’d managed
to stay quiet the entire time he was in the sorry excuse for an interrogation
room—the same room they’d used to question Darren Traylor the day before.
Camille and Palmer stood out in the area behind Eleanor’s desk and the lobby,
allowing Garnett and his lawyer their right to a bit of privacy. Camille and
Palmer both felt this was a slam dunk at this point, so they were fine playing
along and observing the legalities and niceties.


While they waited, Camille took
note of the three State Police that came in and out of the station’s front
door, doing their best to stymie the growing crowd outside. From what Camille could
gather, news of Mandy Talbot’s death had indeed made the gossip rounds, and the
locals crowding around outside were both scared and furious. There were also a
handful of local cops that seemed up in arms and slightly mortified that
Camille and Palmer had decided to go digging around in the department’s past
concerning the Talbots and Brandon Garnett.


It was one of these officers—Anderson,
to be exact—who came by to notify them that Garnett and his lawyer were now
ready to talk. When they made their way back to the would-be interrogation room,
the lawyer was standing outside the closed door. He was an older man, maybe
pushing sixty or so, with his white hair combed back neatly and his piercing
blue eyes taking in the commotion at the front of the station.


He opened the door for them and then
entered, closing the door behind them. Garnett was still handcuffed, sitting
behind the small desk. He looked up at them with a sour expression, then
glanced at his lawyer.


“Well, let’s start with the
obvious question, Mr. Garnett,” Camille said. “Given what you had in that back
room, why in God’s name would you run? You had to know we’d be chasing you and
you led us right through it.”


“It was just after six in the
morning, and I had two FBI agents in my shooting range, accusing me of murder,”
Garnett spat. “I think it’s pretty understandable that I panicked.”


“Maybe,” Camille said. “But we
never accused you of anything—let’s be clear about that. All we said was that
you were a worthwhile suspect, given your history with Mandy Talbot and the
Guffey police department.”


“That’s right,” Palmer said. “But
then your friend came out with a gun in his hand and when we got on him to holster
it, you took off running. We did not give you any physical reason to
run.”


“So, I’m going to assume that—”
Palmer started, but he was quickly interrupted by the lawyer.


“Let’s be careful with assumptions,”
he quipped.


“Fine,” Palmer said. “Based on the
way I’ve often put things together on past cases—being a federal agent and all—I
tend to believe you ran to escape something. And that would be either the fact
that you are indeed responsible for these murders or—”


“Excuse me!” the lawyer snapped.


“—or because of the little stockpiled
arsenal you have in the back of that building,” Palmer went on, raising his
voice, undaunted.


“So which was it?” Camille asked.


“That’s a very leading question,”
the lawyer said dryly.


“Well, we asked him why he ran,”
Palmer said. “And ‘I panicked’ isn’t a good enough excuse.”


“Here’s the deal,” Camille said
before the lawyer could interject again. “Whatever illegal things come up in
the search of that back room mean nothing to us. We’re here to figure out who
strung up these three women. So we can knock the guns off the table for now.
Mandy Talbot…what can you tell us, Mr. Garnett?”


“I can tell you that it wasn’t me,”
he said. He did sound confident, but signs of his confusion and shock were still
apparent.


“Could you prove it?” Camille
asked.


“My client has nothing to prove,”
the lawyer interjected.


“It’s called an alibi,” Palmer
said, nearly shouting now. Camille was irritated by the lawyer, but he really
seemed to be getting under Palmer’s skin.


“You need to know where I was when
it all happened?” Garnett said, his eyes lighting up for the first time. Seeing
it made Camille wince a bit.


“Exactly,” Palmer said.


“Tell me the day or night and I
can tell you.”


“Let’s go back over the course of
the entire past week,” Camille said. “We need places, times, and the names of
anyone that can back your accounts up.”


Garnett looked to his lawyer and after
a few seconds of silence, the lawyer nodded.


“Every day for the last month or so
has started the same,” Garnett said. “I get down to the gun range around five
or so. Put on a pot of coffee and chat with whoever comes in.”


“So you’re there every
morning?” Camille asked.


“Every day except Sunday. The same
four or five guys cycle through. Some days no one shows up, but I don’t mind being
there by myself when they don’t come in.”


“So you’d have at least a few men
that can confirm you’re there early every morning?” Palmer asked.


“Yes. And even on the days I don’t,
I have a security camera installed up near the front door. It’ll show me pulling
in every single morning.”


“Is the range your only job?”
Palmer asked.


“No. I work part-time for a mechanic
in town. Three days a week from one to seven in the evening.”


“And what about nights?” Palmer
asked. “Are you married?”


“No. Tried it once. Got divorced almost
right away. That was over ten years ago.”


“Is there anyone that can
confirm your whereabouts during the nights over the past week?”


“Doug, down at the shop. He’s the owner.
We go out for beers every night after work.”


“Are we talking a local bar?” Camille
asked.


“Yeah. Ramrod’s. There was one
night in the past week…Wednesday, I think, where we pretty much shut the place
down. There’s at least five or six people that can back all of this up.”


“Do you own a boat, Mr. Garnett?” Camille
asked.


“I do, but it’s been holed up in my
shed for the last two years. The engine’s busted and I just never took the time
to fix it.”


Camille thought all of this over.
Between the camera at the gun range and the possible testimony of the man
Garnett worked with at the mechanic’s shop and those at the bar, that left only
about six hours for Garnett to abduct someone, subdue them, and tie them to the
mangroves. She also tried to think of a man with this schedule making sure to
leave letters for the police, to call them with little taunts and…


He says he works until seven at
the mechanic’s shop, she thought. And the calls come in at seven. All of
the calls to tease the cops have come at seven…


She briefly reached out and grazed
Palmer’s hand just to get his attention while she kept her eyes locked on Garnett.
“Mr. Garnett, wait here, please. If we can get confirmation on all of this, you
shouldn’t have to wait long.”


“So I just have to stay here and
wait?” he hissed.


“Yes.”


She gave no further explanation and
didn’t bother looking to see how the lawyer was accepting this information. She
opened the door, letting Palmer out behind her, and then closed it.


“Seven o’clock,” she said to Palmer,
slightly disappointed in both of them. “I don’t know why the hell we never followed
up with that.”


“The calls…” Palmer said. “And if
we can get confirmation that Garnett was indeed at a bar or with his boss at the
shop, it pretty much clears him.”


Camille wasn’t one hundred percent
sure about this, but it did feel right. “First and foremost, we need to figure
out if there’s any significance to seven o’clock around here. The letters have
been taunts and so have the calls. Maybe the fact that he’s calling at
seven is a taunt of its own.”


The notion locked in her head and
without further discussion, she walked quickly to the front of the station. The
time of the calls did seem insignificant at first glance but the more she
thought about it, the more confident she became that there was something there.


All she had to do was find out what
it might be.











CHAPTER TWENTY ONE


 


 


Because every office was occupied
with either the case or keeping things under control with the growing crowd
outside, Camille decided to speak with Eleanor, the slightly plump and pleasant
woman working the front desk. The poor woman had been stationed there every time
Camille and Palmer had come into the building. This morning, she was busy fielding
calls that were almost certainly a waste of her time—people wanting updates on the
case, demanding answers from their police force.


When Camille and Palmer approached
her, she looked tired but managed a smile for them. “Do you two have any
answers yet?” she asked. And then, in a lower volume, she added: “Is it Brandon
Garnett?”


“We don’t know for sure,” Camille
said. “We need to look into some alibis on him. But before we do, I was wondering
if you might be able to answer a few questions about the calls the killer made
to the station.”


“Oh, I can certainly try.”


“Well, we’ve noticed that every
time the killer called, it was right around seven o’clock—either right on the
dot or within a few minutes. And because the letters and the calls themselves
seem very intentional, we’re wondering if the fact he’s calling at seven might
have some sort of intent behind it as well.”


Eleanor gave a little shrug and
said, “The only thing I can think of is that seven o’clock is when the night shift
comes in.”


“So there’s a shift change at
seven?” Palmer asked.


“Yeah.”


“Any chance people other than
officers that work here would know that?” Camille asked.


“I don’t know. Maybe. I mean, it is
a very small town. And, as you can tell from the crowd outside, everyone is
always in other people’s business.”


“And what’s the schedule like?”
Camille asked. “I assume it’s not always the same officers working the night
shift.”


“Not always, but more than you’d
think. You have to consider, Agent Grace, that the Guffey police force is only
seven people. Eight if you include me. Sometimes you have to get creative with
scheduling.”


“How many officers are typically
covering the night shift?”


“Sometimes just one. And if an
issue comes up, he’ll of course call Sheriff Granger. On the weekends, we’ll
have two or three, depending on the time of year.”


“Okay, so what about the past week,
while the murders have been taking place? Who was on the night shift? Who clocked
in at seven?”


“It’s been Charlie Norman for the last
eight days. I think Officer Talbot was here at least two nights, also.”


“And is Norman here right now?”
Grace asked.


“I think he might be outside lending
a hand to the State Police. I think I saw him here this morning. A short
guy…brown hair and a well-trimmed mustache. You can’t miss him; he sort of
stands out.”


“Thanks, Eleanor,” Camille said.


She and Palmer made their way
outside. At once, Camille was reminded of the fervor of the crowd. The moment
they stepped out, there were two people edging up to their side—one older lady
and a tall, dirty-looking man.


“You’re the feds, right?” the man
asked, as if accusing them. “What do you know? We know you’ve got someone in custody!”


Camille and Palmer both ignored
him and made their way forward, further into the small gravel parking lot. In
total, with the police and the pestering crowd, Camille figured there were at
least twenty people in the lot. It didn’t seem like a big number, but in the confines
of the small lot and under an already strengthening summer sun, it was more than
enough.


Camille started looking for a
short man with a well-groomed mustache but didn’t see anyone fitting the description.
What she did see, though, was Sheriff Granger standing by his patrol car. He
was chatting with a member of the State Police as a small truck wheeled into
the parking lot, carrying a boat with an outboard motor on a trailer behind it.
It was the first bit of evidence to suggest that today would be the pivotal
point where Guffey became suddenly active with a police presence at all
corners.


They made their way over to
Granger. He seemed relieved to be able to speak with them rather than the officer.


“So Garnett’s still inside?” Granger
asked.


“He is,” Palmer said. “We’ll need
someone to look into his alibis. We may even be the ones to do it. But before
we make that decision, we wanted to ask you about a certain officer.”


