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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


      Rose Dearborn knew she had a
choice to make: head back to the hotel room or end up in prison. Because if one
more drunk man “accidentally” bumped into her or dished out another lazy, crude
pick-up line, she was going to break someone’s nose.


      She had a perfect buzz going
on. Two more drinks and she’d cross the barrier into drunk. But wasn’t that why
she and her best friend had come to Mardi Gras? Four days of unadulterated fun.
Drinks, guys, music, no work. And more drinks. And now, on the first night,
Rose was rather sad to find that she didn’t care for it. They could have stayed
at home and closed down the bar at the local Chili’s and had just as much fun.


      Well, maybe not Amy. Amy was
enamored with the glitz and excitement of Mardi Gras. It was something she’d
wanted to do since the age of thirteen and now, having turned twenty-one just
three weeks ago, she was here, and she planned on living up every second.


      In other words, Rose was in
for a very long four days. She knew the Mardi Gras events lingered for several
weeks on most years, and she just didn’t see how the city of New Orleans
survived it. More than that, she didn’t know how women survived it.
She’d seen countless drunk men, and by the time happy hours began at most bars,
she’d also seen four different women eagerly flashing those same drunk men. It
didn’t take a genius to know what was going through the minds of those men.


      And that, really, was only
the tip of the iceberg. It wasn’t just the horny men and the attention-seeking
women. It was the mugginess, the noise, and the litter in the streets. Rose
hated feeling this way. Here she was, a nice-looking, twenty-two-year-old woman
at Mardi Gras and all she could think about was curling up on her couch in her
Boston apartment with a book and a cup of mint tea. Jesus, she was becoming an
old lady way too fast.


      She had to get out of there.
She hated to do it to Amy, but she was here for her own enjoyment too. And
right now, she wasn’t enjoying much of anything. They were currently sitting in
the small courtyard of a bar called—ah, God, she didn’t even know; they’d been
to so many since three that afternoon. The crowd was getting thick and
impossibly loud.


      She looked over to Amy, who
was currently speaking to two men seated at the little table behind them. She
saw such joy in Amy’s eyes—and something far too much like hunger in the eyes
of the men.


      “Hey, Amy?”


      To Amy’s credit, she turned
away from the men right away to give her friend her attention. “Yeah?”


      “I think I’m going to head
back to the room.”


      Shock came to Amy’s face
first, then concern. “What? Are you okay?”


      “I’m not sure,” she said. “I
think it might just be a headache. But it’s getting worse.” This was, of
course, a lie. But it sounded better than It’s loud and crowded, and I’m
getting annoyed.


      Rose wasn’t even
upset when she saw the disappointment come across Amy’s face. She’d almost
expected it and understood fully. “Do you need me to—”


      “No, no, of course not. You
stay and have fun.” She then quickly looked over Amy’s shoulder to the two
waiting men. “But be careful, yea?”


      Amy nodded, though clearly
still uncertain. “And you’re sure you’re fine?”


      “Yeah, I think I will be.
I’ll rest up tonight, and we can give it a go tomorrow. Bright and early.
Mimosas by the river.”


      “On a boat, maybe?”


      Rose smiled as she got up.
“Maybe.”


      She gave the two men a
suspicious yet slightly playful glance as she got up and took her leave. As she
stepped back out onto the street, it took her a moment to reorient herself. All
these streets looked the same, especially with the crowds of partiers at every
corner. She stood at the corner of the bar for a moment, looked around slowly,
and finally figured out where she needed to go. In the fifteen seconds or so it
took her to do it, she was approached by two different men. The second one came
to her with extreme confidence, the look of a man that was rarely told no.


“Hey, sweetie,” he said without
much enthusiasm. “You looking for—”


“No.”


That was all she said as she
walked on, ignoring him completely. He didn’t bother stopping for her, instead
he walked away and uttered “bitch” just loud enough to make sure she
heard it. Rose rolled her eyes and continued on, making the walk of three blocks
with her guard up.


      As she walked, she kept her
eyes on the occasional policemen stationed along the streets, set in place as a
reminder of what might happen if things got too out of control. She used
the cops as guideposts, following them as sort of a trail as she ignored one
more man and then chose not to punch one that conveniently slid past her and
grazed her butt with his hand.


      God, she hated this. She’d
go back home tomorrow if she could.


      When she got back to the
hotel and stepped inside, the lobby was slightly rowdy. There were young people
checking in, some clearly having already indulged in the day’s festivities. She
hurried to the right, toward the first-floor rooms. They’d gotten a room on the
first floor because Amy had insisted that she would not be stumbling up
flights of stairs when she came home late at night. Already, Rose was thinking
of a nice, calming shower. Maybe some sitcom reruns on TV and a cup of decaf
coffee.


      Jesus, even your coffee
is like that of an old person.


      She smiled in spite of
herself as she walked inside. She sat on the edge of the bed and kicked her
shoes off. She wondered if Amy was having fun yet. She wondered if those two men
had convinced her to leave with them. She knew Amy could take care of herself,
but she also knew that Amy was promiscuous and tended to get a little crazy
when she’d had too much to drink.


      Maybe I shouldn’t have
left her, she thought.


      She got up and walked over
to the window, realizing that she could still hear the thrum of nightlife from
below. She then saw it was because they’d left the window open from earlier,
letting the breeze in. That breeze came and glided across her face. It felt
nice. It felt—


      Wait. I didn’t open the
window. And I’m pretty sure Amy didn’t either.


      Then again, it did
sort of seem like an Amy thing to do. Hey, let’s open the window and yell at
some guys out on the street. In fact, hadn’t she actually said something to
that effect when they’d checked in? She couldn’t quite remember. Maybe she was
a little more buzzed than she thought.


      Still, it made Rose feel
very uneasy. She closed the window and locked it. Looking around her room,
nothing looked disturbed. She checked her suitcase and found nothing missing.
Feeling rather silly, she even looked behind the long, flowing curtains by the
window, but found no one there.


      She stepped away from the
windows and heard something behind her. A door softly opening, she thought.


      Rose turned and watched as a
man came rushing out of their bathroom. She opened her mouth to scream, but the
man was on her before she could get a sound out. The last thing she saw before
he cupped a massive hand to her mouth was a devilish smile and a glimmer in his
eyes that reminded her far too much of the hunger that she’d seen in the eyes
of the two men with Amy. 


Only this was angrier, darker . .
. and seeing it, Rose knew this was the end. She could only hope that it came
quickly and without too much pain.











CHAPTER TWO


 


 


      It had taken almost two
weeks, but Camille had finally summoned up the courage to track down the man
she believed to be linked to her sister. Honestly, it hadn’t been a lack of
courage; if anything, it had been the rational side of her mind telling her
that if she made this step, there might be no going back. If she made this
step, she was in it deep.


      The man’s name was Will
Lucia, and Camille was currently parked in front of his house. He was a
chiropractor in New Orleans and, from what her old friend and mentor Deanna had
told her, he may very well be linked to Nanette, her sister. It was Will Lucia
that was standing next to Nanette in the picture Deanna had showed her—a
picture taken many years after Nanette’s disappearance. Lucia was the only
person she had a solid connection to in the time after Nanette had
disappeared—a time where Camille had eventually forced herself to consider that
her sister may actually be dead.


      Disappearance. That
word was very important. Because now Camille knew that her sister was not dead.
She was alive, out there somewhere, and Will Lucia might be her best bet to
find her.


      She looked to the house and
tried to think of what she’d say. Because this wasn’t an official case, she
couldn’t approach Lucia as an FBI agent seeking information. She was a sister,
looking for a sibling that she hadn’t seen for nearly fifteen years.


      She reached for the door
handle and paused, wondering if she should text Deanna to let her know what she
was about to do. After a moment of thought, she decided not to. There was no
use getting Deanna upset. Deanna would probably just try to talk her out of it
anyway. Then again, if Deanna didn’t want her looking into any of this, why
would she have shown Camille the picture of an older Nanette with a
curly-haired man—a man Nanette had later identified as a chiropractor she’d
once visited?


      Keeping her phone in her
pocket, Camille finally stepped out of the car. She made her way up the concrete
sidewalk, looking to her right and then her left. It was an upper-class
neighborhood—the sort with a clubhouse in its center, complete with a gym,
community pool, and pickleball courts. On her way in, she’d passed by at least
three houses with built-in pools in their sizable back yards.


      It was a Saturday, so she
assumed a chiropractor would not be in the office. Still, as she made her way
to the front door and raised her hand to knock, she was fully prepared to not get
an answer—to leave Lucia’s house with the knowledge that she’d have to convince
herself to come again at a later time.


      She knocked and then, for
good measure, also rang the digital video doorbell. She stepped back and waited
for an answer. She was surprised to get a response in less than ten seconds.
The door opened halfway, and a man looked out at her. Camille found herself
greeted by the man that had been in the picture Nanette showed her. He was a
bit older now, most of it showing in his receding hairline. But it was
definitely him. This man had seen her sister sometime in the last few years—had
maybe even had some sort of relationship with her.


      “Yes? Can I help you?”


      “Maybe,” Camille said,
realizing that she still wasn’t quite sure how she wanted to go about this. “My
name is Camille Grace. Long story short, I have a sister that I haven’t seen in
a very long time, and I think you may have some connection to her—or had
some connection to her.”


      Lucia looked at her with a
puzzled expression. “Um, okay. What sort of connection? Are you talking about a
patient of mine?”


      “I don’t know. But what I do
know is that an old family friend of mine showed me a picture of you with my
sister. From a year or two ago.”


      She’d gotten his attention
with that. He opened the door and stepped out onto the porch with her, making
it quite clear that she would not be invited inside. “And what is your sister’s
name?”


      “Nanette Grace. That’s her
actual name, but who knows . . . she may be going by something different. I
have no idea.”


      He looked to be legitimately
giving it some thought, eventually frowning, and giving her a shrug. “The name
doesn’t sound familiar. But if it’s a patient, I hate to say that I just don’t
know all of their names right off the top of my head.”


      Camille wasn’t angry, but
when she took her phone out of her pocket, she did indeed feel a little moment
of barbed triumph. She had the picture in question on her phone. Seeing her
face would surely bring Lucia around. It was the best evidence you could get in
a situation like this. She quickly pulled up the picture and showed it to him.
She glanced at it again herself—Will Lucia with her sister, his arm around her
in a way that seemed to be something beyond basic familiarity.


      “That’s her,” Camille said.
“And that . . . well, that’s clearly you.”


      She watched his face as he
looked at the picture. She saw several things all at once—some that might have been
missed by anyone else who had not spent the last several years learning to read
the expressions and non-verbal cues of psychopaths. She did see a flicker of
recognition and then something very much like alarm. But it all came and passed
within just two or three seconds before Lucia’s face returned to its
apologetic, confused state.


      “That is me,” he
said. “But I don’t know who that is.”


      It was such a stupid comment
that it took Camille a moment to process it. “Do you make a habit of taking
pictures with women you don’t know?”


      “No, of course not, I—”


      “Your arm is around her. You
look pretty happy.”


      Lucia made another effort to
look at the picture, but Camille could easily see the frustration all over his
face. “I’m trying to make out where that is. I wonder if it might be a
conference or something like that. Any chance she was going to school for
medicine or nur—”


      “No,” Camille said. And
then, shoving her phone back into her pocket, she said, “Why are you lying, Mr.
Lucia?”


      He stood tall then, doing
his best to put on an authoritative stance that came out of nowhere. “I don’t
appreciate you knocking on my door to call me a liar.”


      “I didn’t. I knocked on your
door to ask how you knew my sister. And you’re not being honest about it.”