“Okay, who is it?”


“Charlie Norman. What can you tell
us about him?”


“Charlie’s in his late forties. A
good cop for sure, but he can be a bit dry sometimes. I think some people see
him as being stuck up, but in working with him for a while, I know it’s just
because he’s strict. A very by-the-rules guy.”


“We spoke with Eleanor and she told
us that he’s been working the night shift for the last week or so.”


“Yeah, he has. What about it?”


Camille gave him a quick recap of
how she felt there might be some relevance to the killer calling at seven o’clock
with his warnings—right as the shifts were changing. Granger nodded and seemed
to think hard about it himself.


“Well, you’re welcome to talk to
Charlie if you want. He was here up until a little while ago. We’re having to
get pretty creative about when to send folks home. Charlie was out on the river
with some of the State boys all night. I sent him and a few others home about fifteen
minutes ago. But if you’re looking for anything interesting about him…well, I
think I can help you there. I don’t know that it fits into this case, but it
might be something to think about.”


“Okay, we’re listening,” Palmer
said.


“About five years ago, Charlie was
involved in a lawsuit. I still don’t know all of the ins and outs of it because
I was just an up-and-coming officer back then. Even now, as Sheriff, all of the
details are sort of muddy and murky to me. We had a man here in town…his wife
had been raped and nearly killed by a vagrant type. But the call that came in
was from a troublemaking teen who was half drunk—something of a local
prankster. So Charlie didn’t take the call seriously. As a result, the woman died.
When the story came to light, the husband did his best to sue. He went for the entire
police force at first and when he realized that wasn’t going to happen, he went
directly after Charlie. Nothing ever came of it, though. Charlie took a few
weeks off to get his mind right after that.”


It was yet another nugget of
Guffey police history that Camille couldn’t quite wrap her head around. She
wondered if Granger and his officers were choosing to be blind to their past or
if they were really so naïve to not even think about delving into old history
to take a look at some of their flaws and controversies. It irritated her, but
scolding Granger wasn’t going to help anyone.


“Do you personally think he was in
the wrong?” Camille asked.


“I would have gone out after the
call came in,” he said. “But again, the guy that called the station had a habit
of pranks. A real troublemaker So I can understand Charlie’s hesitancy.”


Camille’s first impulse was to
talk to Charlie Norman. But then again, all he would do was give his side of
the story, maybe try to convince them why he felt he’d made the right choice by
not going out on the call right away. No…the person they needed to speak with
was the man who had attempted to sue the force.


“Who was the man who attempted to
sue?” she asked.


“A fella named Sam Pearson. He doesn’t
live around here anymore, though. The way I hear it, after everything blew
over, he moved out to the Florida panhandle. Out in Bonifay, I think.”


“That’s not too far away,”
Palmer said. “Do you think you can get an address for us?”


Granger thought about it for a moment
as he looked around the cluster of officers and concerned citizens in the station
parking lot. Camille thought he might ask them if they really thought it was
worth it, but he ultimately kept quiet.


“Yeah,” he said. “Give me a few
minutes and I can get it for you. I’m pretty sure Eleanor has it somewhere
inside.”


They let Granger get a few steps
ahead of them before following along. Quietly behind Granger’s back, Palmer said:
“Bonifay is a little over two hours from here. You think it might be better to
just make a call?”


“And then what? Get mired down
here in this crowd? There are enough people scouring the forest and the
waterways. I think we go with the untouched leads instead. Even if it does mean
a two-hour drive.”


“Four both ways,” Palmer pointed
out.


“I’m fine with that.”


“Yeah, I think I could be, too,” he
said.


With that decided, they followed Granger
back into the station to get an address for what, for now, seemed like a solid
lead. She just hoped the time on the road wasn’t going to afford the killer
more time to make the case even deadlier.











CHAPTER TWENTY TWO


 


 


      She
was quieter than the other ones, and that made him happy. She’d screamed a bit
when he’d kicked in her bedroom door. She’d not even realized he had broken
into her trailer until he was halfway down the hallway. She’d done her best to
keep the door held against the frame, but he’d been much stronger. He’d also
been aware that if she chose to, she could get her cellphone and call the cops
at any moment.


So really, he’d had no time to lose.
So yes, she’d screamed and begged quite a bit when he’d come into her house and
had fought for a little while as he’d tied her arms and legs together. But by
the time he’d placed the tarp over her and hauled her over his right shoulder,
she’d gone quiet. He wasn’t sure if it was some sort of shock or if she was
trying a tactic of saving all of her energy until she might need it. Whatever
it was…she was quiet for now and he appreciated it.


He was forced to carry her through
the woods—a walk of a little less than a mile—to where he’d parked his truck in
that little pull-over spot in the woods. The fact that she wasn’t fighting and
had decided to remain calm was an enormous help. She’d let out a little moan or
whimper here and there but that was nothing compared to what the others had
done.


Still, by the time he got to his truck,
his shoulder felt like it was on fire. He was nearing sixty and though he was
in good shape, he was pretty sure that anyone might struggle to haul a body through
the woods for almost a mile, no matter what kind of shape they were in. He also
felt as if his face was on fire; he’d been wearing the damned hillbilly mask
the entire time. He’d forgotten the stupid thing was even on. He yanked it off
and allowed himself a moment to breathe.


“Okay,” he said as he set the
woman’s tarp-wrapped body down. “Almost there. You’ve been a good girl so far.
I really do appreciate it.”


He rotated his shoulder a few
times and then lowered the tailgate of his truck. As he did, the woman spoke up
for the first time since they’d left her trailer behind. Her voice was soft and
defeated, muffled slightly through the tarp.


“Why?” was all she said.


“Oh, it’s nothing you did,
precious,” he said lovingly. He looked to the sky, the first true signs of sunlight
creeping in along the horizon, fragmented by hundreds of trees. “There are just
some very bad men that need to be taught a lesson. And you’re going to help me
with that. I really am sorry it has to be this way, but…”


He wasn’t sure how to finish the
statement. In his silence, the woman started to whimper. He thought she asked
him why again, but if so, it was soaked in wet, hitching sobs. When he
leaned down to pick her up again, she did fight a bit. But with her arms and
legs bound, there wasn’t much she should do. He was as gentle as he could be as
he slid her into the back of the truck. He leaned in slightly, the camper shell
covering her entire body. He reached out and caressed the area of the tarp he
thought was her leg.


“I’m sorry,” he said. “Really, I
am. But they need to learn a lesson.”


He closed the tailgate and thought
he heard her scream. It was a reminder that he’d failed to put a strip of electrical
tape around her mouth. He went to the front of the truck and fetched the roll
of tape from his glove compartment. He tore a sizable piece off and went back
to the tailgate. He pulled her out, tarp and all, and pulled it down so that he
could get access to her mouth.


He looked into her eyes when he
placed the tape over her mouth. He’d forgotten to put the hillbilly mask back
on, but he didn’t think it mattered. With so many cops crawling all over the
place, he thought this might be the last one. And his plan had always included
his identity being revealed—so they’d know who’d done it…who had outsmarted them
every step of the way.


Her eyes were wet with tears and
blue like….well, blue like hers. It almost made him want to cry. And
because of that, he covered her back up as quickly as he could. And now that he
was confident that she’d remain quiet he closed the tailgate on her, leaving
her in the darkness beneath the camper shell.


He waited for a moment, standing in
the still quiet of early morning. He placed his hand on the closed tailgate and
did allow himself a moment to cry. Once he had control of himself, he looked
through the tinted glass at the back of the camper shell, running his fingers lovingly
across it.


“It’s going to be okay,” he said,
his voice warm and smooth, filled with love. “They’ll know soon. They’ll learn
their lesson and this will all be over. I promise.”


He wiped a tear away as it rolled down
his cheek and went back to the front of the truck. He slid behind the steering wheel
and thought for a moment. With the police out and about on the delta and the
river, this next part might be tricky. But he couldn’t stop now. He knew these
waters better than anyone in this stupid town and he was determined to finish
his work.


He reached for the keys to start
the engine but waited a moment. He listened closely, just to make sure the
woman in the back was still quiet and motionless. When he realized she was, he
smiled thinly and started the engine, ready to pay another visit to the water
and the waiting mangroves.
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As it turned out, Bonifay, Florida,
was just slightly under two hours away from Guffey, Alabama. Camille found it
interesting that Sam Pearson had gone through the trouble of moving out of
Guffey after his wife’s death and the failed legal actions, but had stayed so
close to the small town where it had all happened. She wondered if there was
more family in Bonifay or, because the Florida panhandle’s scenery and vibe
wasn’t all that different from Alabama’s swampy regions, he’d not ventured far
for the familiarity.


They started the trip five minutes
after Granger had given them the address and, with Camille at the wheel, beat
the GPS time of one hour and fifty-three minutes by nearly fifteen minutes.


They found that Sam Pearson’s home
was just slightly outside of Bonifay. Camille navigated a series of winding
roads that made their way around a murky body of water that fed into a lake.
The lake was small, but presented gorgeous banks and views for a small
community of homes. Sam Pearson lived in this neighborhood, in a cul-de-sac
that looked out onto the water.


At almost 8:30 on a Monday
morning, Camille figured there was a good chance Pearson wouldn’t be home. If it
came down to finding out where he worked, she figured they could call the Bureau
and have an answer within half an hour or so. But after the drive out here, she
really hoped it wouldn’t come to that. She didn’t think it, would, though.
There was a car in the driveway and she could see a light on through one of the
large windows just off the porch.


Camille parked in the paved
driveway, taking her first good look at the house. It was a two-story beauty, a
mix of what she thought was beach house and maybe Colonial. She wasn’t sure; Camille
had never been the best at pinning down house styles. What she did know for
sure was that Sam Pearson had moved up in life quite a bit when he’d left
Guffey.


She and Palmer walked up the porch
steps. The porch was a wraparound, and she could imagine sitting on the back
porch in the mornings with a cup of coffee, looking out over the lake. The
neighborhood was quiet and idyllic, a welcome change from the cramped and
high-paced environment in Guffey they’d been dealing with for the last day or
so.


She rang the electronic doorbell
and could hear the chimes from within the house. As they waited for an answer, she
noticed Palmer frowning a bit. “Penny for your thoughts?” she said.


“Two hours to Guffey from here and
two hours back. Or, if he drives like a maniac like you, an hour and forty-five
minutes each way. Whatever. Take that time, then add in the time he’d take to abduct
the victims and get them out to the water. Then tying them to the trees and
escaping. Sure, it could be done. But this guy would have to be committed on a
whole different level of crazy.”