      “I can tell you right here
and now that I do not know the woman in that picture! There are often several
people that ask me for pictures at conferences—usually people I have helped
over the years or the family members of those that I have helped. That woman
must be—”


      “Fine,” Camille said. Before
she knew she was doing it, she had started back down his stairs. “I’ll find out
one way or the other. I really wish you would have made it easy on me.”


      “What’s that supposed to
mean?”


      But Camille chose not to
answer. Instead, she walked back to her car and wasted no time getting in. She
started the engine but before she pulled off, she took out her phone again. It
went against most everything she stood for as an FBI agent, but she opened up
her camera and switched it over to the video function. She was conflicted as
she did it, but figured in the end, it might come in handy—especially if Lucia
was lying. She took a quick video of him, still standing on his porch and
looking at her. When he realized what she was doing, he took a single step
toward the porch stairs, as if he intended to confront her.


      But at the last second, he
changed his mind. And as far as Camille was concerned, that was more telling
than anything else. She was pretty certain that he was lying to her. The
question, of course, was why.


      At the very same moment she
stopped recording, her phone buzzed in her hand as an incoming call came through.
The caller display told her that it was Palmer. She almost ignored the call in
light of what she was currently doing but then thought better of it. For Palmer
to call her on a Saturday when they weren’t actively on a case together might
mean there was something work-related that needed to be addressed.


      Or maybe he was calling to
see if she wanted to go out for dinner or drinks. She wasn’t sure exactly how
she felt about Agent Scott Palmer. There were feelings of what she’d call lust,
she supposed, and she was definitely interested in getting to know him better.
But she wouldn’t refer to what was taking place between them as romantic
by any stretch of the imagination. Besides, she was pretty sure he was aware of
the growing physical tension between them, but he’d also chosen to ignore it
just as she had. It would complicate things between them and make working all
that much more difficult. 


      She let the phone continue
to ring as she pulled away, finally answering it on speaker mode as she put the
sight of Will Lucia’s house behind her.


      “Hey, Palmer,” she said.
“What’s up?”


      “Well, I just happened to be
in the office and—”


      “On a Saturday?”


      “Yes. I had some paperwork I
needed to finish up—stuff I really didn’t want to be staring me in the face on
a Monday morning. Anyway, as the fates would just so have it, I ran into Anderson
in one of the hallways. He was just getting off of a call with the State PD.
Looks like you and I have a case, Agent Grace. When can you get to the office?”


      The prospect of a new case
instantly intrigued her. It also relieved her; she could temporarily put this
slight obsession with finding Nanette on the back burner.


      “Give me fifteen minutes,”
she said.


      “Sounds good. This one looks
to be local, but the way,” Palmer said. “Maybe it’s something we can knock out
in a day or two. A nice way to spend the weekend.”


      “If you say so,” she said.
“See you in a bit.”


      She came to the end of the
street and, though she knew it might come off as a bit obsessive, she turned around
and headed back down the street. She did not slow down as she passed Will
Lucia’s house, but she did stare it down. The porch was empty. Lucia had gone
back inside, taking any secrets he might have about Nanette with him.









CHAPTER THREE


 


 


      Camille had been in New
Orleans for roughly five months now, but she still hadn’t managed to get a
proper read on her new Director. Assistant Director Marie McCutcheon could
shift the gears between professional and friendly at the drop of a hat—a strict
boss at one moment and a confidant the next. When Camille arrived in her
office, she seemed to be somewhere between. Apparently, she’d had the day off
until this call had come in. She was dressed far more casually than Camille had
ever seen her. McCutcheon’s hair was down, and she was wearing a loose-fitting,
button-down shirt and a pair of jeans that showed off her physique.


      She was sitting behind her
desk, scrolling through updates on her phone as they came in. There seemed to
be a lot of them, coming from multiple sources.


      “There’s no official report
on this just yet,” she said. “It’s sort of being cobbled together as we speak.
Three different murders that, as of very early this morning, seem to be linked.
The reports are currently coming over from two different precincts, and I’ll
have them forwarded to you as soon as we get them all, but here’s what we know
right now: we’ve got three dead women, the most recent coming last night. All
three are tourists. We know for certain that two are in town for Mardi Gras. We’re
still waiting for confirmation about that on the third. If these are indeed
linked, we have a killer that has struck every night for the last three nights.
Two were in hotels, the other in a public restroom. And with this pace—”


      “With this pace,” Camille interrupted,
“it’s safe to assume he’ll continue to take one a night until he’s stopped.”


      “Exactly.”


      “Any word on whether or not
this news has started to make its way around the streets?” Palmer asked. “Any
chance this is on its way to becoming a chaotic Mardi Gras uproar?”


      “That’s exactly why I’m
putting you two on this,” McCutcheon said. “We need it stopped before
there’s a public outcry. Because all three of us know that even with a killer
out on the streets, public knowledge of such a thing is not going to do much to
sway the crowds.”


      “At the risk of sounding
argumentative,” Camille said, “how do you know they’re all linked? Is the
killer leaving clues or taunts of some kind behind?”


      “No. But the victims are all
women between the ages of nineteen and twenty-four. Very attractive women.
Friends and loved ones that have been with them here in New Orleans during
Mardi Gras refer to them as happy and lively—life of the party types. The rapid
pace of this whole thing is just making it very hard to make solid connections.
Which is, again, why I want you two on it. There may not be a link. All
three murders may be completely random. There are a lot of pretty,
life-of-the party types of young women around the city at this time of year,
after all. Still . . . if there’s a link, find it.”


      “So, with pieces of
everything still coming in, where do we start?” Palmer asked.


      “With the location of the
most recent one. She was murdered in her hotel room sometime between ten and
two last night. Her friend came into the room shortly after two o’clock and
found her dead. Stabbed. And this,” she said, scrawling something on a sheet of
paper on her desk, “is the address. Hopefully by the time you get there, I’ll
have everything else you need for the other two victims.”


      As McCutcheon slid the paper
across the desk, Camille quickly processed what had just fallen in their lap.
On the surface, it seemed simple enough: there was a very good chance that
there was a serial killer stalking around Mardi Gras, taking out attractive
young women. But the core reality of it was that they’d need to find links
between the three victims and locate the killer in the throngs of a very
busy and congested Mardi Gras season. It was not going to be easy. In
fact, she thought it might be the toughest case she and Palmer had ever worked
together.


      Taking the sheet of paper,
Camille got to her feet. She figured they should get out onto the streets as
soon as possible. Palmer also stood, but his bewildered-looking eyes made Camille
think he was still trying to adjust to everything that had just been handed to
them.


      “I was told fifteen minutes
ago,” McCutcheon said, “that there are still detectives at the most recent
scene. I’d imagine the roommate would still be there, too, provided that you
hurry.”


      It was the last thing
Camille needed to hear. With a quick nod of acknowledgement, she hurried out of
the office with Palmer right behind her. When they were back out in the
corridor and headed for the elevators, Palmer said, “You seem pretty eager to
get started.”


      “Eager isn’t quite the word
I’d use.”


      “This one has the potential
to get pretty messy, huh?”


      “Yeah. I’ve . . . well, I’ve
never really had to work a case in an environment like this. Mardi Gras,
constant partying . . .”


      “Yeah, I won’t lie; it’s not
fun.”


      They’d come to the
elevators, the doors sliding open for them. “Have you ever had to deal with
crowds like these?” Camille asked.


      “Twice,” he answered as the
elevator carried them down. “Once during Mardi Gras, in fact—but that was over
a drug bust and it was pretty easy, as it’s very simple to find people tripping
on mushrooms. But for something like this? No.”


      They made their way out to
the parking lot and opted for a bureau sedan rather than one of their own
cars—a choice they could actually make, given that the case looked to be
contained within about eight miles of the field office. As they got into the
car, Palmer’s phone dinged twice in rapid succession. She watched him dig the
phone out of his pocket because she thought it might be McCutcheon, already
sending over the information on the victims. Instead, Palmer looked to the
messages and made a grim, almost nasty face before shoving it back into his
pocket.


      “Something wrong?” she asked
as she buckled up.


      “No.” He cranked the car,
clearly not wanting to talk about it, which was exactly why Camille pushed a
bit more.


      “The look I saw on your face
just now makes me think someone called you a very bad name. You good?”


      “I am. I just—” He stopped
and looked at her with playful curiosity, as if wondering if he wanted to share
what was on his mind with her. “I made the mistake of returning a text from an
old girlfriend. And now that we met and sort of tested the waters, I found that
I’m not particularly interested. And she did not like hearing that.”


      “Ah,” she said. She was a
bit surprised at the sting of jealousy she felt when she thought of Palmer
meeting up with an ex. Then, to sidestep that feeling, she said, “Just so you
know, women handle rejection about as well as men. Especially if this is an ex
that is an ex because of a decision you made.”


      “Yeah, yeah.”


      “You know, we’ve never
really had that discussion, have we?” 


      “What discussion.”


      “Relationships. As in, do
you ever see yourself settling down and getting married?”


      He gave her that odd look
again as he pulled out on the street. “We haven’t had that discussion because
there’s no need to have it.” He snickered and said, “What about you, huh?”


      She shrugged. “Eventually.
Before I came down to Louisiana, I was with a guy that I thought might
be the one. But the move . . . well, it proved just how wrong I was. He was sort
of a dick, and I don’t know how I missed it for so long.”


      “Yeah, you may have
mentioned that off-handedly right at the beginning. Well, what about this
zoologist guy you’ve been talking to? Is he a worthy replacement?”


      The question took Camille by
surprise because she couldn’t remember ever expressing any real interest in
Zack to Palmer—especially not as of late, when she’d been struggling with how
she felt about Palmer. Of course, he was a great agent, and she figured
he may have just picked up on a few things here and there that had painted the
picture for him. And as she slowly understood this, she came to another
realization: somehow, he’d managed to shrug the spotlight off of his shoulders
and onto her. And he’d done it so effortlessly.


      “Well played, Agent Palmer,”
she said.


      “I know, right?” He smiled
at her, a smile that reminded her of why she was having such a hard time
figuring out how she felt about him—why she currently found herself trying to
decide between a more sensible relationship with Zack or exploring what might
exist between her and Palmer. She wasn’t sure what it would be like to be
romantically involved with someone she worked so closely with, but she thought
it might be worth the time to find out.


      She hated how quickly her
mind went there, so she flashed the sheet of paper with the address McCutcheon
had written down. “You know where this is?”


      “I do. And we’ll be there in
about ten minutes.”


      He was still smiling at her,
perhaps because he knew she’d caught on to just how expertly he’d shifted the
direction of the conversation. Camille made herself look away because she was
starting to be far too affected by that smile. And it was not the sort of
distraction she needed in her life, given the sort of case they were about to
step into.









CHAPTER FOUR


 


 


      The moment Camille stepped
out of her car, she was temporarily overwhelmed with a multitude of
experiences: the smell of cooking meat, of frying dough, of something sweet
like cotton candy. And then there was the noise—the rumble of thousands of
different conversations, of applause and cheering, of live music coming from
two different directions. Fortunately, the weather was comfortable, a cool
breeze passing over everything to blanket the seventy-three-degree day.


Camille lived far enough away from
the French Quarter to have avoided the bulk of the noise and the crowds. But
she’d known what to expect going in, and she was not disappointed. Even at 3:30
in the afternoon, the streets had been so crammed with partygoers and tourists
that Palmer had been forced to slow to a crawl in order to reach the hotel in
question—a middle-of-the road sort of place called Evergreen. Even then, the
only way he was able to get into the lot was by flashing his badge several
times and yelling at people standing in his way. He also had to take up a
handicap parking spot in the lot because it was the only one available.


      They caught a slight break in
that they didn’t have to walk back around to the street to enter into the
hotel. There was a small side door open, and Camille caught sight of a uniformed
policeman standing just inside the frame. They walked over to him, and when he
spotted them, he stepped aside quickly and gestured them in as they flashed
their badges.