“Maybe that makes him more
of a suspect then?”


Before Palmer could answer, they heard
approaching footsteps from the right side of the porch. Turning in that
direction, they saw a man come around the corner. He was wearing a T-shirt and
a pair of basic cotton shorts, and was barefoot. He also held a cup of coffee,
the steam rising up from the cup. He looked to be in his late thirties or early
forties; it was quite hard to tell because of the light brushes of gray in his
well-groomed beard. He came to a stop when he saw the two strangers standing by
his front door.


“Um…can I help you?” he asked.


“Are you Sam Pearson?” Camille
asked.


“I am. Who are you?”


Camille showed her badge and ID
and quickly introduced herself and Palmer. “We’re currently on a case in Guffey
and some of the leads we’re looking into brought your name into the light. We
were hoping to have a word with you.”


“Guffey?” he asked, speaking the
name of the town as if it were a curse word.


“Yes,” Palmer said. “Have you by
any chance heard about what’s been going on over there during the last few days?”


With a very confused look on his
face, Pearson shook his head. “No, nothing comes to mind.”


“We’d like to ask you a few
questions then,” Camille said.


“Sure. If you want, come on around
to the back. My wife and I are sitting on the deck.”


“Thank you,” Camille said. 


She smiled a bit once Pearson’s
back was turned, discovering that her imagery of drinking coffee while looking
out across the lake was actually taking place. They followed him around the
right side of the house, walking along the wraparound porch. The back of the porch
was much longer than the front porch and did indeed have a gorgeous view of the
lake. Pearson’s wife was sitting in a lounge chair, sipping from her own cup of
coffee and scrolling on her phone when they stepped into view.


“Cindy,” Pearson said, “these two
are from the FBI. They’re wanting to ask me questions about something going on
in Guffey.”


“Oh,” Cindy Pearson said, standing
to her feet, presumably because it simply seemed like the right thing to do.
She was quite pretty, with straight blonde hair, a slim figure, and skin that
looked as if it stayed out in this lakeside sun a great deal. “Oh…well, hello,
then. I mean, is everything okay?”


“We don’t know,” Palmer said,
looking between the two Pearsons.


“Coffee,” Cindy said, clearly nervous.
“Can I get either of you coffee?”


“That would be amazing,” Camille
said.


“Same here,” Palmer said. “Thank
you very much.”


Cindy made her way inside, casting
her husband a quick but cautious glance as she did so. Sam turned to them and
said, “Please, have a seat.”


Camille took one of the available
three lounge chairs, but Palmer elected to stand. “Mr. Pearson, your wife…she
seemed to get very upset when I mentioned Guffey.”


“Yeah, I know,” Sam said, slightly
embarrassed. “That’s because she hates talking about it. I assume you’re here
because you know about what happened to my first wife—and how I didn’t handle it
all that well?”


“That’s one of the reasons, yes,”
Camille said.


“One of…?” Pearson started. He turned
to look back into the sliding glass door that looked into the living room, as
if to make sure his wife wasn’t there. “Look…Cindy and I have only been married
for a year and a half. She’s always had a hard time knowing that I had a wife that
died—sort of like I might not have really ever stopped loving Amanda…my first
wife. Because of that, she gets very weirded out whenever I mention Guffey.”


“That’s understandable, I suppose,”
Camille said. “However, you claimed you don’t know what’s going on in Guffey
right now. Can I take that to mean you’re saying you’ve not visited Guffey
anytime recently?”


“No. It’s been…Jesus, maybe two
years? I went back to visit some of the guys I used to work with two years or
so ago. But ever since then…no. Especially now, with Cindy and the way she
feels about the place.”


As if on cue, Cindy appeared at the
glass door with a small tray in her hands. Sam opened it for her and she stepped
out, setting the tray on a small wicker table sitting in the middle of the
lounge chairs. She’d brought out a little tumbler of creamer and a small tin of
sugar to go with the coffees. Camille wasted no time in doctoring her coffee.
As she did, Palmer took the lead.


“Maybe it’s good that you hear
this, too, Mrs. Pearson. Agent Grace and I are here to ask your husband about a
series of murders that have recently taken place in Guffey.”


“Murders?” Sam asked, nearly
stammering over the word. “In Guffey?”


“Yes. Three in the past five days.”
He then went on to explain how the victims had been discovered as well as the
killer’s bizarre method of murder. At one point, Cindy placed a hand over her
mouth—the classic nonverbal sign of shock. Sam, meanwhile, simply looked
troubled. Camille was pretty sure he understood right away that they were here
to question him—to see where he’d been the last few days and if he would have
been at all capable of committing these murders.


“Am I allowed to ask who the victims
were?” Sam asked.


Camille wasn’t entirely convinced
he was innocent yet and didn’t see the point in giving out the names. She
wanted to give him every opportunity to fall into his own trap, maybe letting something
slip that they’d not yet discussed.


“All you need to know for right
now is that they are all linked to people that have worked for the Guffey
police department,” she said. “And as we started looking into people who might
hold some sort of a grudge with the Guffey PD, your name fits the bill.”


“I get that, and I understand that,”
Sam said. He was speaking slowly, as if trying to keep in a great deal of emotion.
“But like I said…I haven’t been to Guffey in two years.”


“He’s right,” Cindy said, walking over
to him and taking his hand.


“Have you spoken with Officer
Norman at all since it—”


“No. God, why would I?”


“Do you still blame him for the
death of your wife?”


“Yes,” he said without any
hesitation. “Yes, I do. If he’d acted right away, there was a very good chance
she would have survived. The doctors at the hospital even went on record with
that statement. I was furious and hurt…but I’m no killer.”


Tears were forming at the corners
of his eyes and his bottom lip was trembling. At the same time, there was a stern
look of anger crossing his face.


“Lucky for all of us,” Palmer
said, “this is a matter that can be cleared up very easily so long as you can provide
proof of your whereabouts for the past week.”


“That’s pretty damned simple,” Sam
said, letting some of his anger out. “I’ve been here. I think I’ve left the
house three times in the past week. Once when me and Cindy went out for dinner,
and then to the grocery store on two occasions.”


“What about work?” Camille asked.


“I work from home. We both do, actually.”


“What do you do?”


“I’m the social media manager for
three local radio stations. And Cindy gives music lessons in a little studio we
have downstairs.”


“Piano and
guitar,” Cindy added.


“Would anyone other than your wife
be able to confirm that you haven’t made any trips out to Guffey?”


“Our neighbors,” Sam said. “The
neighbors from two houses down. We had them over for a cookout two nights ago…on
Friday. I also had a FaceTime call with my brother late on Wednesday. And I
mean late. He called right before midnight to tell me his wife had gone
into labor.”


“He called again seven hours later
when the baby arrived,” Cindy said.


Camille couldn’t quite place her
finger on it, but there was something about the way Sam Pearson was getting a
bit quieter in the way he spoke that unnerved her. She didn’t think he was
hiding something, but there did seem to be a degree of guilt about him. But
rather than ask him about this in a blunt way, she tried another tactic.


“While you lived in Guffey, was
there anyone else you can think of that had it in for the cops? And I don’t mean
rebellious teens. I’m talking about people with reasons to legitimately have an
issue.”


He shook his head and looked away,
glancing out to the lake. Camille sipped from her coffee and watched one of the
tears finally spill down from his eyes.


“Mr. Pearson,” she said, “what are
you not telling us?”


“Nothing. It just…it wasn’t me. I
have plenty of proof and will cooperate however I need to in order to prove it.”


Palmer leaned forward, also having
caught on. “That’s all fine and good, but what are you keeping from us? I’ve been
doing this job for a while now, as has Agent Grace. And if I can be honest for
a moment, we’re both pretty great at what we do. I’ve seen this face, and I’ve
seen this reaction before. Either you do have something to do with this,
or you know something you’re not telling.”


Again, he shook his head. “No.
There’s nothing. Now…I’ve agreed to help however I can…so, are we done here?”


Camille may have let it go, but
then she saw Cindy’s face. She looked terrified and was trying to hide it—which
made the expression even more noticeable.


“Mr. Pearson, I’d really like to
not have to arrest you.”


“Arrest me for what?” he asked.
But even in that question, trying his best to seem perturbed and angry, it was
clear that he was bothered by something. Before Camille or Palmer could
respond, Cindy reached out and took his hand.


“Babe, I think you have to tell
them.”


Sam looked at her as if she’d
reached out and slapped him. The tense look he gave her only confirmed Camille’s
suspicions that he was lying.


“Three people, Sam,” Cindy said.
She reached up and wiped a tear from his cheek. “I think it’s okay.”


Sam nodded, his face grim and quite
sad. He then looked back to Palmer and Camille, the embarrassment now seeping
back into his features. Camille thought there was some regret in his eyes as
well.


“I think you may need to look into
my father,” he said. “Because based on what you’ve told me about these murders…you
might have a problem.”











CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR


 


 


      Even
after he’d broken the silence and made such a tantalizing comment, Sam seemed
to be unable to speak. Camille looked to Cindy and saw her fighting back her
own emotions as she watched her husband wrestling with something.


“His father is sort of a…well, a jerk,”
she said. “And that’s the nicest way I can put it. From the little bit of time
I’ve known the man, it’s clear that he doesn’t forgive or forget—a real
grudge-holding type, you know?”


Apparently, Cindy kicking things
off was exactly what Sam Pearson needed. He leaned against the rail, the lake
behind him, and let out a trembling sigh. “When Amanda died, my dad took it
hard,” he said. “I never quite knew why, because he and Amanda were never
really that close. They got along and all, but nothing special, but he saw me
in pain. He saw what I was dealing with. And looking back…yeah, maybe I was
wrong to go after the police department the way I did. I can see that now. But
when I decided to drop it all…when I decided it just wasn’t worth the trouble because
it wouldn’t bring Amanda back, my dad was absolutely livid.”


“Did he directly interact with the
cops?” Palmer asked.


“No. I think he respected Sheriff
Doogle a great deal. I think he knew it was a waste of breath to complain to
the cops and he didn’t want to upset Doogle in any way. He would just
bitch and complain behind closed doors. And when he learned that I was going to
try to sue, it was like someone had lit a fire under him. He pushed hard…pushed
and encouraged me to go through with it. I think I let him down when I gave it
up. And when I told him I was moving out of Guffey…I don’t know. Dad changed after
that. So much that I almost changed my mind. But that’s when I met Cindy…and I
knew I had to move on with my life.”


“He’s never forgiven Sam for it,”
Cindy said. “He stopped trying to call a few months ago, which is good, because
he’s a mean old bastard.”


Sam cringed at this but didn’t
refute it. “He’s a different man. And the last few texts he sent me were…alarming.”


“Will you let us see them?” Palmer
asked.


At this point, Camille started to
understand the embarrassment she’d seen on Sam’s face moments ago. And she thought
she also understood why he was wrestling so hard with the decision to tell them
about his father. By doing so, even if his father had nothing to do with the
murders, Sam was getting his old man involved in an active FBI case.


Sam looked to his feet, his
shoulders slumped. “Yeah,” he said in little more than a whisper. “Hold on. I’ll
get my phone.”


He went in through the sliding
glass door, leaving Camille and Palmer with Cindy. He left the door open but when
he was several steps away, Cindy said, in a whisper, “He’s really touchy about
his father. Doesn’t like talking about him…and I think he feels wholly responsible
for whatever weird turn he took when Sam moved.”


Camille nodded while Palmer kept
an eye on the inside of the house—probably trying to make sure Sam Pearson wasn’t
going to try to make a run for it. This was a wasted caution, though, as Sam
came back out onto the back porch thirty seconds later. He’d unlocked his phone
and opened it up to his father’s text messages. He handed the phone to Palmer, and
they read it together in silence.


“It scrolls down a bit,” Sam said.
“That one at the top is the first really weird message I got from him. That was
about a month ago.”


The message was weird indeed. It
was also rather long and filled with typos. It read: I started missing her
agn tonite. Can’t imagine how it must be for you. I was drinking it away for
awhile but now that dont work. Makes me think of teaching them a lesson. Making
them remember her and how thy messed up. Makes me think of the mangroves out
there and how the water comes in real high. lov you, son.


Camille let the message sink in,
her heart suddenly slamming in her chest. Teaching them a lesson….mangroves.


“And he’d never sent anything like
this before?” Palmer asked.


“No. He’d sometimes get a little
spooky and wordy on the phone when he was still calling, but not quite that
bad.”


“Any idea if he’s ever had trouble
with the police before?” Camille asked.


“He never came out and told me,
but I’m pretty sure he got a DUI when he was pretty young.” Camille noticed
that Sam was shaking as he spilled more and more details about his father. She
turned her head and kept reading on as Palmer slowly scrolled. The next few
messages read:


Almost called you today.
Figured you may still not b ready tho.


Was thinking about you as a boy
today…how you loved to ride along the water and see how the trees along the water
changed colors because of the way the tide came in and out. miss ya kid.


Saw Talbot today. Not sure he
even knew who I was. I bet he remembers Amanda tho. Bastard.


Sorry I keep texting you son.
Lonely out here. Give me a call, would you?


There was only one text after that
one. Before Camille read it, she thought she perfectly understood why Sam
seemed so emotionally wrecked over it all. These texts, while alarming and a
little off-kilter, were essentially a cry for help—a father wanting to reconnect
in some way. Not only had he elected not to respond, but he was now offering those
very same texts up to a pair of FBI agents. She wondered, though, if the inclusion
of mangroves and teaching a lesson had registered with him.


She wondered if he understood that
these texts made his father a very strong suspect indeed.


But it was the last text that
snared Camille—that made her want to get right back into their car and speed
back to Guffey. She read it twice, just to make sure she hadn’t subconsciously
put something extra into it.


Heading out the water soon.
Some things I need to do. If I get a chance to call after I will. I think you
will understand when you hear. love you sam


Camille checked the date. It had
been sent six days ago—one day before it was believed Vicky Doogle had been
tied to a mangrove and become the first victim.


“Sam…what’s your father’s name?”
Camille asked.


“Richard. But…look, I know how
that looks. Especially with everything you guys are digging into. But this isn’t
him. My father isn’t a killer.”


Camille watched as Palmer took
screenshots of the texts and then sent them to his own phone. When he handed
the phone back to Sam, he did so with a polite kind of care. “Maybe. But you
have to admit that based on these texts and what we’ve told you about where the
victims were found, we—”


“I know,” Sam said. He muttered a
curse and crossed his arms. When he glared at the agents on his porch, there
was red-hot anger in his stare. “He doesn’t have to know it was me, right?”


“Possibly not,” Camille said. She
took one last sip of her coffee and gave the Pearsons a look of quick thanks. “I
hope you understand, but based on this information, we really have to get going.”


Sam nodded quickly, glad to be rid
of them. And honestly, Camille didn’t blame him. She couldn’t imagine what he
must be thinking right now—what he must be wondering.


She and Palmer left them on the
back porch, hurrying back around the side and to their car. Even before Camille
had made it back behind the wheel, she’d pulled out her phone and pulled up
Sheriff Granger’s number. He picked up on the second ring, and she could hear
the commotion taking place around the station all around him.


“This is Granger,” he said into
the phone. His voice was dried out and husky; the man was on edge and beyond
tired.


“Sheriff, it’s Camille Grace. We’ve
got a name for you. I need you to send someone out to find Richard Pearson.”


“Richard? You mean Sam Pearson’s
father?”


“Yes. In a second, Agent Palmer is
going to send you screenshots of text messages Richard sent Sam. I have a
hunch, Sheriff…I have a strong hunch that Richard Pearson is our man.”


There was a brief moment of
hesitation from the other end while Palmer sent the screenshots. “Okay. I may
go over there and do it myself. Oh, and there’s one new thing of note from our
end, while I have you on the phone. The coroner found a single print on Mandy
Talbot. Right along the base of the shoulder. I’m hoping we’ll have a match within
five or six hours.”


“Sounds good. We’re headed back that
way, Sheriff. See you soon.”


      As
soon as she’d ended the call, Palmer said, “How’d he take it?”


      “He
seemed surprised. But the man is clearly exhausted. He’s not going to rest
until this thing is wrapped up.”


      “So
then let’s go wrap it already, Grace,” he said with a sly smile. “What the hell
are you waiting for?”


      It
felt odd to smile back at him, considering everything they’d just learned. But
they had a name now and, hopefully, maybe a print. And she was daring to hope
that by the time the sun went down on Guffey this evening, they might very well
have their killer in custody.











CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE


 


 


      By
the time they arrived back at the Guffey police department just slightly after
noon, it seemed that everyone on site—both local officers and State Police—were
involved in the search for Richard Pearson. He’d not yet been found, though,
and the results from the print found on Mandy Talbot weren’t back yet, either.


When Camile and Palmer walked from
their car to the station, Camille was glad to see that the group of locals was
gone. Inside, it looked much the same. Eleanor was still at her place behind
the front desk and two cops were at their own desks behind her. One was on the
phone, speaking animatedly to someone. The other was Officer Anderson, hunched
over his desk and looking over a thin stack of papers. He barely looked up at
first when they came in but when he realized who they were, his eyes grew wide,
and he waved them over.


Camille realized that Anderson also
looked tired—maybe not quite as tired as Sheriff Granger, but he was worn down.
As they came to the desk, Camille looked down at the stack of papers. She saw
just a bit of information from the top page, but it was enough. One of the names
on the paper was Amanda Pearson; Anderson was apparently going through the files
regarding her rape and subsequent murder.


“Sheriff Granger told me you were
heading out to speak with Sam Pearson,” Anderson said. “And you know…I thought
of this case right after the second victim. But…well, I guess you had to know
Sam. I knew there was no way in hell he’d be capable of this. But now I feel
like an idiot for keeping quiet. This…this should have been looked into much
sooner. If it had, maybe Mandy Talbot would still be alive.”


“Maybe,” Camille said. “But there’s
no time to be doubting or second-guessing right now. Has there been any progress
on finding Richard Pearson?”


“None. And I wish Sheriff Granger
was here so you could get the lack of updates from him. But I haven’t seen or
heard from him in about an hour. For right now, though, all I can tell you is
that Richard Pearson wasn’t home when we sent two cruisers over there. His
truck was gone. There were a few empty beers on the front porch, along with a
cooler of mostly melted ice. We guess he’d been having a few last night. There
is, of course, a full-scale search for his truck right now. But even with more cops
in from the State PD and a chopper circling the town, these woods…they can hide
just about anything if you know how to use them. And Richard Pearson, based on
what I know of him, is just the sort that does know how to use them.”


“Okay…so everyone is out looking for
Richard,” Palmer said. “Does all of this,” he said, waving his hand at the thin
stack of papers, “give us anything else to go on?”


“Potentially. And I literally just
came across it a few minutes ago. I called the sheriff to ask him about it, but
he’s not answering.”


“So tell us, then,” Camille said.


“So…the night that call came in—the
one about Amanda Pearson being raped and left for dead—we had a newbie on the
phones. Her name was Jill Lipscomb, and she was still learning the ropes on
dispatch. Up until then, as sad as it is to say, there was only whoever happened
to be on duty that night. There was no one to man the phones. So we started
looking for help, and that help came in the form of Jill. Background in working
on shipments of a trucking company, so she was good with schedules and being polite
on the phone…that sort of thing.”


He pulled a sheet out of the small
stack and showed it to her. It was a very brief write-up of the call. And on
it, the very first line read: Call fielded by Lipscomb, Jill at 1:12 a.m.
Officer Norman got on the call and took over.


“I think this might be important because
to that point, Jill would have no idea that the call was from a prankster that usually
harassed the station about once or twice a month. I only know what Officer
Talbot told me about it later because I obviously wasn’t there. But from what
he told me, Jill took the call very seriously. He said she seemed sort of
pissed after the call was over and Norman hadn’t responded right away.”


“So this woman was here at the
station and actually took the call, according to this.”


“Right. And she was so upset with the
way things were handled that she left two weeks later. Just called one evening
and quit.”


“And based on what we know from
our conversation with Sam Pearson,” Palmer said, “his father seems to have snapped.
He says his father took Amanda’s death in a very strange way.”


“Anderson,” Camille said, “does
Jill Lipscomb still live around here?”


“Yeah. She lives in a mobile home over
on Hudson Lane. But being Monday, I’d imagine she’s at work.”


“Do you know where she works?”


“I’m not positive, but I think
she went back to the same trucking company she quit to come here. It’s about
five miles outside of town.”