      “Agents Palmer and Grace,”
Camille said.


      “Damn, that was quick,” the
officer said. He was a bit on the older side, his grey hair clicked back and
his eyes deep-set. “There’s a detective in the back. Room 130. He’ll be glad
you’re here, I’m sure.”


      Camille and Palmer made their
way down the first-floor hallway. Judging from a quick glance at the interior,
the Evergreen wasn’t too bad of a place, really. It looked and smelled clean,
but it also had a sort of basic quality to it. Anyone looking for luxury and a
modern atmosphere may want to look elsewhere. But for a room a few steps above
a roach motel on the other rims of the French Quarter with direct access to the
parties, it was a perfect place. Prints of bayou-themed paintings hung on the
walls, and the carpet was plush and light blue, like something out of a living
room from a new home in the 1980s.


      Room 130 was almost at the
very end of the hallway. The door to the room was opened, with another uniformed
cop sanding by it, almost as a guard more than anything else. They once again
flashed their badges and then stepped inside where a plainclothes detective was
standing by the window on the far wall, looking at the room with a scowl as if
he was furious with it. The detective looked to be in his mid-thirties. he was
cleanshaven, with dark eyes and hair. If he would have slicked it back tightly,
Camille thought he might resemble one of the detectives from those old black
and white mysteries. He looked up to them, skeptical and alarmed at first, but
then relieved when he saw Palmer’s badge and ID.


      “Hey, the bureau really
doesn’t mess around when it comes to time, do they?” the detective asked.


      “Oh, I assure you this is a
rarity,” Palmer said. “Agents Palmer and Grace.”


      “Detective Farmer. And I’m
glad as hell to see you. As you can imagine, the local PD resources are
stretched a little thin. I’m happy to help however I can from this point on,
but the moment you two stepped into this room, this case is yours now as far as
I’m concerned. I’ve got about half a dozen other assignments I’ve been tasked
with this week.” He sighed and said, “Christ, I hate Mardi Gras.”


      “You know there two others,
right?” Camille asked.


      “Yes, and I also know we’re
working to get a link between them all.”


      “Were you involved with any
of the others?”


      “No. I was given the case
notes to the second body, and I literally just got them two hours ago. And from
what I can see, there’s nothing to link them other than the fact that they’re both
being described as good-looking, white women, young in age.”


      “Anything worth noting here
in the room?” Palmer asked, already looking around.


      “Well, the window was opened,
but I’m willing to bet the guy was already in here when the victim arrived—coming
in through the window.”


      “How so?” Camille asked.


      “Based on what I saw when
the body was still here, she was stabbed in the chest, and she was facing the
bathroom,” he said, pointing. “If he’d come in through the window and attacked
her, she would have likely run, right? Meaning he would have stabbed her in the
back. That, or fought with her and maybe then that resulted in her getting
turned around and catching it in the chest. But there was no sign of a
struggle. Just a dead body and a lot of blood.”


      Camille nodded. It was a
very good theory, and well put-together, but she wasn’t ready to make any
assumptions yet. Not until she could see some crime scene photos and the body.


      “What about the friend that
was staying with her?” Camille asked. “Is she still around?”


      “She is. She’s been coming
in and out of a small conference room just off the main lobby. She’s got a
brother coming down from Massachusetts to be with her as all of this gets
wrapped. I’ve told her there would be FBI agents on the way, so she’s expecting
you.”


      “Thanks,” Palmer said.
“Would you mind hanging tight until we get back form talking with her?”


      “Sure thing,” he said,
setting that hateful-looking cowl back into the room.


      As they walked back down the
hallway, bypassing the older policeman and coming to the lobby, it occurred to
Camille just how many cops were on the scene. Two stationed at door, a
detective supposedly in charge of everything, and whoever else might be with
the friend of the victim. She could absolutely see how a murder (or three)
could serve to deplete local police forces in the wake of something like Mardi
Gras.


      There was only a single
conference room off the lobby, and it wasn’t much to speak of. Palmer knocked
on the door, and it was answered quickly by yet another officer. This one was
female, dressed in a blue, button-down shirt and a pair of slacks. She briefly
looked at the badge Camille held up for her and then ushered them inside.


      The conference room
consisted of a rectangular table, a few chairs, a coffee machine that looked to
have just brewed a cup, and a flat-screen TV mounted on the wall. A single
window looked outside onto the busy streets, but the blinds were currently
drawn. A young woman sat at the conference room table. She was blonde, very
pretty, and looked to be somewhere between twenty and twenty-five years of age.
It was evident that she’d been crying but for the current moment, she seemed to
be mostly coherent. There were two soda cans beside her and a small, empty
bottle of white wine, the sort that might be served at the front desk for
guests.


      “Agents,” the female officer
said, “this is Amy. She was staying in the room with Rose Dearborn. Amy was the
one to . . . make the discovery.”


      The name of Rose was
the most information they’d gotten about the victim so far outside of Detective
Farmer’s tidbit of how the victim had been stabbed. That was how fast
this case was moving already.


      Camille took the seat across
from Amy while Palmer decided to remain standing. “Hey, Amy,” Camille said.
“I’m sure you’ve already told your story several times, but I’m going to have
to ask you to go through it one more time. Agent Palmer and I will be handling
the case from this point on.”


      “It’s okay,” she said
hoarsely. “I’ve told it so many times it’s not a problem.”


      “I need you to start with
the last time you saw her. Is that okay?”


      “Yeah. We were sitting out
in one of the patio tables at this place called the Blue Gator. We’d been
having fun all afternoon but Rose . . . I think she just got tired of it. She’s
always loved to hang out with people, to meet new people and have fun, but I
just don’t think she was feeling it last night. So, she got up and left. Not
rude or anything. I even offered to go back with her, but she insisted I stay
out. So, I did.”


      “Do you remember when that
was?”


      “Not exactly, but I know
it was later than ten but not as late as eleven. Sorry, as the night went on, I
sort of lost track of time.”


      “And when she left, did she
seem okay? Other than just not being in the mood to stay out late?”


      “Yeah, I thought so. If anything,
she seemed like she might have felt guilty for leaving me. But I don’t think
she was troubled or sick, or anything. Not really sick. I mean, she said
she had a headache.”


      “And the next time you saw
her was back at the room?” Palmer asked.


      Amy nodded, biting gently at
her bottom lip. “Yeah. And she was—the first cop I spoke to said she’d probably
died right away. But I think he was saying that to give me some kind of
comfort.”


      “So, looking back over the
evening and night you spent with her,” Camille said, “was there anything weird
at any point. Maybe some guys that hit on you that didn’t seem quite right? Any
sort of rude or mean-spirited people you came into contact with?”


      “The first cop asked me that
too. But no . . . no, I couldn’t think of anything at all.”


      “What about when she left?
When she decided to get up and leave, what were you two up to?”


      “Like I said, we were having
drinks at the Blue Gator. When she decided she wanted to leave, I was talking
to these guys sitting behind us.”


      “A good conversation?”
Palmer asked. “Anything obscene that might have upset Amy?”


      “No. Just casual flirting.
They were asking where we were from and how long we’d been here—that sort of
thing. But Amy had checked out by then and wasn’t even taking part in the
conversations. And I—shit—if I’d been sober and not so into the guys, maybe I
would have noticed it before she said anything.”


      “How long had you
been here?” Camille asked.


      “Last night was our second
night. We checked into our room two days ago.”


      “Did you ever incite anyone
back to your room at any point during your stay?”


      “No.”


      Camille nodded, feeling the
interview coming to a close. If there were any clues as to why Rose was
murdered, they weren’t going to come from Amy. They’d need to somehow figure
out what had occurred between Rose leaving the bar and getting back to the
room. And even then, there could be nothing at all. This could just be some
random person killing other random people.


      “Amy,” she said, reaching
into the small inner pocket of her jacket. “I’m going to give you my card. If
you think of anything that night help us—anything at all, no matter how
small—please call me. Okay?”


      Amy nodded and before they
walked out, she spoke up in a tense voice, one that sounded on the verge of breaking.
“I’ve heard the cops talking back and forth. They haven’t come out and said it,
but . . . but Rose isn’t the only one, is she?”


      “It doesn’t look like it,”
Camille said. “So again, you call the number on that card if you think of
anything.”


      Again, Amy could only nod as
her eyes filled with tears. Camille hated to leave her in such a way, but she knew
they were racing against the clock. They went back down to room 130 and found
Agent Farmer in the bathroom, carefully studying the floor.


      “Detective Farmer,” Palmer
said, “consider yourself dismissed.”


      “You sure?” He came out of
the restroom and Camille had to give him credit; he truly did seem at odds with
stepping away from the case.


      “Absolutely,” she said.
“Just please forward us any files you may end up getting pertaining to the
case.”


      “Can do,” he said.


      He gave them a half-hearted
wave as he left the room, taking out his phone to make a call—probably to
inform his supervisor that the feds had come in and taken over the case.
Camille saw this but didn’t pay it much attention. Her eyes had trailed over to
the window which, for the sake of the case, had been left open.


      The sounds of the city came
in through it, but it was filtered out and almost quiet. It was like listening
to the television from another room on the opposite side of the house. Even the
smells that had greeted her in the parking lot seemed to be fainter. She walked
to the widow and looked out. There was indeed a street running alongside the
side of the hotel, but it wasn’t very busy. It seemed almost like a
side-street, the sort of avenue people might take as a shortcut to some other,
more interesting place. As she looked out, she saw an older couple walking hand
in hand, the male holding a map of the area out in front of them while they
chatted to one another.


      “Grace?”


      She looked away from the window
just as an uneasy feeling started to settle over her. Something about the
window and its proximity to the street, about the location . . .


      “Yeah?” she asked.


      “Check your email,” he said.
“McCutcheon just sent over the files on the other two.”


      “Good. We can look over them
on the way to the coroner’s office. I’d like to see at least one of these
bodies less than a day removed from the murder scene.”


      “I was thinking the same
thing.”


      They took their leave, and
as Palmer made arrangements with the officer at the door to room 130 about
closing it off for possible further forensics investigation, Camille found
herself looking down to the floor. Rose’s blood had jettisoned a considerable
distance—at least two feet away from where the body appeared to have landed. Her
eyes then trailed back to the window, and she took note of the layout of the
room. She thought there might be something there, but she wasn’t sure what just
yet.


      Hopefully a trip to the
coroner would help her to dig it up.











CHAPTER FIVE


 


 


      The good thing about Mardi
Gras was that he could pass through the crowded streets without being noticed.
A guy in his thirties, moderately attractive by most people’s standards, not
causing a big fuss. On occasion, he’d even have a bottle or cup in his hand to
really blend in. He could come and go and sit and study—and no one would ever
notice him. He blended perfectly into the background of all the commotion.


      And that was just about the
only good thing about Mardi Gras.


      Other than that, he despised
everything about it.


      It was a twenty-four-seven
modern day Sodom and Gomorra. Men coming into the city like apex predators to
hunt down the vulnerable and weak, drunken women. Women coming to get drunk and
flaunt their bodies to tease and test men, either hoping to lure one into bed
or lure one into making an advance and then screaming abuse. The stress smelled
like booze, pot, and body odor. And underneath it all was the smell of the city
itself, a city that was becoming more and more known for the lurid lifestyle
that Mardi Gras promoted. Whores and pimps, adulterers, and thieves. Not that
he had a problem with any of that . . . not really. He didn’t give a damn about
the sins and crimes of mankind. What he did care about was just how loud and
flamboyant it all was. 