“You check there,” Camille said. “Right
now. Head over there and if she is there, stay with her and call us. We’ll
head to her house; even if she’s not there, I think it’s a safe bet that’s one
of the places the killer would hit next. As far as I’m concerned, this woman
needs to be under vigilant protection until this case is closed.”


“Got it,” Anderson said, already
swinging around his desk and heading for the front door. 


Camille and Palmer followed,
walking back out into a humid day with the whirring of a helicopter buzzing the
treetops overhead.


 


***


 


      The
address they got from a deputy with the State Police prior to pulling out of
the station lot did indeed place the home of Jill Lipscomb on Hudson Lane. It
was a rather curvy strip of road that made its way out of the forest for a
while. bending around a thick and overgrown field. The field eventually became an
abandoned pasture and then woodland again. It was directly at this point that a
brief row of mobile homes started to appear. They were separated by scraggly growths
of trees and dead patches of lawn.


      Jill
Lipscomb’s mobile home was the fourth and final along the stretch. The front
yard was a considerable size and the home, though a bit meager and not very sturdy,
looked rather quaint. Jill had apparently done her best to make the trailer
look more presentable than the others on Hudson Lane. The driveway was a U-shape,
both ends connecting with the road. A single car sat in the driveway, parked by
the rickety wooden porch. 


      “Shoot
me if I sound like I’m casting stereotypes,” Palmer said as they stepped out of
their car. “But living in a mobile home like this, on a road like this one, I’m
assuming Jill Lipscomb didn’t have two cars.”


      “I
was thinking the same thing,” Camille said, eyeing the car in the driveway. It
was a Ford of some kind (she wasn’t sure, and the lettering on the back had
fallen off and faded), at least a decade old. “This is probably her only car…which
means she isn’t at work.”


      She
felt certain of this, and it sent a little spiral of worry around her heart.
She dashed to the front porch, taking the lead. She could feel the weak foundation
of it tremble under their feet. She knocked on the thin front door, the simple
knocks showing her how hollow the door was.


      “Ms.
Lipscomb?” she called out. “Ms. Jill Lipscomb? Are you home? This is the FBI,
and it’s urgent!”


      There
was no answer, and she could hear no motion or movement inside the house. She
waited less than five seconds before she shook her head and looked at Palmer. “Come
on…let’s check around back.”


      Palmer
had apparently seen the concern and realization in her eyes because he didn’t
bother arguing or questioning her—not that he often did. They both made their
way quickly around the trailer. The back door didn’t offer the convenience of a
porch of any kind. There was just a hastily thrown-together stoop with a few
stairs leading up.


      Before
they even reached it, though, Camille saw how the back door was not sitting flush
in the frame. The frame wasn’t made of much, just a thin outline of metal. It
had been popped loose at the top, the bolt that had once held it in hanging like
a loose tooth from the corner.


      Camille
kept the lead as they raced inside. The back door opened up onto a small kitchen.
Linoleum floors and a cluttered countertop greeted them. Within just a few
seconds, Camille got the overwhelming sense that the place was empty.


      “Jill
Lipscomb?” Palmer called out.


      “She’s
not here,” Camille muttered under her breath. She looked ahead to where the living
room and the kitchen met. The room was empty as she headed through it, her eyes
set on the door on the other side. It was opened wide and as Camille entered, she
found a small and tidy bedroom. The bed was unmade and the sheets were slightly
knotted and cast to the side.


She stepped further into the room,
looking for clear and obvious signs of a struggle. As she did, she heard the almost-irritating
noise of the helicopter once again passing by. It made her feel swimmy-headed
for a moment.


As she studied the room, Palmer
spoke up from behind her. “I’ll check the back.”


She nodded as she stepped around the
bed. She saw that the top right corner of the fitted sheet was loose. The mattress
also looked to be just slightly off center, revealing the top right corner of
the dingy box spring. It wasn’t nearly enough to point toward a struggle, but
the busted open back door made it seem more sinister.


She took one more quick glance
around the room before another idea occurred to her. She left the room and
headed out for the living room. She walked to the front door and looked down at
the floor where a clear plastic mat had been placed to set shoes on. There were
two pairs there: a beat-up pair of running shoes and a nicer pair of everyday
sneakers.


She did the math in her head quickly:
Car in the driveway likely means she never left for work. Two pairs of shoes
by the door back this up. Sheets in a mess on the bed in an otherwise tidy
bedroom. Back door looks to have been forced open.


She instantly took her phone from
her pocket, wanting to call Granger to let him know that now in addition to
looking for Richard Pearson, they also needed to find Jill Lipscomb. As she was
about to place the call, Palmer came back from the rear of the trailer. “Nothing
back here. Laundry room, bathroom, and a second, empty bedroom.”


“He took her, Palmer,” she said. “Minor
signs of a struggle in the bedroom, the car’s still here, the back door, and now
her shoes are—”


“I agree,” he said. “I think we need
to make that call.”


Camille placed the call and as the
phone started ringing, she thought of what Anderson told them back at the station—about
how he’d not been able to get in touch with Granger for about an hour or so. The
phone rang four times, and Camille nearly ended the call just as Granger’s
voice filled the other end.


“Agent Grace, right?” he said.


“Yes. Listen…we need to put an APB
out on Jill Lipscomb.”


“Jill Lips…are you sure?”


“Almost positive. We can call her work
just to make sure she didn’t show up, but we’re at her home now and we think—”


“No need to explain. I trust you.
I’ll make the call and get all eyes out for her. I’m assuming if we find her,
we find Richard Pearson.”


“That’s my hope…and fear.”


Camille ended the call and saw
that Palmer was already on the phone, speaking to someone at the Guffey PD in
order to find out exactly where Jill worked so he could get the number and make
the call. He was also heading out of the back door as he did this, eyeballing
the slightly busted door frame. Camille excused herself around him, stepping
out into the small strip of back yard.


She looked back to the door and
then to the grass. It was fairly well-maintained—not overly short, but not
tall, either. Not tall enough to hold the imprint of a passing foot, anyway.
But she thought of how the helicopters hadn’t yet found Pearson or his truck,
how he’d apparently expertly hidden away in the forests. It was clear the man knew
the woods and the Tensaw Delta. To hide out like that and to expertly placed
his victims…


“He went through the forest,” she
thought out loud. “On foot.”


She walked to the edge of the tree
line, where Jill Lipscomb’s yard came to an end, and the forest began. There
was an almost sharp line where the two met, the grass overtaken by downed
foliage and taller, mostly-dead weeds.


She didn’t have to look for very
long. Slightly to the right of where the stoop’s stairs met the ground, she saw
a small section of dead leaves that had been clearly disturbed. The brittle,
tall grass mixed in with it had also been trampled down. Making a point to step
several yards away and not disturb the scene, Camille entered the trees to see
if there was a path she could follow easily.


She did see at least two more
areas of passage. The foliage had been disturbed just enough to where she could
actually see what looked like the heel of a boot pressing down into the ground.
Being that the ground was fairly dry, she assumed this meant that either
Richard Pearson himself was heavy, or he’d been carrying Jill Lipscomb when he’d
marched out here.


“Grace?” Palmer said as he hurried
across the back yard. “I just spoke with Harper Trucking…Jill has been working
there for a while. And she did not come into work today. No call, no nothing.
She just didn’t show up.”


She nodded and then pointed to the
tracks she’d spotted. She continued on a few steps but as the foliage and woodland
debris grew thicker, they became much harder to see…until there were none to
see at all.


“He took her through the woods,” she
said. “I think we need to follow…or at least try to.”


“We don’t know these forests,
Camille. We’d get lost pretty damned quick.”


“I think we have a chance if we—”


She stopped as she once again
heard the approaching buzz of the helicopter. When she looked up, she couldn’t
see it yet, but it did give her an idea. It felt crazy and maybe a little irrational,
but they were running out of time to be double-thinking everything. Her eyes
still on the sky, she once again pulled out her phone and called up Granger. He
answered quickly this time and before he could get a single word out, Camille interrupted.


“Sheriff…I need you to call whoever
is in charge of that helicopter and have them come out to Hudson Lane. Agent
Palmer and I are going to need a ride.”











CHAPTER TWENTY SIX


 


 


      Sheriff
Granger called back two minutes later. When he did, his voice sounded loud and
almost excited. Perhaps he’d also caught a glimpse of the hope and energy
Camille had also felt when she’d seen the shoes by the door and the boot prints
at the tree line behind Jill’s house.


“The pilot says there isn’t enough
room anywhere on Hudson Lane to land,” Granger said. “I need you two to drive
out to the end of Hudson Lane, take a right, and then turn onto the first dirt
road you see. A ways down there, you’ll come to a field on the right. The pilot
is going to pick you up there.”


“Perfect,” she said. “Thanks. And
you’re welcome to come along if you want. I know this case has put a beating on
you.”


“I appreciate the gesture, but I’m
good down here on the ground. I loathe heights. Besides, if you spot anything
up there, you’ll need a team on the ground, waiting and ready. But listen…there’s
something else you should know.”


“What’s that?”


“Seconds before I got your call, a
call came into the station. It was the killer, and he told us what he’d done.
Eleanor put it on speaker mode so about nine people heard it. I had two officers
I trust confirm it was the same voice from the other calls.”


Camille started walking toward the
car, putting her own phone on speaker so Palmer could hear everything that was
going on. “What was the message this time?”


“They said it was very short. He said,
‘Here’s one more chance to do your jobs. I’ve got one more, all tied up and
waiting. Try not to let this one die.’”


“He knows we’re on to him,” Camille
said into the phone as she got behind the wheel of the car. “He’s clearly heard
the helicopter, he’s probably seen the extra traffic in town and heard the
boats. He’s in a hurry. He wasn’t even going by his seven o’clock rule on this
one.”


“Maybe him being in a hurry will
work out for us,” Granger said. “Maybe he’ll get sloppy and mess up.”


What Camile thought but didn’t
dare say was: Or maybe that just makes him more dangerous.


The moment Palmer closed the door
and buckled in, Camille started the car. She pulled out of Jill Lipscomb’s driveway
with such speed that she kicked up a good deal of dirt and gravel, pinging along
the underside of the car. She followed Granger’s directions, taking a right
onto Hudson Lane and then the first right-hand turn she came to. The road was
paved for about the first two hundred feet but then transitioned into a
well-packed dirt road. She spotted the field Granger had mentioned up ahead
and, at the same time, saw the black shape of the helicopter approaching from
the east.


“Ever flown in a helicopter before?”
Palmer asked.


“No. This will be the first time.
You?”


“Just once. I think I know you well
enough to say you’ll like it.”


She grinned in spite of herself.
He did know her…and it felt good to be known by someone. Somewhere beyond all
of this—beyond Richard Pearson and hopefully even Nanette’s never-ending case,
they’d be able to explore what that might look like on a deeper level. For now,
though, his comment added a bit more confidence to her arsenal as she pulled
the car slightly off to the side of the dirt road and into the field.


As she and Palmer got out, the
helicopter made a strategic pivot to the left, where it then angled itself in
over the field and began to descend. Camille couldn’t ignore the flicker of excitement
that passed through her, but it also took a great deal of patience. Jill
Lipscomb was tied to a tree somewhere along the delta and every second counted.
Waiting for the helicopter to land was infuriating.


The moment it was finally on the ground,
there was a moment’s pause before the small sliding door along the side opened
up. A man was kneeling there, waving them toward him. Palmer took the lead, running
against the gust of wind pushed out by the blades. The man at the back helped them
into the helicopter one by one. As Camille climbed in, she noticed that there
was another man up front, in the cockpit and behind the controls. The man assisting
them was apparently a copilot. The inside of the helicopter wasn’t exactly as
she’d envisioned it, but close; her reliance on what she’d seen on television
and in movies turned out not to be so far off. A simple bench seat ran along
the back wall. One additional seat was installed behind the copilot’s chair.


“Both of you good to go?” the copilot
asked.


“Yes!” Camille yelled over the roar
of the rotors.


“All we were told was Hudson Lane,”
the pilot yelled from the front. “Can you be more specific?”


“All I can do is show you the house
and point to where I think the killer’s trail was heading.”


“Sounds good to me,” the pilot responded.
“Buckle up and let’s get out there!”


Camille wasn’t sure if it was
because of her adrenaline and nerves or not, but she felt as if she was barely
even aware when the helicopter started ascending. After a few seconds, she did
allow herself to look out over the side. The copilot had kept the sliding door
open to allow them to see down into the Guffey forests. The field dropped away
farther and farther and then, without any warning, the helicopter darted away,
speeding back out toward Hudson Lane.


She looked over to Palmer and saw
him watching her. There was a huge smile on his face, which she did her best to
return. But before she’d allow herself to get swept up in her feelings for him,
she looked back down to the ground. The forests had come into view and she could
already see why it might be difficult to locate one single man out there in the
forest. From the sky, the tangle and absolute number of trees and the way it
all interlocked made it almost impossible to see the ground in some places, let
alone a man walking through them.


“There’s the trailer,” she said,
pointing and yelling out to the men in the cockpit as Jill Lipscomb’s residence
came into view. “Cut directly behind it and head to the closest stream or creek
you can find.”


“And if we see mangroves,” Palmer
called out, “head for those!”


The helicopter tilted a bit, and
they were suddenly flying over Jill Lipscomb’s house. The chopper was low
enough that the wind blast from the blades stirred the tops of the trees. Here
and there, she could catch thin trails and fragments of dirt roads but they were
quickly consumed by the trees. One thing Camille hadn’t expected was for the
helicopter to cover so much ground so fast. It was rather difficult to keep up
with the passage of ground below.


“We’ve got a little stream of
water coming up,” the copilot said. “It’s barely even a creek, though, from the
looks of it.”


Camille thought of the first three
victims, of how they’d been tied up and then drowned because of how the ocean tide
had affected the depth of the delta. A creek wasn’t going to cut it. “Can you head
out a little closer to the ocean?”


“Roger that,” the pilot said.


Again, the helicopter dipped and
seemed to slide. Palmer had been right. She was enjoying the ride. She
watched more treetops pass by, dried greens and browns blurring by. And it was because
of those almost camouflage-like colors that she spotted the glinting of white.
It was almost blinding, the sun reflecting up from a shiny surface…from a windshield.


She opened her mouth to call it
out but as it turned out, she wasn’t the only one who had seen it. The pilot
yelled back at them, “See the truck?”


She did. And then, less than seconds
later, she saw the slight bend of water along the forest floor. It seemed thin
at first but then a minuscule break in the trees revealed much more. It wasn’t quite
as large as the waterway where they’d found Kara King or Mandy Talbot, but it
was close.


“Is there any way at all you can drop
down closer?” she asked, yelling to be heard.


“Not without running the risk of
killing all four of us!” the pilot called out. “Sorry!”


She didn’t even have enough time
to feel anger or disappointment at the answer. As soon as the pilot had said Sorry,
she saw the mangrove trees along the left bank. And on one of those trees,
positioned slightly to the right and looking deeper into the forest rather than
across the water, a body was tied to a tree.


“Right there!” she yelled. “Ten o’clock,
in the mangroves!”


She thought she heard one of the
men up front say something in excitement. After a few moments of tense
conversation, the pilot yelled back: “We’re phoning it in right now! There’s no
way in hell we can land out here.”


“Don’t you have something to lower
us down?”


“Yeah, but there’s no need to—”


“Get me down there!”


Palmer was even looking at her
with caution now. But she could also see from the look in his eyes that he understood
the importance of every second. They’d both seen the bite marks on two of the
victims. It wasn’t just the rising water they needed to worry about.


The copilot came back and retrieved
a thick, nylon cord from under the bench seat. He also took out a series of
clasps and what looked like a small harness that could be sat in. “We’ve only
got the one!” he said.


Camille didn’t even give Palmer
the opportunity to speak or step forward. She instantly reached out for it and,
with the copilot’s help, was in the harness and cinched in within forty seconds.
The copilot hooked one end of the rope to a bar just to the right of the
still-opened door on the side. Camille assumed the other end would be attached
to her harness, but that was not the case. 


“There’s nothing fancy to it,” he
said. “Sit on the edge right there, make sure you’re going to clear the skids along
the bottom, and then you climb the rope down.”


As he said this, he slid the free
end of the bungee rope through one of the clasps on the harness. He tightened
it, checked it over, and nodded. “If you get in a hurry and jam this thing up,
you’ll be stranded out there for a while, so take your time. Also…when you get
down there, unclasp the rope. I’m going to bring it back up and add another
harness to it, and then run the rope through this hitch.” He slapped at a small,
motorized rotor bolted to the corner of the doorway. “Hook her in with the new clasps
I send down, and we’ll bring you both back up!”


With that, he tossed the rope over
the side almost effortlessly.


She got the gist of it as she sat
down on the edge, her feet hanging over the side and in open air. She would
jump out and the clasp on the harness would keep her from falling flat out of
the helicopter. She, though, would control the descent, working her way down
the rope and using the clasp as a guide of sorts.


“You sure about this?” Palmer
asked from behind her.


She could only nod because, in
that moment, she was afraid the nerves would be heard in her voice. As she
looked down, the copilot adjusted the rope, clearing it from the skids just a
few inches beneath Camille’s feet.


“Okay,” he said. “You’re good to
go!”


She nearly went ahead and rappelled
down but then realized she’d be going into the water and she still had her gun
holstered to her. She removed it quickly and handed it back to Palmer. He took
it, frowning at the idea of it.


She wasted no more time, not wanting
to give herself a single moment to doubt herself. She used her knees to push
herself forward and, in the blink of an eye, Camille was out in the open air.
She held tightly to the rope, instantly getting a feel for the strength and
capabilities of the clasp. It was essentially an automatic belay device that
she was able to control with just the strength of her own weight and guidance as
she lowered herself down. It was much more secure than she’d thought it would be.


As she lowered herself down to the
murky water, she spotted the figure tied to the mangrove tree. It was hard to
tell for sure just yet, but Camille was quite certain it was another woman—Jill
Lipscomb—and that she was looking directly at Camille.


She was reaching the water much
faster than she’d anticipated. She figured she was probably going a bit faster
than she should, as evidenced by the slight burns on her hands. But the clasp
assist was holding up nicely and before Camille knew it, she was no longer
suspended in the air. Her feet dipped into the water, and she got her first
clear look at Jill Lipscomb. She was clearly terrified, and her mouth had been
taped up. Just like the other victims, she was tied to a mangrove. But this
time, the killer had been a bit too hasty. Even if they’d not found her so quickly,
the water was only up to her breasts. Dusk was flirting with the horizon, but
night and a true high tide were still a few hours away.


When Camille was in the water up
to her waist, she began to understand that she may need to swim. Hesitantly,
she released the hook from her harness. She wasn’t sure if it was too soon or
not, but she didn’t relish the idea of swimming in this water with the rope
attached to her. Actually, now that she was in the water, she didn’t like the
idea of being in it at all. 


Especially without her Glock.


She breathed a tiny sigh of relief
when her feet finally touched the bottom of the river. The water was up to her
shoulders, which she assumed meant Jill Lipscomb’s feet had been tied about a
foot or so from the ground. She wondered if the killer was tying the legs to
the trees while underwater himself—that or he was just incredibly good with
knots, tying them with his head above water and…


Rather than get mired down in
assumptions, she made her way toward Jill. The woman’s eyes seemed hopeful but
still terrified. Drawing closer to her, Camille realized that untying her while
in water standing to her shoulders was going to be quite the task—especially
when the set of ropes binding her legs was underwater.


She started, though, by removing the
double layer of electrical tape that had been placed over her mouth. She did it
with as much care as she could manage, but she was sure it still hurt like
hell. But Jill didn’t seem to care, she instantly started saying, “Thank you…God,
oh God, thank you…”


“You’re Jill Lipscomb, right?” Camille
asked as she started working at the knot that was holding the rope right around
Jill’s chest on the other side of the mangrove tree.


“Yes. And the man that took me…it
was Richard Pearson.”


“We know. And we’re already looking
for him. Right now, though,” she said, undoing the knot and tossing the rope to
the side, “we need to get you out of this water.”


“The ropes at my legs…they feel weak…”


“One second.”


Camille didn’t let herself think
about what she was about to do. She took a deep breath and went under the nasty
water. She used Jill’s legs as a guide to work herself down until she found the
rope. She had to practically hug the tree to find the knots but when she did, they
came apart rather easily. When she came back to the top of the water, her face
felt slimy.


“Okay,” Camille said. “Are you
good?”


Jill nodded but had started crying.
She was also looking back to the water behind Camille. She turned and saw that
the copilot had lowered down the two clasps and the harness. Camille supposed she’d
just have to hold tight to Jill as they were carried up. 