      He understood the need for
the young and immature to get out and let loose every now and then. He’d been
there before and grasped the necessity of it. But he also knew that it was
quite easy to indulge and get obliterated in quieter settings—at home by
yourself, or at a bar or party with friends. But really, what was the use of
occupying an entire section of a city to do it? The answer was clear and obvious
to him. In larger groups, there was a sense of lawlessness and basic pride. He
saw it in the women more than anyone else, women gleefully showing their
breasts and backsides, needing the attention to make themselves feel worth
something. And the men were no better, unable to get a leash on their horrid
impulses. It was like that all day, every day as Mardi Gras tore through the
French Quarter, a never-ending party that wormed its way into his heart like a
tapeworm.


      And because the government
of the city saw Mardi Gras as a necessity, there was little hope to ever stop
it. There was too much money in it—in the tourism and endless streams of money
being funneled in by people willing to pay twenty bucks for a watered-down
margarita or half a week’s paycheck on a totally fake voodoo relic from a
knock-off shop.


      God, it was all so pathetic.
And it had long ago placed an anger deep inside of him that had sprouted and
grown over the years. And the fruit of that plant had grown so large, so ripe,
that there was no more room in his heart to contain it.


      He’d decided that if the
government and local law enforcement wasn’t going to do anything about the
state of the French Quarter during Mardi Gras, then he would. So far, he’d
taken three of them. Three women, all of whom he’d deemed the core of the
problem. Again, he understood that men caused just as much trouble; in fact,
they were responsible for nearly all violent assaults and confrontations during
Mardi Gras. But he was not stupid. He was not a very strong man, and if it came
down to a physical altercation, a man high on God-only-knew what sort of drug
would probably be able to overtake him.


      So, his plan was to kill as
many women as he could. One a night, until news of his work got out into the
streets and sent them scattering back into their homes, back at the homes they
resented, working jobs that drove them to look for ways to indulge their vile
behaviors, like Mardi Gras.


      It was getting late in the
day. Even if he’d not had the sun or his watch to tell him this, he knew it by
the intensity and thickness of the crowds, by the volume of the bands and
street musicians playing on what seemed like every street corner.


      It was time to select his
next target. And Lord knew there were plenty of them out on the streets. They
were usually in groups of three or more—sometimes in groups as large as seven
or eight. Smartly, though, they were seldom by themselves. Skewed morals and
inebriated minds or not, they understood how foolish it was to walk alone in
the midst of this cesspool. That’s why he’d made it a point to look for the
smaller groups—groups where if one separated from the rest of her pack, it was
easier to trail her and far less people to potentially see him.


      The hunting and stalking were
easy in the Mardi Gras crowd; it was nothing abnormal to see a man staring at a
group of women. Hell, it was pretty much the norm. It made his job that much
easier. To quote a cliched phrase, it was like shooting fish in a barrel.
Or, rather, stabbing them.


      He worked his way through
the crowds, preparing himself for the night ahead. Moving through the mass of
people helped not only motivate him, but it also stirred up that anger and disgust.
He wasn’t sure if any of it made it easier to kill them, but it certainly
didn’t hurt. 


And if he was going to take out as
many as he planned, he’d need all the motivation he could get.











CHAPTER SIX


 


 


Camille read over the case notes
while Palmer navigated and cussed his way out of the Mardi Gras crowds. It had
taken them roughly twenty minutes to cover what should have taken just seven or
eight. But after a while, Palmer was able to get out of the thick clog of traffic—both
vehicular and human—and to the highway that would lead them away from the
French Quarter’s more hectic areas. With a mostly normal, open stretch of
highway ahead of them, Palmer sped up, hurrying to make up for lost time.


      She’d kept the details of
the notes to herself until the open road was in front of them, though, not
wanting to divide Palmer’s attention any farther.


      “Ready for the play by
play?” she asked.


      “I am now,” he said. “I
thought I’d have to add at least one more to the death toll in order to make it
out of the mess back there.” He sighed deeply and cringed, picking up on the
dark and inappropriate nature of his comment. “Yes. Please. What have we got?”


      “Victim one was killed three
nights ago in her hotel room. It sounds a lot like what we just saw with Rose.
Victim One’s name was Abby Tresway, twenty-two years of age. Based on the
picture the cops have been able to put together, she left a party with a guy
and took him back to her room. People saw the guy leave while Abby was still
alive. Saw her speaking to him afterwards. But then, an hour later, one of her
three suitemates found her dead in the room. The guy she slept with was
arrested for suspicion but cleared when there was a mountain of evidence that
he couldn’t have done it based on several people seeing him at the time of her
murder.


      “Victim Two was a twenty-four-year-old
woman named Kate Jackson. She was murdered in the bathroom of a dive bar called
Cork and Bull. Discovered by another woman that had to use the bathroom. She
was at the bar with two friends, none of whom had any answers.


      “And that brings us to
Victim Three, Rose Dearborn. And we know all of the story there. In fact, we
know more than I have here in this report. But all three women were stabbed in
the chest. No immediate signs of sexual assault, though Abby Tresway was
completely naked when her body was found.”


      “So, no witnesses, and they
were stabbed in the chest,” Palmer said. “Those are our links?”


      “For now.”


      They both mulled this over
as Palmer finished up the drive to the coroner’s office. They walked in
quickly, almost at a march, flashing their badges and IDs for what felt like
the hundredth time that afternoon. A timid, young-looking assistant led them to
the back of the building, where a large and oddly jubilant man greeted them.
Camille knew it was stereotyping at its finest, but she was always caught
slightly off-guard whenever she met a coroner that genuinely seemed to enjoy
their work.


      “Greg Kirkner,” the coroner
said. “I was told you’d be here relatively soon.”


      “Agents Grace and Palmer,”
Camille said. She was impressed with just how quickly the bureau was covering
its bases, letting the coroner’s office know they’d be there at some point. It
showed just how quickly everyone wanted this case wrapped up.


      “I still have Rose Dearborn
on the table,” Kirkner said as he led them into his examination room. “The
initial autopsy hasn’t yet begun, but the cause of death is quite obvious. Are
you both okay with seeing the body?”


      Camille and Palmer both
nodded. Kirkner led them to the center of the room, where Rose Dearborn’s body
lay on a steel examination table. Her body was covered form the neck down by a
white sheet, which Kirkner promptly pulled down to her waist.


      “Would you like to see Ms.
Jackson and Ms. Tresway as well?” he asked.


      “Yes, if that’s possible,”
Camille answered.


      Kirkner wasted no time; he
left the room through a set of swinging double doors in the back, leaving
Camille and Palmer alone with the body of Rose Dearborn. 


Camille approached the table and
saw right away that Kirkner wasn’t exaggerating: the cause of Rose’s death was
plain to see. A large stab wound was located directly over her heart. It had
been expertly cleaned by Kirkner and his crew, but it still looked very inflamed
and angry. It was a longer wound than she’d expected, with the length of a
large kitchen knife—the sort usually found stuck in decorative wooden blocks.


“Jesus,” Palmer said. “That looks
like someone tried to carve right through her.”


“It’s a big knife for sure.”


“Maybe a hunting knife?”


“Maybe.” But she wasn’t so sure.
She’d seen wounds made by hunting knives before. There were usually ridges
along the edge, creating small, ripple-like indentations along the crests of the
wound. She saw nothing like that here. 


As they waited for Kirkner to come
back, Camille walked slowly around the table, looking at the rest of the body.
She looked at the fingers and wrists, making sure there were no signs of
bruising or fractures that usually came from throwing hands or arms up to ward
off a blow. Again, she saw nothing. Likewise, there were no bruises or
abrasions anywhere around her neck. It lined up with what Detective Farmer had
assumed—that the killer had somehow snuck up on her and managed to stab her in
the chest without giving her time to struggle. She recalled the layout of the
room and also agreed with Farmer’s theory that he’d probably been hiding in the
bathroom when she’d stepped into the room.


Kirkner came back into the room,
pushing a wheeled table with one hand while pulling a second with his other.
Palmer stepped in to assist, and they slowly wheeled in the bodies of Kate
Jackson and Abby Tresway. Lined up side by side, the three tables nearly took
up the width of the room, leaving just a thin aisle on either side of Abby
Tresway and Rose Dearborn for them to walk around. Camille stood at the foot of
the tables and, as morbid as it seemed, did agree with the initial reports:
each of these women would have been considered above average in terms of looks.
And as far as she was concerned, that made a third link. It was about as weak
of a link as they were all stabbed, but it was something, at least.


“As you can see,” Kirkner said,
“they’ve all been stabbed in the heart. With Dearborn and Tresway, they seem to
be direct hits—crushing past the breastbone and piercing the heart. With
Jackson, though, the wound is a little to the right. My autopsy did reveal that
the knife still managed to get the heart, though.”


“Would you be willing to say it’s
the same knife for each woman?” Camille asked.


“Nothing is absolute in guesses
like that, but yes, I think it’s a very good chance. The shape and size of the
wounds are exactly the same. I’m assuming it was done with some sort of
butcher’s knife. It’s most evident in Ms. Dearborn in the way the breastbone
was broken.”


“So, it’s not just that they were
stabbed—” Palmer said.


“They were stabbed with the same
knife,” Camille finished for him. “I think that’s a pretty definitive link.”


Again, Camille made her way around
the bodies, observing their forearms, wrists, and fingers. Once again, there
was nothing on either of them to denote a struggle or fight of any kind. Yet,
as she finished looking at Kate Jackson’s fingers, she did see something on the
back of the woman’s hand that grabbed her attention. It was faint, but
definitely there.


“Did you see this?” Camille asked,
leaning in closer.


“See what?”


She leaned in ever closer and had
to squint her eyes, but it was there. A clear sort of residue, almost like the
backing from a sticker. “Do you have a blacklight?”


“Yeah.” Kirkner made his way to
the other side of the room and looked in a drawer where he rummaged through a
few different tools. He came back with a small cellphone-shaped device. On the
way over, he also dimmed the lights in the room. When he came back to Kate
Jackson’s table, he shone the blacklight over her hand.


The shape of a flamingo standing
on one leg popped up on her hand. It was a faint pink color under the light.


“That’s a club stamp,” Camille said.
“Probably not a bar, but a club . . . a lot of them are using these sorts of
stamps that are only visible via blacklights. Makes it harder to fake them.”


“Well then,” Kirkner said. “Let’s
see if anyone else went to the same club.”


He scanned the light over Rose
Dearborn’s hands and came up with nothing. But when he covered Abby Tresway’s
right hand, the same image of a flamingo popped up.


“Two out of three,” Palmer said.
“I’d count this little flamingo here as another link.”


“Yeah,” Camille said, staring down
at the illuminated logo. “Now, we just have to find out who this logo belongs
to.”









CHAPTER SEVEN


 


 


      Camille had barely crossed
the parking lot back to their car when Palmer gave a weak little whoop of
triumph from behind her. He’d pulled out his phone and was currently looking at
it as he followed behind her to the car.


      “Hot damn,” he said. “I tell
you, Grace. I don’t know how Google hasn’t put detectives and FBI agents out of
work yet. “There’s only one club in the New Orleans area that has that very same
flamingo as their logo. It’s a place called Amos Flamingo. And wouldn’t you
know it, we’re in luck. They have special Mardi Gras hours. They open at three
in the afternoon for the next two weeks.”


“Am I supposed to commend you on
your hard work in discovering that?” she asked as she got into the car.


He shrugged innocently and said,
“Me or Google. I think it makes more sense to compliment a human rather than a
sentient, artificial entity.”


Camille wasn’t sure if it was because
of the nature of the clue—an almost secret black-light illuminated logo on the
hands of two dead women—or the sense that they were still racing against the
clock, but something had her adrenaline pumping a bit more than usual. With
potential links starting to pile up, sending them into the thick crowds and
commotion of Mardi Gras, there was something to the case that simply felt fast paced.
She reminded herself not to get too carried away with the feeling, though.
There were three dead women—one woman claimed each night—and it seemed like a
trend the killer would try to keep. He was using the same knife, attacking
attractive women when they were alone. It was enough to indicate that he was
operating under some sort of self-imposed pattern of regularity.


She considered all of this as Palmer
made his way back into the riotous traffic and crowds of the French Quarter.
Several throughfares were blocked off because of the parties, but he wove his
way expertly through a few side streets, having to beep the car horn at a few
wandering pedestrians as he did so. Yet again, a drive that should have taken
less than fifteen minutes took nearly half an hour. It wasn’t the best feeling
in the world when they were chasing after a guy that killed at night—and night
was quickly approaching.


“These crowds are really starting
to annoy me,” Palmer said as they approached Amos Flamingo. There was no
parking along the street and even when Palmer pulled into the parking lot along
the left side of the place, there was nothing. 


Palmer settled for parking
perpendicular to two occupied spaces that were marked Employee Parking,
giving a shrug. “If they have a problem with it, they can call the cops.”


They walked back around to the
front of the club. It was of a modest size, and the exterior was painted in a
calming shade of pink, with stylistic black trimming. At the front, there was
an embossed flamingo standing on one leg over a set of double doors. It was an
exact replica of the stamp on the hands of two of the victims.


As they came to the double doors,
darkly tinted and only revealing a faint glow of light from inside, a single
bouncer nodded to them. As he was about to say something, Camille very subtly
showed him her ID. He didn’t seem impressed at all but still stepped to the side
and opened the doors for them. Before passing inside, Palmer stopped and faced
the bouncer.


“When folks get inside, are they
given a stamp on the hand at any point?”


“Yeah. Just past the gate.”

            “And does it look like the flamingo above the doors, only invisible
and showing up under black light?”


“Yeah, exactly.”


Palmer nodded his thanks and then
he and Camille stepped inside. Once the doors closed behind them, it was very
hard to believe that it was only 4:15 outside. The place was darkened,
illuminated only with soft pinks and blues. They entered in through a wide
hallway that ended in a sort of Y-intersection. To the right was a long bar and
numerous tables. It was crowded, but not as badly as the traffic in front of
the place and in the parking lot indicated. To the right, there was a dance
floor area and a small stage tucked away on the side. Currently, a DJ was on
the stage, hidden mostly in shadows, playing remixed 80s hits. As Camille and Palmer
came to the crux of the intersection, he was playing a terribly overdone mix of
a Depeche Mode song. There were roughly seventy-five people on the dance floor.
Some were couples, blatantly making out in front of everyone else. Some of the
dancing was essentially only an excuse to bump and grind against one another.


This was all despite the presence
of two bouncers surveying the floor. Camille supposed they were stationed there
in the event that some of the physicality went a little too far. She wasn’t
sure where to even start. In crowds like these, the chance that a bouncer was
going to recognize a face form someone that had come in two or three nights ago
was going to pretty much be an impossibility. That was unfortunate, because her
first instinct was to do exactly that—to hit up the bouncers and bartenders, showing
them the pictures of each victim from the small reports McCutcheon had managed
to cobble together, hoping for a spark of recognition.


But she also knew the chances that
these were even the same bouncers that would have been stationed while Kate Jackson
and Abby Tresway had been at Amos Flamingo was another impossibility.
But the bouncers did make her think of something—something that was pretty
practical and simple. It really all depended on the manager.


“A place like this,” she said to
Palmer, “is going to have security systems, right?”


“Oh, for sure.” He nodded to the
far corner, up near the ceiling directly behind the DJ’s booth. “There’s one
camera.” He scanned the room and pointed to another one that had been installed
at about the halfway point. “And there’s another one.”


“We need to find the manager,” she
said. “Or whoever is going to be able to give us permission to look over the
security feeds for the last few days.”


“I’d say start with the
bartender.”


Camille agreed, and they made
their way to the left. Getting away from the bass and thunder of the DJ was a
small blessing, but it was instantly replaced with raucous laughter and a small
chorus of people chanting “Shot, shot, shot” at the other end of the
bar.


There were two bartenders, one man
and one woman. The man looked to be in his early twenties and bore a strong
resemblance to a young Richard Gere. The woman was a bit older, maybe closer to
forty, but her Amos Flamingo outfit, as tight and low-cut as it was, probably
made her feel significantly younger.


Camille decided to approach the
woman because it was her experience that female bartenders tended to have far
more patience than male ones—probably because of all of the sexist bullshit and
explicit pick-up lines they got. There was a line three people deep waiting on
the bartender, but Camille bypassed them all and sidled in along the bar. The
woman was currently pouring sours into a brightly colored drink.


Once again, Camille showed her
badge with a sort of secret subtlety—not that she needed to. The man currently
waiting on his drink was too busy chatting up the bartender while staring at
her massively pushed up cleavage. And the two girls behind him were chatting
vapidly about something. The bartender looked down to the bar where Camille had
gently placed her ID and badge. While giving the drink one last stir and
smiling in a sort of automatic way at the man waiting for it, she cut her eyes
quickly to Camille.


The bartender handed the man his
drink and then gave the next person in line a hold on gesture. She
quickly stepped to the bar and said, “I swear, I didn’t do it.” And then, a bit
more seriously, she said, “Can I help you with something?”


She tried her best to keep her
voice low, but in a way that she’d still be heard over the chatter and echoing
bass of the DJ. “My partner and I are working a case that, as of right now,
involves the murder of three women. We don’t have many links between them other
than that two of them had come here, to Amos Flamingo. They both had the
blacklight stamp on the backs of their hands.”


“Oh my God. So . . . so what can I—I
don’t understand.”


“I need to speak to a manager or
whoever is currently on duty that is at least close to a manager. We
need access to your security feeds.”


“Oh! Oh, okay,” the bartender
said, looking instantly relieved that the burden was instantly removed from
her. “You’re going to want to talk to Randy.” She pointed to a door to the
right, mostly hidden among the pink and black of the walls and the commotion of
the people. “He’s a co-manager and all of the security stuff is in the little
manager hub up there.”


“Excellent. Thank you.”


She nodded and returned to her
station, giving Camille a sidelong look as she did so. Palmer took the lead as
they stepped away from the bar, heading for the door. He opened it, and they
were met with a short flight of stairs. They could hear movement from above,
but no voices.


“Hello?” Palmer called out. “We’re
looking for Randy?”


The sound of movement grew
louder—footfalls and, if Camille was guessing correctly, also the sound of
clothing being quickly handled.


“Jesus!” came a man’s reply. “Who
the hell is it?”


“FBI,” Palmer said.


“Oh, that’s really cute! Really
fu—”


The man had come to the top of the
stairs and was looking down. He looked furious at first but when he saw Palmer,
readily taking out his ID, his eyes went wide with fear and worry. He looked
behind him, slightly embarrassed. He looked to be in his late forties or so,
well built with a hair style that probably cost more than his very expensive silk
shirt. Slowly, a woman came walking gingerly toward the stairs, straightening
her shirt. Camille figured she might be twenty, blonde, very pretty, and
clearly having been caught in the middle of something risqué.


“You’re Randy, yes?” Camille
asked.


“Yeah, I’m Randy.”


“And who’s this?” Palmer asked.
Camille bit back a smile, finding it funny that he’d been unable to help
himself.


“She can . . . she can go, right?”
Randy asked.


The girl scowled at him and then
punched him hard in the arm. “Go to hell,” she said as she stormed down the
stairs, brushing by both Palmer and Camille on her way down.


As she went blasting through the
door and back out into the club, Randy continued to stare at the agents in his
stairwell, trying to figure out how to feel about their sudden appearance and
how it had obviously ruined some very fun activities.


“FBI?” he asked. “What about?” He
gestured for them to come up the stairs and into his office. They did, and
Camille found an office space that looked more like a loft than an office.
There was a single, rectangular window that looked down onto the club, taking
in both the bar and the dance floor from certain angles. Against the other wall,
there were two large desks pushed together and then, in the corner, a standing
desk with a bank of smaller monitors on it. They were showing security footage
from numerous points within the club.


“We’re looking into the murders of
three women,” Camille said, essentially parroting what she’d told the
bartender. “And the only solid, tangible link we have is that two of them died
with flamingo stamps on their hands, visible only under blacklight.”


“Well, as I’m sure you understand,
we get a lot of traffic through here during Mardi Gras.” He then stopped for a
moment as he settled down in a chair behind one of the larger desks. “Yes, but
does that necessarily mean she was killed here?”


“No,” Palmer said. “But all the
same, we’d like to look over your security footage to see if we can pinpoint
anything that will help us find our killer—just in case he started stalking her
here.”


Randy didn’t think about it for
very long. Maybe, Camille thought, he was feeling rather helpful because they’d
nearly caught him in a compromising position. “Yeah, no problem. And if you can
give me an estimation of when it happened, I can bookmark the timestamp for
you.” He kicked his rolling chair over to the bank of security monitors and
went to work at the controls. 


“We don’t know, obviously. We
think probably between nine and midnight.”


“And I guess you’ll know this woman
if you see her?”


“Depends on the quality of the
camera and the angle.”


“Sure, sure.” Randy walked over to
the standing desk where the security monitors were stationed. He worked for a
few seconds before looking over to them apologetically. “Sorry, it’s not super
quick. I just got this set-up. I got this guy, Sam, he set it all up for me, and
he’s a whiz with it. But he won’t be in for another few hours. So, if there’s
something you need that I can’t manage, I can maybe call him.”


Camille looked at the monitors
while Randy went back to work, pulling up old footage and cycling through it.
She watched footage from the real time screens, showing activities down below
from seven different cameras. She saw that there was one camera that was
positioned so that it showed a wide shot of the hallway that contained the
restrooms. Depending on how crowded it had been during the night Kate Jackson
had been stabbed, they may get some great footage.


Of course, on the other hand, the
police on the scene had apparently found nothing. She pushed this thought away
as Randy finished up. “Okay, here we go. Starting at nine.” He seemed pleased
that he’d been able to get it done without the help of the guy that had set it
all up.


The three of them watched the
footage on the window Randy had brought up. Randy rolled his chair back a bit
to allow Camille and Palmer to crowd in around the monitor. The replay was sped
up a bit, so they wouldn’t have to watch for three hours. And then, about ten
minutes into their search, Kate Jackson stepped into the frame. She was
speaking with another woman as she neared the door to the women’s restroom.
They laughed and then parted ways in the middle of a small stream of people
milling in and out of the restroom area.


“Can you pause it?” Camille asked.


Randy paused the footage with the
punch of a key on his keyboard.


“Are you able to pull up another
previous stream while we watch this one?” she asked.


“Yeah. What do you need?”


“The night before this one.
Sometime between nine and whenever you closed.”


“Yeah, I can do that.”


“And un-pause this while you look,
please. Palmer, do you mind looking for Abby Tresway on whatever he pulls up?”


Palmer nodded and stepped over to
look at the screen from behind Randy’s shoulder. While he did, Camille watched
the footage of Kate Jackson play out. On the screen, Kate approached the
restroom door, opened it a bit, and peered in. After a second, she pushed the
door open and walked inside.


“How many stalls are in the
women’s bathroom?” she asked.


“Three,” Randy answered, pulling
up the footage she’d asked for. As he ran it through at two-times the normal
speed, Palmer leaned forward and looked hard at the screen.


“How do I play this back?” she
asked.


“Hold on,” Randy said. He spent
the next thirty seconds showing them the controls. “Seriously,” he said, sort
of fumbling around a bit at first. “I need Sam here to show what this stuff can
really do.”