“I’ve got to slip into this harness,”
Camille called out, realizing that she was screaming in order to be heard over
the helicopter. “Once I’m in, you—”


“That’s him!” Jill suddenly
screamed. When she did, she pointed to the left, splashing dirty water into her
mouth.


Momentarily confused, Camille wheeled
around and saw a boat knifing through the river toward them. It wasn’t moving particularly
fast, but there was no confusion about where it was headed: it was coming directly
toward them.


Camille did her best to think as quickly
as she could. No gun, standing in water up to her shoulders, and trying to save
Jill Lipscomb.


“Jill…are you weak? Are you hurt?”


She shook her head, trembling at
the sight of the boat.


“I need you to take this,” she said,
handing her the harness. “There’s no time to get situated in it, so just slip
your arms through these leg loops. Lock your hands and hold on tight. My partner
and two pilots are up there to help you.”


Jill was nodding but her eyes were
still on the approaching boat. Camille estimated there was about twenty yards
or so between them and the boat. She assumed she’d not heard its approach
because of the commotion the helicopter was making roughly seventy feet over
their heads. She did her best to ignore the boat for now, though—the boat
presumably being driven by Sam Pearson. She helped Jill to slide the harness
over her arms. She even attempted to figure out how to get it over the woman’s
shoulder, but there just wasn’t time for that. Instead, she helped Jill nestle
her elbows into the waist of the harness and then checked to make sure the clasp
was secured.


Confident in all of this, she made
sure Jill had her hands locked together and then tugged on the rope. She
glanced up and gave a thumbs-up. She could just barely see Palmer over the copilot’s
shoulder, and they looked very confused. Palmer said something to the copilot
and a second or two later Jill Lipscomb started to rise up out of the water. It
was slower than Camille would have liked, but it would have to do.


She then turned back to face the
boat. It had closed in significantly, now no more than five seconds or so from
slamming directly into her. It was a simple little aluminum boat, propelled by
a weak and struggling outboard motor. The man she assumed to be Sam Pearson steered
it toward her, hand on the controls back by the motor. She couldn’t make sense
of his face at first but then realized that he was wearing a mask—a rubber mask
that looked like a weird, mutated hillbilly. His gaze seemed to dart back and forth
between her and Jill, as if he wasn’t sure which he was more concerned with: trying
to recapture his victim or smashing into the woman who had freed her.


Camille knew she had no time to think—so
she simply acted. And with Jill Lipscomb now out of the water and heading
skyward, Camille did the only thing she could think to do. She planted her feet
into the muddy bottom of the river and did her best to push herself away as the
gleaming aluminum body of the boat bore down on her.


She knew she was going to have to
time this perfectly or she may very well become just another dead body on the
river—nothing more than another of the killer’s victims.











CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN


 


 


      The
wake of the water pushed against her as the boat passed. It wasn’t going fast
at all, so it was a small wake that barely even passed over her head. All the
same, the boat was still very close—so close that it clipped her left shoulder.
In a moment of panic as she was partially spun around, Camille thought: Well,
at least it wasn’t the right one again.


Even more alarming was the fact
that she could feel the power of the motor’s blades in the water as the boat
passed her by. She knew at once that she needed to reorient herself, to turn around
and make sure she could see where the boat was. She also just needed to pray
that Sam Pearson wasn’t the kind who kept a gun on him. Because if he pulled
out a gun and shot at her while she was standing in shoulder-deep water, she
was as good as dead.


She turned around, water splashing
up into her face, and saw that Pearson had already started turning the boat. She
also saw that Jill wasn’t quite halfway up to the helicopter yet. She was
holding on to the harness for dear life, her legs dangling in the air while
Palmer and the copilot looked down.


As Pearson redirected the boat at
her, Camille formed an idea in her mind. It was borderline insane, but she
thought it might just work because of the sheer lunacy of it. She tried to estimate
how fast the little boat was moving. Maybe fifteen miles per hour, tops. She
assumed the motor didn’t have much power because it had been built for small
fishing boats just puttering around on the river. In other words…the perfect
boat to transport women along the forest without making too much noise.


She stood her ground and waited
for the boat to get closer. Because he’d turned it so sharply, it was taking a
bit of time to reach its max speed again—which meant it would be going even slower
than her estimated fifteen miles per hour when it hit her.


“Come on,” she muttered, digging
her feet into the muck beneath her.


The boat came at her again and for
a moment, she thought she could hear Palmer yelling at her from up above, even
over the din of the helicopter.


The boat drew closer…closer. She could
even see Pearson’s eyes behind the stupid mask. And then, when she was a second
away from the front of the boat striking her, she moved. She didn’t dodge out
of the way, but sort of pivoted to the right. When she did, she reached up and
out with both hands.


Her right hand missed the edge of
the boat somehow, but her left one grabbed hold firmly. She instantly felt the
boat tug her along; her feet left the muck at the bottom of the river as she continued
to slap at the boat with her right hand, searching for a grip. When she had
both hands on the edge, she pulled herself up, intending to lunge into the
boat. It was, however, one of those ideas that had been so much better in her
head because it did not play out as smoothly in real life.


Catching on to what was happening,
Pearson stepped away from the motor and drew his fist back. Camille saw it
coming from a mile away and dodged it by simply leaning back in the water. She
also took the moment to gain momentum, pulling back and then, when Pearson
nearly toppled into the water, launching herself up. The boat rocked and tipped
a bit, and Pearson once again nearly went into the water.


Camille managed to pull most of herself
into the boat. With her legs still dangling out and her back exposed, Pearson
drove a knee into her back. Camille screamed and then, to her surprise, was
pulled into the boat. Pearson yanked her in by her hair as a radiation bolt of
pain flared through her back. As she tried to get up, she just barely saw his
kick coming from her right. She blocked the blow, which would have smashed into
her face, with her arm. Another flare of pain tore through her, but she finally
managed to roll over to better defend herself and hopefully take the offensive.


And it was a good thing she did.
As she rolled over onto her backside, she did so just in time to see Pearson
reaching under one of the little bench seats and grabbing a small, snub-nosed
revolver. 


She acted without thinking once again.
She launched herself forward and tackled him down to the floor. It was a
strange and surreal moment because when she slammed into him, she led with her
still-healing right shoulder. She yelped out in pain but didn’t hear herself.
Instead, she heard Pearson scream, punctuated by the helicopter.


He’d screamed because when she’d
tackled him, his right foot had gotten caught between her body and the area
under the bench where he’d been hiding his gun. Even from where she was lying
on the floor of the little boat she could see that it had twisted at a violent
angle. But she also saw the gun coming around in a hard arc.


She tried scrambling for purchase,
trying to find some way to keep him from getting a clear aim at her. But her
back was clenching up from his earlier attack and her shoulder was positively
bellowing out in pain. Whenever she tried to throw a punch, her shoulder would
protest. And when she tried to roll to the left to trap the gun-wielding arm,
her back spasmed.


His eyes stared at her with malice
as he seemed to understand he’d won. She saw the gun coming closer as he freed
himself from her weight and failed attacks.


But then his head was rocked hard
to the right and the entire boat almost tipped over. The action happened so
fast that Camille didn’t even register the presence of the other leg until she
allowed herself to roll off of Pearson.


Palmer was standing over Pearson,
having just kicked him directly in his masked face. With the boat still
rocking, Palmer was both fighting for balance and making sure Pearson couldn’t
get to his gun. Which didn’t seem to be a problem because he wasn’t currently
moving at all. 


The entire scene made no sense to Camille
until she saw the cord running from Palmer’s waist—attached to the harness he
was wearing and connecting him to the helicopter. Glancing to the sky, Camille
noticed that Jill Lipscomb had made it to safety.


It wasn’t a view she was able to
enjoy for long, though. The moment she tried getting into a sitting position,
the boat rocked again. This time, Pearson had done his best to resist Palmer
when he reached down to handcuff him. Both men went spilling over the side of the
boat, and as it tipped over violently, Camille went with it.


She went face-first into the
water. The boat smacked her in the back of the head just as she went under. All
around her, the water came alive with the commotion of arms and legs fighting
for purchase. She stroked for the top and when she broke the surface, she saw
that Palmer had already managed to get his hands on Pearson. He was applying
the best half nelson he could without drowning the man while keeping his
footing on the slippery river floor.


She swam over, shoulder and back screaming
at her, the back of her head aching, and did her best to assist. She grabbed
one of Pearson’s arms, pinning it behind his back while Palmer did the same.


As they escorted him through the
tangled trunks and roots of the mangrove trees, Palmer looked over to her
behind Pearson’s back. The concern she saw in his eyes was a reminder that
though neither of them had really spoken it out loud, he cared for her far
beyond the mere measures of being partners.


“Are you okay?” he asked.


“Don’t know. I hurt everywhere…but
for now, yes. I’m good.”


About thirty feet ahead, a soggy
bank meandered up out of the dirty water. Camille saw a large, black snake
slither away through the water, bothered by the noise the encroaching humans
were making. Snakes, maybe the occasional gator, leeches…she wondered what
other threats might be lurking at her legs at that very moment.


She pushed on, though. Pearson was
still fighting against them, his mask having come loose and lost in the water
at some point during the fight. But Camille barely paid attention to his appearance.
Her shoulder was a symphony of pain and she feared she’d done it even more significant
damage.


As they neared the bank, she heard
sirens in the distance, wailing and closing in. And by the time they set foot
on the stagnant, muddy bank, she could hear footfalls crashing through the forest
toward them, as if carried along by the now-fading sound of the helicopter that
was taking Jill Lipscomb to safety.
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The little cabin Sheriff Granger had
loaned them during their stay was alive with activity two hours later. Night
had fallen and the place was crawling with State Police and just about the entire
Guffey police force. Camille had noticed that even Eleanor was there.


Little by little, as the State PD
realized the case was closed, they started departing one by one. The decision
to use the cabin had been made in an effort to keep the nosy locals away, still
gathered at the station because they’d caught wind there had been some sort of
development. Camille wasn’t sure how much longer the ruse would hold, as the little
road was alive with headlights and patrol cars.


It was almost nine thirty before the
cabin was truly quiet. Jill Lipscomb had been taken to the nearest hospital (about
an hour’s drive from Guffey via ambulance). The only person that remained other
than Camille and Palmer was Sheriff Granger. He was sitting on the couch with a
cup of coffee in his hands. He’d been stationed there ever since they’d decided
the cabin would be the hub of operations, fielding calls and speaking to
countless other officers in a steady chain.


“Sheriff,” Camille said, walking
over and sitting beside him, “I think you deserve a day or two off after this.
Go home and sleep.”


“Me? I feel like the two of you
did all the work.”


“You had the case to close and an
entire town breathing down your neck,” Palmer said, stepping in from the
kitchen. “And you made our jobs a bit easier as a result.”


Granger nodded and stood up from
the couch. “I did my best. I just wish we could have figured all of this out
before three women died.”


Camille thought about the bit of
secrecy the Guffey PD had partaken in regarding old cases that had pointed to
these murders but said nothing about it. She knew that small-town politics within
the police force were very different from anything she’d learned or seen in
Quantico or the two different field offices she’d worked out of.


“Well, at least there wasn’t a
fourth,” Camille said. “And for now, I think you just need to figure out how to
find comfort in that.”


Granger stepped forward and
extended his hand. “It was a pleasure to meet you both,” he said. “Feel free to
use the cabin to rest up before you head back to New Orleans. As for me…yeah, I
think I’m going to go home and sleep for about twenty hours.”


They both shook his hand and when
Camille took his hand in hers, she could literally feel how tired he
was. They walked him to the door and watched him make his way to the patrol car
that was parked at the far edge of the driveway. When he was gone, they stepped
back inside and Palmer surprised her by taking her hand and looking gravely into
her eyes.


“You’re hurting, aren’t you? Your shoulder.”


“Yeah.”


“Trying not to make a big deal about
it?”


“Trying…yeah.”


“Do you need the hospital?”


“I don’t know,” she replied. “Maybe.
Maybe tomorrow. I’m liking the sound of Granger’s plan. I just need to sleep.”


“Yeah, that does sound good. I
think I’ll take the couch. Maybe start writing up the report on all of this…call
McCutcheon and let her know the details.”


Their hands still clasped
together, she squeezed his a bit and did her best to look sincere as she held
his gaze. “You…you don’t have to sleep on the couch.”


“But there’s only one bed,” he said.
And was that a small glimpse of a smile at the corner of his mouth?


“Yes, I’m aware.”


He surprised her again when he pulled
her in close, a bit quickly, and kissed her. It was both soft and urgent at the
same time. By the time she was fully aware of what had happened, her entire
body easing into it, he’d pulled away.


“I’m taking the couch because I
want you, Camille. And at the risk of sounding cocky, I think the feeling is
the same.”


She nodded, now finding it a bit hard
to look at him. “Yeah, it is. For sure.”


“And right now…I don’t know. I don’t
want that to mess up the partnership we have. I think we make a damn good team.
Maybe the best McCutcheon has at her disposal.”


Something twinged inside her
heart. Why did this make her want him more? Not being shot down in a subtle
way, but his forethought of what a night together in bed might do to their working
relationship.


“That makes sense,” she said.


“I know. But that doesn’t mean I like
it. Besides,” he said, running a hand through her hair and smiling devilishly at
her. “When we do cross that line, I don’t want you hurting all over—shoulder,
back, head…whatever else is hurting. I want you at one hundred percent.”


She smiled, and this time it was she
who initiated the kiss. This one was longer, more drawn out, and some of the
passion she’d been feeling toward him came out. Their mouths parted, their
tongues met briefly, and she had to pull away before she lost control.


Palmer let out a deep breath and
chuckled as the kiss broke. “Yeah…the couch it is for me.”


He kissed her on the forehead and
walked over to the couch, where he opened up his laptop. She smiled, fighting the
urge to go over to the couch and tackle him. Instead, she walked to the bathroom
and, standing in front of the mirror, took her shirt off. Her shoulder was bruised
and slightly swollen.


Yes, there was definitely a trip
to the hospital in her future. But first…rest. And maybe, just maybe, allowing herself
to fall asleep under the sweet sedation of knowing that there was a man in the
other room who wanted her just as badly as she wanted him. A man who had leaped
out of a helicopter to save her and would, she thought, do much more.


With that in mind, the shoulder didn’t
seem quite so bad, nor did the flickering images of those dark, entwined mangrove
trees that tried to infiltrate her thoughts later when she blissfully fell
asleep.











CHAPTER THIRTY


 


 


Camille hated ice packs. She
understood just how important they were, especially when she was nursing an aggravated
shoulder, but she loathed them. She hated feeling cold—one of the reasons she’d
always enjoyed the muggy heat of the southern US. But she’d had one on most of the
day, as she had the few days prior. Ice packs and medication…that was how she’d
spent her time at home after returning from Guffey, Alabama.


It had been four days since she
and Palmer had rescued Jill Lipscomb and brought Sam Pearson to justice. The impending
trial would be a softball game, as Pearson had already gleefully admitted to everything
he’d done—blaming the Guffey PD for the death of his daughter-in-law and the
subsequent strife between him and his son.


She’d been at home the entire time
since they’d returned. She’d assisted with the report as well as she could, but
McCutcheon had insisted she stay home until her shoulder was healed up. The
doctors told her that she was very lucky she hadn’t re-fractured it. She’d only
aggravated it, but it had also been suggested that she’d gone back to work a bit
too soon. There was some physical therapy in her future, but it was a minor circuit
that she figured she’d blast right through.


She was about to make a call to the
Bureau to set up her PT appointments up when her phone dinged at her. She
figured it would be Palmer, as he’d called or texted at least three times a day
to check on her. But when she picked the phone up, it was a number she didn’t
recognize. The text message she received not only filled in this blank, but was
surprising enough to make the chill of the icepack nothing more than a mild
annoyance.


Hello Agent Grace, the text
read. It’s Bentley Lucia. Your visit and discussion about Nanette got me thinking
about her a lot. I got a little depressed and went looking through some old
keepsakes. There was a very small folder of things I guess she left behind.
Just doodles she’d drawn and old flyers from when she was singing in NO. But I
found this…and thought it was a bit out of place. Thought you might want to
have a look.


As she read the message, another one
came through. This one was a photograph of one of the flyers. It was quite old,
yellowed at the edges and showing signs of considerable wear and tear. But it
was easy to read. It was an advertisement for a night of jazz music “featuring
a wide variety of New Orleans locals!” It was to be held at a place called the
Gator Gang. It was one of the clubs Camille actually remembered quite well.


But then another picture came through.
This time, it was the backside of the flyer. On the back, in quick and slanted
handwriting, was a simple message. It read: No BOGA. Bad news. Mama Q says
so. Look for the hand tats. oh…and HAVE FUN.


“BOGA,” she said out loud. It
sounded oddly familiar but she couldn’t draw up any worthwhile information on them.


Bad news…look for hand tats.


As she considered all of this, she
sent Bentley Lucia a quick text of thanks. She then went over to her laptop on
the couch and opened up the Bureau database. She continued saying the strange name
out loud as she typed it into the search field. “BOGA…BOGA…”


The nationwide database search came
up with a hit right away. And as she started to read, she understood why it had
at least sounded familiar. BOGA was apparently the name of a group she’d heard
or read about during her training at Quantico.


BOGA was a group known as the Boys
of Gator Alley. From 1991–2011, they were a suspected gang that operated under
the disguise of an environmentalist group. The real business they dealt in, though,
was human trafficking. This was discovered and busted up in 2011 when federal
agents found a small BOGA compound in the bayous of Louisiana, rescuing fifteen
young women between the ages of fourteen and twenty-five.


As Camille read over all of this,
her heart went cold. She removed the stupid ice pack, wondering why someone—presumably
Nanette—had written such a warning on the back of the club flyer. She supposed
the manager or the club security had caught wind that BOGA members were stalking
clubs, and telling performers and waitstaff not to engage with the members—members
who, according to the back of the flyer and the information on the FBI database,
had a telltale tattoo on the backs of their hands that went all the way to the
wrist. The tattoo was of a smiling alligator. The database even had a picture
of one of the tattoos.


Also according to the database, more
than twenty members of BOGA had been arrested all along the East Coast after
the group was busted up, but there were at least another dozen or so free and
roaming about.


Without really even thinking about
it, Camille picked up her phone and called Deanna. She answered on the second
ring. “Hey there, Agent Grace,” Deanna said cheerfully. “How are you?”

            “D, do you
ever remember Nanette mentioning anything about a group of people called BOGA?”


“Oh, so we’re just skipping the niceties,
are we?” Deanna joked.


“For now, yes. I think I may have something
here that could indicate why Nanette is always on the move…always running.”


“Oh,” Deanna said, her tone
changing right away. “BOGO, you said?”


“No. BOGA. The Boys of Gator
Alley. They were active when she was singing in clubs.” She then told Deanna
about the flyer Bentley Lucia had sent her, reciting the handwritten message word
for word.


“The name doesn’t ring a bell. But
I do remember Nanette sometimes complaining that there were some clubs she was
afraid to perform in because of suspected gang activity and backroom deals
going down. I couldn’t tell you the names of the clubs or gangs, though.”


“But this was a concern of
hers?” Camille reiterated.


“For a while, yeah.”


“How long was this before she disappeared?”


“That’s a good question. I’m
sorry, but I really don’t know. Probably no more than a year or so, though, I’d
guess.” Then, after a pause, she asked, “Do you think it might have something to
do with where she is now?”


“I don’t know,” Camille said. “But
even Bentley Lucia talked about how she was always paranoid, always looking over
her shoulder and not wanting to stay in one place for too long.”


“Is this gang even still active?”


“No. But according to the Bureau
database, they know there are still members lurking about.”


“Camille…handle this sensibly,
please. Take it to your supervisors. Don’t try to handle this by yourself. You’re
talking about a gang, here…”


“Yeah, I know,” she said, still
looking at the database and reading the BOGA description. “Thanks, D.”


“Camille…are you okay otherwise?
You sound…I don’t know. Mad?”


“I think maybe I am,” she said. “I’m
just tired of not having answers. I’m tired of—”


She’d almost said trying to
find her. But there was a small part of her that knew the search for Nanette
was one of the most important things to her. It was just frustrating because whenever
she thought she found an answer, it seemed to only lead to more questions.


At the end of the day, it seemed Nanette
simply didn’t want to be found. And maybe it was time to accept that.


“Camille?”


“I’m good,” she told Deanna. But
really, staring at the details of the gang she’d only learned about ten minutes
ago, she wasn’t sure this was the case.


Because she knew without a doubt that
she’d keep looking for her sister.


No matter what the cost.
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