Even still, the controls were quite
simple; as Randy told them how to do it, he sounded borderline disappointed
that he was giving away the secret—that he wasn’t tech savvy at all, it was just
a simple program to use.


Camille ran the footage of Kate
back. It was only a three-minute piece of footage between when she entered and
when she came back out. On the second playthrough, rather than pay attention to
Kate, she watched the people in the background—the people that seemed
unattached to Kate in any way. She looked past the small groups of people that
were talking amongst themselves, looked beyond the coupe feeling on another up
in the corner and the group of four women that were, from what Camille could
tell, doing lines of coke from one of the women’s palms.


She spotted five different people
that seemed to be on their own. Three were standing in line for the men’s room;
one was bouncing from foot to foot rather anxiously. The other two consisted of
a woman on her cellphone, one finger plugging her ear so she could hear the
person on the other end. The other was a man, looking at Kate with great
interest. As she moved closer to the restroom, he did too. As she neared the
door, separating from her friend, he looked around rather nervously and then
back to Kate.


More than that, the man looked slightly
familiar to Camille. She couldn’t place it right away, but—


“I’ve got her,” Palmer said. “Tresway.
Right here. She’s coming onto the dance floor at 10:03.”


He’d paused the footage so Camille
could have a look too. The angle made it hard to tell for sure, but she was
quite certain they were looking at Abby Tresway. She’d come onto the floor with
three friends, and as Palmer started the footage up again, they instantly
started to dance. The footage still played at double speed and within just
twelve seconds (roughly three and a half minutes of actual recorded time), the
group was approached by two men. A brief conversation was had and then the men
were on their way.


The same thing happened again
moments later, this time with just one man. This conversation lasted a bit
longer and resulted in Abby Tresway leaving her group. She then exited the
screen but was picked up on the bar’s security footage just twenty seconds
later. There, she remained with the man until her group came back over. The man
brought over a friend and this group stayed together for quite a while. Nothing
of note happened until 11:40. It was then that Abby stood up from the table and
went to the bar. She waited in line and ordered a drink but then moved to the
side of the bar after a moment. The bartender joined her, the bar between them,
and they started to chat. It was then, as the bartender passed her something
across the bar, that Camille understood where she’d seen the suspicious man
from her footage before.


She looked back to her screen to
confirm. It was him—it was the same bartender.


And it just happened to be the same
bartender that was currently working downstairs.









CHAPTER EIGHT


 


 


When they headed back downstairs
moments later, Camille noticed that the female bartender set her eyes on them
right away. She was pouring a beer from one of the dozens of taps behind the
bar, speaking in an obligatory way to yet another man that was hypnotized by
her breasts. Camille paid her no mind, though, heading to the other side of the
bar where the male bartender was currently making a big production of lining up
a series of tequila shots for a party of five girls. One of the girls, Camille
noted, could barely stay on her feet without leaning against the edge of the
bar.


Randy had given them the
bartender’s name: Steven Aimes. Apparently, he was one of the best bartenders
in the place, and it was nothing new for him to take a female patron home with him
at least once a week. Camille and Palmer walked to his side of the bar just as
the group of girls took their shots in tandem with one another. Aimes seemed to
notice them for the first time, giving Camille a quick smile that showed how he
might be able to obtain the sort of sexual prowess Randy had suggested. The man
was charming, no doubt about it. But he also didn’t have much of a poker face.
As soon as he noted the way they were dressed and their apparent business-like
stance, the grin dissolved away, and a little furrow of worry appeared on his
brow.


Palmer took the lead with him,
advancing forward just as his lackadaisical bartender façade started to slip.
“Hey there,” Palmer said. “Steven Aimes, right?”


“Yeah, that’s me,” he said while
taking an order from another young woman.


“We need to talk to you.”


“Oh yeah? Who’s we?”


“The FBI.”


“Bullshit,” he said, snickering a
bit. But even from her place behind Palmer, Camille could not only see
but also hear the worry.


“I can pull out the ID and badge
in front of your adoring patrons if you want,” Palmer said. “I’m not too sure
how that’s going to hinder your charm, though.”


“Man, I’m really busy. Can’t you
see that?”


“Five minutes. That’s all we’re
asking. We’ve already talked to Randy. He’s going to come on down and fill in
while we chat.”


Aimes looked to the left, where
Randy was indeed standing by his office door with his arms folded, waiting.
After a moment of hesitation, Aimes shrugged a bit aggressively and looked to
both agents as if he’d just been terribly insulted. “Fine,” he said, spitting
the word out like an irritated child. “Whatever.”


He finished pouring the drink for
his current drinker and then made his way slowly around the bar. Camille
watched him closely because she could still see the bit of worry in his
expression. This was a man that was pissed to have been bothered at work, sure,
but she thought there might be something else there as well.


He came out from behind the bar
and started across the floor to them. With that same tone as a mad kid, he
shrugged again and said, “Where do you want to talk?”


“Randy says we can use his office.”


Without another word, Aimes walked
toward where Randy was standing. As they approached, Randy then slipped behind
the bar to cover Aimes’s post. Palmer opened the door, allowing Aimes to go up
first, and then Camille. Standing behind the bartender, she took note of his
slouched shoulders and the rigid way he marched up the stairs. He really was
playing up the role of a spoiled kid that couldn’t believe he was having to go
through with a lecture.


Aimes looked back over his
shoulder as if to make sure they were following him and then turned back toward
the stairs. When he did, Camille noticed that the rigid posture to his legs had
softened up. And then he started to run toward her. Before she had any real
idea of what was going on, Aimes had started to stretch his arms out. It was
such a bizarre motion that Camille hesitated for about two seconds. And by
then, it was too late to stop what happened next.


Aimes planted each hand on the
walls along the stairway, in a posture as if he was trying to push the walls
farther apart. He then swung his legs out and rocketed himself forward. By
then, Camille understood what was happening, so she was just barely able to get
her arm up to protect her face. Aimes’s shin slammed into her hand, and as he
catapulted himself back down the stairs in some sort of weird kamikaze ninja
move that made no sense, Camille went sprawling backward. In doing so, she
collided with Palmer and then they were both falling.


Palmer cried out from behind her,
his leg twisting under her weight. He’d managed to catch himself against the
wall but by then, Aimes had done a sort of barrel-roll over her and down the
stairs. As she thudded and the stairs below, Camile wondered if Aimes’s
intention had been to kick her or to essentially use himself as a projectile to
knock them both down while also making his way to the door at the bottom of the
stairs.


If it had been a kick attempt, it
had been an awful effort. In terms of knocking them over in order to make it to
the door, though, it worked without a hitch. As Camille did her best to
untangle herself from Palmer, his left leg somehow got trapped between both of
hers as they tried getting to their feet on the stairs, Aimes had made it to
the door and blasted through it.


Cringing at a stair digging into her
ribs, Camille finally made it to her feet as Palmer got to his feet with his
back against the wall.


      “Well, that was
embarrassing,” Palmer said as he instantly started down the few stairs that
were remaining.


      They hurried back out to the
bar floor where there was already a commotion. Several people had stepped over
to the wall, while others were clinging to the bar. There was a clamor of noise
and complaint as the rest of the crowd parted. Running directly through the
center of it was Steven Aimes, making a direct line toward the corridor that
would lead him to the main doors and out onto the street. And if he made it to
the street, with the pedestrian traffic so busy and clogged, they might lose him
for good. 


      “Move it!” Palmer yelled as
he made his way after Aimes. As Camille followed closely behind, she barely
caught a glimpse of Randy out of the corner of her eye. He was leaning against
the bar, trying to take in everything that was happening. He looked both
appalled and a bit excited as well.


      Within just a few steps toward
the corridor, she heard people laughing and chattering all around them. To the
gathered Amos Flamingo crowd, this was just another spectacle of Mardi Gras,
something else to entertain them. It irritated her to no end, which put a bit
of extra surge into her step.


      By the time they came to the
hallway, the front doors in view, she could almost sense that most of the crowd
behind her in the bar area had resumed their normal activity. There wasn’t much
traffic in the hallway—just six people, and they had all pressed themselves
against the walls to let the sporadic foot chase pass by.


      Aimes made it to within four
feet of the front doors before Palmer caught up to him. He reached out, grabbed
Aimes by the left shoulder, and pulled him back hard. Aimes cried out when he
was yanked backward. He hit the floor hard enough to do a sort of partial
backward roll—not too dissimilar from what he’d caused both Camille and Palmer
to do back on Randy’s office stairway. And he happened to end his clumsy little
roll directly in front of Camille.


      She dropped down right away
and wrapped an arm around his neck while bringing him to his feet, spinning him
around, and pressing him hard against the wall. Palmer was there right away to
wrap the process up; he’d already removed his cuffs and seemed all too happy to
slap them around Aimes’s wrists.


      “Congratulations,” Palmer
said as the cuffs clicked home. “Steven Aimes, you’re under arrest.”


      Aimes did not fight or
argue. In fact, once the cuffs were on, he seemed rather docile. To her, it
seemed very much like the attitude of someone that was very guilty and knew
that one way or the other, the end had come.
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      They were within driving
distance of the bureau field office, but they both knew that making their way
back through the Mardi Gras traffic was going to not only irritate them further
but slow down their progress on the case. And now that they had a very likely
suspect, a hold-up in progress was the last thing they wanted to deal with. To
that end, Camille recommended they take Aimes to the precinct closest to the
Amos Flamingo.


      It was a plan made much
easier with the police escort that Palmer called in from Randy’s office
following the arrest. While Palmer drove through the parted crowds—their
progress still slowed by the ogling crowds despite the sirens and flashing
lights of their patrol car escort—Camille made a few glances at Aimes in the
rearview mirror. He wasn’t speaking, not even to ask why he was under arrest.
He was simply looking out of the rear driver’s side window at the crowds with a
resigned look of defeat on his face.


      Fifteen minutes later, she
and Palmer escorted Aimes into the police station on Royal Street. It was
almost funny just how quiet the area around the police station was, given that
about half a mile away, the city was in full-on party mode. Camille did notice
that when they stepped into the station, Aimes started to show a bit more
emotion. There was some fear in his eyes and a slight downward tilt to his
lips—not quite a frown but a look of mild regret.


      One of the policemen that
had been riding in their escort walked just slightly behind them and then stood
as a sort of guard outside of the interrogation room door he led them to.
Camille knew this wasn’t usually a standard practice for most cases. It was yet
another reminder that the man they were currently facing in a small
interrogation room could have very well killed three women over the course of
the past three nights.


      When he sat down, Camille didn’t
give him any time to get adjusted to the surroundings or situation. She pulled
up one of the three chairs remaining at the table and sat across from him. She
looked directly into his eyes, trying to get a gauge on him.


      “I’ll just go ahead and say
it right here and now,” she said. “I find it very telling that you saw fit to
make such a strange attempt to run from FBI agents. And then, once you were
arrested, you didn’t even bother to ask why.”


      She had no idea how he was
going to react. She knew he was guilty of something, but his silence
indicated he wasn’t going to come clean with it. She’d seen this tactic
before—a criminal waiting to see how much an agent or cop knew before they
would start to talk. But she also thought about the almost comical nature of how
he’d tried getting away from them and something didn’t line up there. He’d
tried running from them, yes, but there was something about his silence and the
way his expressions seemed to shift from defeat to fear that had her stumped.


      “Why don’t you tell us why
you think we came to get you today, Mr. Aimes?” she said.


      “You really want me to say
it? To admit to it?” He asked these questions right away, with a voice on the
verge of cracking.


      “It would be nice, yes. But
maybe I’ll just warm up . . . lead you into it. We have you on two different
security cameras, very close to the proximity of two women that—”


      “Fine. Fine, okay. But look,
it was only three times, and I’d never done anything like this before.”


      Camille nearly lost her
traction with the conversation at this little bomb. Three times . . . never
done anything like this before. Still, she kept her calm and nodded in a firm,
assuring way. “Three times?”


      “Yeah, I swear, that’s it.
And the last time, the third time, was two nights ago, at the club.”


      “Two nights ago? What about
last night?”


      “No. Not last night. I—well,
there was a cop there at the club, and he kept talking to this woman. I—I mean,
I got spooked, you know? So, I put it all away and changed my mind. I knew it
was stupid, but it was so . . . it was so easy, and . . .”


      She thought he might start
crying for a moment, but he got control of himself at the last second. “I’m—how
much trouble am I looking at?”


      Palmer took a step closer to
the table, still not sitting down but sort of leaning against it—trying to make
Aimes feel crowded. “That depends. You said you ‘put it all away.’ What does
that mean, exactly?”


      A look of confusion came
across Aimes’s face. “I put it away. I stashed it. I hid it under the bar,
behind some of the old bar rags.”


      “Hid it?”


      Camille started to feel the
excitement of this lead slipping away. Aimes was talking about something
completely different—not murder. And because he seemed so torn up over whatever
he was confessing about, she doubted he was murderer. He wasn’t a killer that
was making up an excuse; he was legitimately terrified about being punished for
whatever he was on the verge of admitting to.


      “Mr. Aimes,” she said.
“We’ve arrested you under suspicion of murder. Three women in the past three
days, two of whom were at Amos Flamingo—both of which we have you interacting
with on footage taken from the security feeds.”


      His eyes widened bit by bit,
growing wider and wider with every word spoken after “suspicion of murder.”
He opened and closed his mouth several times, as if trying to figure out how to
respond. Camille felt slightly bad for thinking he looked a lot like a fish as
he did this.


      “You seem confused,” Palmer
said. Camille looked over to him and saw that he had come to the same
conclusion she had: Steven Aimes was guilty of something, but it wasn’t
murder.


      “No, no! God, no!” Aimes exclaimed.
He seemed aghast at the very idea of it. “I never even touched a woman like
that—rough, I mean. No!” He was shaking by the time his thoughts seemed to have
lined up properly. And when he spoke again, he seemed almost relieved that his
crime was nowhere near as bad as the one they’d arrested him for. He seemed
almost happy to tell them everything as he went on and on, giving up juicy
details without even being pushed to do so.


      “I was peddling drugs, not killing
people! No . . . I had these mushroom caps . . . stuff I’d gotten from one
of those fake voodoo people, you know? And about a week or so ago, I started
chatting up this girl at the bar after my shift and she said her and her friend
were looking for some psychedelics, so I sold them to her for pretty cheap. She
came back two nights later, asking for more. And I didn’t have them, obviously,
but I know people I can get that stuff form. So, I did—I went looking for more of
those caps but all I could find on that quick of notice was—it was coke. So, I
got it, and I sold it.”


      “To the same girl?”


      “The first time, yeah, but
then she somehow told a friend, and they came to me. I sold it to them
but really wished I hadn’t—like I had instant regret after the sale because
I’ve heard so many horror stories about the coke around here being cut with
fentanyl. But I sold her some and . . . and there’s still some left. It’s still
under the bar.”


      “Did you make the sales right
there, at the bar?” Camille asked.


      “Not at the bar, but
in the building, yeah.”


      “Where?” Camille asked. But
she thought she already knew. She could easily recall the footage from the
security cameras where he’d been lurking in the dark corridor where the
restrooms were located. She’d been so preoccupied with trying to find evidence
that he was linked to Kate Jackson that she hadn’t even noticed signs of a drug
deal. It certainly did explain the shiftiness and nervousness he’d been
displaying in the footage.


      “I told her to meet me right
outside the restrooms and . . . oh. Oh shit. Yeah—that was the same
night that woman was found dead in the restroom, right? Oh my God . . .”


      Camille was still hung up on
another detail. In watching the footage, the question had remained as to how
he’d gotten into the restroom. She’d only watched the bookmarked footage, the
clip showing Kate going into the restroom. Whoever had clipped the footage
hadn’t suspected Aimes, so they hadn’t waited to see if he’d go in. Now, that
was no longer even a question. He hadn’t gone inside the restroom because he’d
been waiting to sell his coke.


      “You’re sure you’re telling
the truth about this?” she asked. “The security footage will show us, you
know.”


      “I now. And yes, it’s the
truth. Go and . . . go and look at the footage if you want. Plus, the proof.
The rest of the coke . . . it’s under the bar.” He stopped there, perhaps
realizing just how much information he was giving—that he was digging his hole
deeper and deeper with every word. He seemed to understand that just because he
was off the hook for murder didn’t mean he was going to get off clean on these
drug charges.


      “We’re going to do that,”
Camille said. “But for now, I need you to think very hard. I need you to
think about anyone or anything that happened that night that might have seemed
strange or out of place. Maybe a bit of conversion you heard among the women
about a man that was harassing them or creeping them out?”


      Aimes started to think
frantically but was shaking his head within seconds. “No. But then again, I
mean . . . it’s Mardi Gras. There’s all sorts of weird stuff going on.”


      Feeling disappointed as well
as the sudden drop in energy thanks to the adrenaline crash, Camille stood up
from her chair and took a deep breath in. “Well, the good news for you, Mr.
Aimes, is that Agent Palmer and I have been specifically assigned to this
murder case. So, we won’t be the ones handling these drug charges. We are going
to hand it off to someone here in the precinct, so we need you to sit tight.”


      He nodded and started to
shake a bit again. It was odd to see the relief on his face mingled with the
realization that he was in trouble regardless. Camille took one last look at
him before she and Palmer exited the room.


      “Okay, so that’s a
strike-out,” Palmer said. “My God, are we going to have to go through every
single second of that footage to see if we can catch a man going into the
women’s restroom?”


      “I think that’s a waste of
time,” Camille said.  “With the lighting in that hallway, all a man is going to
have to do is wear something baggy and have his head down and we’ll never know
the difference.”


      Palmer nodded his agreement
and looked down the hallway toward the commotion of the bullpen. “Well, any
other ideas before we hand Aimes off to the locals?”


      “None,” she said. “Which is
why I think we’re stuck looking at the damned footage. You handle the Aimes hand-off,
and I’ll get in touch with our pal Randy over at Amos Flamingo to see if he can
send us a link or password or whatever we need to access that footage
remotely.”


      They split off, Palmer
heading for the front of the building while Camille took out her phone. She
couldn’t help but feel defeated. With a killer on the loose and apparently
claiming one life a night, staring at hours of security footage was the last
thing she wanted to do. But with their only lead turning out to be a false flag,
they didn’t really have any choice.









CHAPTER TEN


 


 


      He wasn’t quite sure why,
but he thought it felt like the end of the world as dusk settled in over the
streets. Maybe because it was the clear dividing line between the day and the
night—the line that was used as a measure of just how deplorable human beings
were allowed to be . . . especially during an event like Mardi Gras where human
depravity was already something that was glorified. 


      Or maybe it was because he
knew what the night would bring: at least one more dead woman. And that was by
his own hands. He was under no delusion that he was the only person taking
lives during this disgusting event. But he was pretty sure he was the
only one doing it at his level—at his numbers. He also knew that most men that
killed women in environments such as these did it because they were ushed by
lust. Not him, though. No, he had his own reasons, and the strange power women
seemed to have existing between their legs had nothing to do with it.


      Ah, but if he was honest
with himself, that might not be completely true.


      While he did not kill these women
because he wanted to sexually abuse or exploit them before the murder,
something about their sexual nature did lure him in—only not in the same
way it hypnotized most other men.


      To him, it was more like a
man walking through the wilderness and being provoked by bears. The bears may
not actually come up to him and attack him, but they teased it—they toyed with
him and weaved through the trees, making sure he could see them, making sure he
knew they were there. 


      Yes, he saw them, alright.
He saw them with their low-cut shirts and well-defined faces. And though he’d
long ago learned to see past the make-up and the expert design of push-up bras,
his eyes seemed to have not caught on to the lie. The long, voluptuous legs and
the hair spilling over their shoulders—the red, smiling lips and the way they
sometimes bit at those lips softly—he knew all the tricks. He knew that at the
ends of those legs and hidden within the right contours of those dresses and
tops, there was only trouble and manipulation. There was pain and fear and
rejection. And for some reason, Mardi Gras gave them a pass. Sure, take off
your shirt and sow your breasts for a few beads. It’s all in good fun, right?
But then wrinkle your nose and act disgusted when someone makes a comment or looks
a little too long. Roar and act offended if anyone dares question.


      Yes, roar . . . roaring just
like a bear.


      He did like to look, though.
The ones that were far too pretty, he left alone. He’d learned to sniff out the
rich ones—rich and spoiled women who knew nothing of consequences and had rich
mommys and daddys that would spent an absurd amount of money to make sure her
killer was caught. No, he liked those that were just slightly above average—the
sort that would catch an eye or two as they passed by, but not the sort that
caught those same eyes from a block away. He wanted women that were perfectly
fine to party, have a few drinks, flirt with some guys, and call it a night. He
wasn’t interested in those that felt the need to be the center of attention—and
by God, were there a ton of those floating around the French Quarter right now.


      As he passed by a bar that
looked almost identical to two others he’d just walked by, he saw one of these
women. She was leaning against a man that looked as if he’d just won the
lottery. She was laughing about how drunk she was and how she was so drunk
that she’d left her panties in the restroom of the last bar she’d been in.
Everyone around her thought this was hilarious. He could see the man she was
leaning on grip her a bit tighter around the waist.


      Anger broiled up inside of
him. He contained it, knowing he could use it for when he found a fitting one.
One that was pretty but not in a paint brushed, centerfold way. One that was
easy on the eyes, maybe even a little girl-next-door sort of charm. A woman
that would be missed but also—


      And just like that, there
she was.


      She was getting out of an
Uber with another woman. The woman behind her was giggling and being
obnoxiously loud, but it was the quiet one that caught his attention. She was
quite gorgeous, but in a way that was soft spoken and plain. She had blonde
hair, done in a messy sort of pixie haircut. She was wearing a shirt that
showed off her belly (something he’d noticed women without much up top did, so
they had something to show off). She was fit, but not waifish, and he
could tell even from about a dozen feet away that she had a very pretty face
that didn’t need pounds of makeup to enhance it.


      And though she was the quiet
type (he could tell already as she rolled her eyes at her obnoxious friend), he
knew she would be the next one. Sometimes, he figured, it wasn’t about how
crude or irritating they were. Sometimes it was about sending a message. That
was the case this time, but he also simply didn’t like the way his body
responded to her. Wanting a woman in that way was nothing new to him, but when
it was at this sort of level, it was a very demoralizing feeling.


      Yes, she was going to be
next. He stood by and waited to see where they were going. The Uber had parked
directly in front of a small club called Jacque’s. They both walked into the
club merrily enough, and he wasted no time in following them as soon as they
were inside. He walked to Jacque’s and could heard loud music coming from
inside—some weird mix of zydeco and blues-rock. Not too bad, really.


      When he got inside, he found
that it really wasn’t much of a club. There was an enormous bar area to the
back of the place, then an even smaller area that served foods like buffalo
wings, cheese sticks, and other garbage. The stage was up front, separated from
the rest by a dance floor. The crowd here looked a bit older, maybe because of
the style of music.


      But he paid very little
attention to any of this. His eyes were already scanning for the blonde girl
with the pixie haircut, her slender little tummy showing. Because he’d come in
less than twenty seconds after they had, he spotted them easily enough. They
were standing several feet ahead of him, discussing something—probably if they
should start with drinks before heading to the dance floor.


      He also noticed that two
other men were already looking at them. And, noticing the attention, the woman
he was following smiled at one of the men. And then she actually beckoned him
over. The guy looked dumfounded for a moment, like he couldn’t believe his luck.
His pixie-haired girl looked quickly back to her friend, biting softly at her
bottom lip.


      Without warning, a surge of
pure rage flooded him. He felt it in his heart, in his head, even right down to
his fingertips. He didn’t think it was jealousy, but he wouldn’t
completely rule it out. What he did know was that he didn’t think he’d ever
been this angry. Had he, for just a moment, felt that she was his just
because he’d spotted her and marked her as his next victim?


      Oh, he did not like
this at all. It made him want to kill her even more. Beyond that, the rage
caused his thoughts to stampede, and for an alarming yet blissful moment, he
thought he could very well kill every single woman in this place—young and old
alike, attractive, and not-so-pretty all the same. He honestly didn’t care.


      He breathed deeply and
watched as the man went over to her. Within seconds, his hand was on her lower
back, just as bare as her stomach.


      Yeah, he was going to kill
her the very next chance he got. And he might just make a spectacle of her
somehow. It was about time for this entire city, these epic ruins of Babylon,
to feel a bit of fear.











CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


 


      “You know,” Palmer said,
“I’m seeing that bar over there, and I’m willing to revisit my moral compass in
regard to drinking while on the job.”


      “Lush,” Camille said,
joking.


      With night having fallen
over the city and traffic outside only getting worse, Camille and Palmer had
made the decision to sit in the thick of it all. Rather than returning to the
field office with the footage that Randy had been able to send them, they’d
gone to a hotel just six blocks away from Amos Flamingo—which just happened to
be only another five blocks away from the hotel where Rose Dearborn had been
killed. The hotel had a strong Wi-Fi connection and, upon showing their ID and
explaining the briefest of details about the case, the assistant manager had
agreed to provide them one of their conference rooms.


      “Here we go,” Camille said
as the assistant manager returned to them from behind the desk. “Let’s see what
he sets us up in.”


      The assistant manager was a
slightly chubby man in his thirties. His red face and the sight sheen of sweat
on his forehead indicated that they were having a busy night. “Follow me,” he
said, jingling a conference room key at them.


      He led them down a small
hallway that ended at a set of opened double doors, revealing a large area that
looked a bit like a ballroom. He stopped short of this room, though, unlocking
a simple, wooden door at the center of the hallway. A basic conference room
waited inside, complete with a small, oval table and an instant coffee maker
with complimentary coffee pods.


      “If you need anything else,
please let me know. I’m Michael, and I’m here until two in the morning.”


      They didn’t need anything
else. They already had the Wi-Fi password, and Palmer made his way directly to
the coffee maker as Camille set up the laptop the hotel had also let them
borrow. Both Camille’s and Palmer’s were back at the office, and neither of
them thought it was worth their time to venture back there in the midst of the
chaos of human traffic outside.


      Camille set to work, going
to her bureau email, and downloading the footage Randy had sent over while
Palmer started making them a cup of coffee each. There had been no proper
discussion about it, but Camille could feel a mutual understanding between
them—that this was going to be a very long night, and that they may not get any
sort of proper sleep until they’d found their killer. While every case always
had a sense of urgency to it, this one seemed a bit more fast-moving that any
of the others she’d been assigned since her arrival in New Orleans.


      The footage loaded quickly,
and she started studying it right away. She had no idea when to start, figuring
it might do well to start looking a considerable amount of time before Kate
Jackson appeared in the frame on her way to the restroom. But as Palmer set the
coffee down in front of her, she knew she had her work cut out for her. There
were so many people milling about, coming in and out of the darkened corridor,
that speeding the footage up by any significant amount could very well cause
her to miss a potential suspect. First, she started looking for men that were
coming into the hallway and simply hanging out there—particularly men by
themselves.


      Before long, she did see
Steven Aimes enter the picture and then, a few seconds later, Kate Jackson. She
watched as Kate went into the bathroom and then studied the hallway loosely.
The footage Randy had sent was the unclipped footage, so she had at least five
more hours of the corridor after Kate had gone inside. Based on the timestamps
and the police report, she knew that only an hour and ten minutes had passed
between Kate going into the Amos Flamingo restroom and her body being
discovered in the restroom of a totally different bar. 


      There was plenty of
information about the bar and the police investigation into it within the
report. She’s studied it and read it a few times but there was nothing of note.
No clues, no witnesses, nothing. She supposed that bar would be their next
stop; maybe they should have done it by now. She just hated to waste time
retreading over crime scenes the police had already studiously checked out.


      But for right now, they had
the Amos Flamingo footage to look over—not just for Kate Jackson, but for Abby
Tresway too. They were going to be here for a while, watching security footage,
while their killer was still out on the streets doing God knew what. It was a
helpless, tense feeling.


      She and Palmer watched the
footage together, pointing out women that entered into the restroom after Kate.
For the most part, all of the people that entered were clearly women. But there
were two people that went inside within fifteen minutes of Kate that were a bit
indistinguishable. One was wearing a hoodie and looking at their phone. Another
was walking at a strange angle while talking to two other people and seemed to
be making a point not to face the camera. The figure in the hoodie came out a
few minutes later and was clearly a woman, the side of her face visible in the
camera. As for the other one, there was an enormous group of women standing in
front of the door, so she went mostly unseen coming back out. 


      “There’s no way we’re going
to be able to know for sure if we’d even be able to see the killer going in and
coming out,” Camille said. “There’s just too many damned people.”


      They watched for another ten
minutes. Camille had zoned out to such a degree that when her phone buzzed at
her, she jumped in genuine shock. She checked it and saw that she’d received a
text from Zack. Her first impulse was to hide it, not wanting Palmer to see it,
but when she realized Palmer had no interest in the text that had come through,
she decided to scoot away from the laptop for a second.


      “Can you man the controls?”
she asked. “Just for a second.”


      “Sure thing.”


      Palmer slid his chair over
directly front of the laptop as Camille stood up from the table. Never one to
simply stand still, she paced back and forth in front of the table as she read
the message from Zack. Hey there. I’ve got a block of time with nothing to
do on Wednesday. Was thinking of heading down your way to see what this whole
Mardi Gras nonsense is all about. Want to tag along and show me the ropes?


      She smiled, as Zack had a
very interesting way of somehow never actually asking her out. She
thought about her response for a moment, and when she did have one, she typed
it quickly. She was very aware of Palmer being in the room, but when she
thought about stepping outside, she felt almost guilty about it.


      And are we in middle
school again, all of a sudden? she asked herself.


      No, no they weren’t. But she
also had no problem feeling a little childish and giddy when she had to admit
to herself that she was developing feelings for two different men—one of whom
she was currently working very closely with and wasn’t showing a ton of
interest, and one that lived about an hour and a half away that was showing
a lot of interest.


      I’d be happy to, she
typed back. Let’s put a pin in it, though. Currently working a serial case
that is right slap dab in the middle of Mardi Gras grounds. Can I get back to
you?


      She nearly put her phone
away with the message sent but then saw the little ellipses indicating that
Zack was already responding. The message came through about fifteen seconds
later. Pin it all you want. I’m headed your way on Wednesday. Doesn’t have
to be Mardi Gras. Can be something else, if you’re freed up from your case by
then. Let me know!


      Not wanting to extend the
conversation any longer, she simply gave a generic thumbs up response. When she
returned to the table, she expected Palmer to ask who the text had been from,
but he didn’t. Of course he didn’t. Because he wasn’t nosy and respected her
privacy. Also, his mind was completely focused on the case. He was scrutinizing
the laptop screen, watching the crowds of people passing in and out of the restroom
hallway. He barely even glanced up at her when she sat down next to him.


      “This show sucks,” he said.


      “Not much happening, huh?”


      “Nothing.”


      They watched on, coming to
only one single bit of questionable footage which turned out to be a woman with
her hair tucked up in a ball cap. As they were let down with this revelation,
Palmer sat back in his chair and folded his arms with a heavy sigh. “You know,
this entire viewing party could be an amazing waste of time.”


      “How so?”


      “Because we’re only assuming
that the killer is a man. It could be a woman, you know. And if
that’s the case, we’ve already seen her walk in and out of this restroom. And
we’d have no way of knowing it.”


      It was an idea that had
crossed Camille’s mind, but she’d never paid it much attention. But now that
Palmer had spoken it out loud, and they had nothing worthwhile from this
extended security footage, she knew it was a possibility they had to start
taking seriously. They continued watching the footage until the police showed
up and eventually shut the area down. They even started fast forwarding a bit
here and there, still looking out for people that appeared to be snooping
around, until the body was brought out of the restroom. The timestamp in the
bottom of the screen gave the time as 2:42 in the morning.


      “Okay,” Palmer said, picking
up his cup of coffee only to find it empty. “I guess now we get to watch Season
Two: The Abby Tresway Incident. I sure hope the plot picks up.”


      Camille went back into her
email and opened up the link. This time they were once again greeted with the
bird’s eye view of the Amos Flamingo bar. Randy had done them the favor of starting
just five minutes before Abby entered the area, but they could see Aimes at the
bar, quickly pouring a shot.


      Palmer was reaching out to
the keyboard, perhaps to inch the progress forward a bit, when Camille’s phone
rang. She didn’t recognize the number which, for an FBI agent, really meant
next to nothing. She answered it.


      “This is Agent Grace,” she
answered.


      “Agent Grace, it’s Detective
Farmer. It looks like we’ve got another body on our hands.”


      “Linked to the other three?”
Her heart was already racing, and her legs were practically begging to get on
the move, to get out there on the hunt before she even knew all of the
pertinent information.


      “There’s no way to know for
sure, of course,” Farmer said. “But it’s an attractive female that was stabbed
right in the heart.”


      “Are you there now?”


      “No, I got the call from my supervisor,
and he asked me to reach out directly to you. I can give you the address,
though.”


      He did, and Camille jotted
it down with a pen that she grabbed from the center of the table. “We’ll get
over there right away,” she said, ending the call.


      “Number four?” Palmer asked
as soon as she was off the phone.


      “Looks like it.”


      She could tell Palmer was
about to make one of his jokes—maybe about being relieved that they could now
stop looking at the security footage. But even he seemed to understand the heaviness
of what was happening. Four women in four nights . . . this was getting out of
hand. And so far, there seemed to be no end in sight.











CHAPTER TWELVE


 


 


      Camille didn’t understand
just how draining and time-consuming the security footage had been until they
stepped out of their car in a private parking lot behind a small club called
Jacque’s. She wasn’t necessarily tired, but she was starting to feel a little
jittery and slightly off her game. It also didn’t help that it had somehow come
to be 11:51 at night. Suddenly, her memories of paying an ill-advised visit to
the home of Will Lucia seemed very far away—maybe even some vague dream she’d
had months ago.


      Briefly, like a gnat around
her head, the memory of taking the quick video of Lucia on his porch came
across her mind as they made their way to the crime scene tape and the two
waiting police officers standing at the mouth of an alleyway that cut in beside
Jacque’s. It was easy enough to push the thought away as they drew closer to
the scene. The alleyway itself could barely be called an alley. Camille guessed
it to be maybe two feet wide—just wide enough for the club to place a
few trash barrels and boxes and crates to be recycled.


      The pair of cops nodded at
them as they passed by and showed their badges.  They ducked under the crime
scene tape and saw another cop, this one standing by a noticeable shape on the
ground. A shape that was unmistakably a body. Hearing them approach, the cop
got to his feet.


      “Agents?” he said.


      “Grace and Palmer,” Camille
said.


      “Yeah, Farmer said you guys
were headed over. I think deep down he’s glad to be off this thing, and I don’t
blame him.” 


      The officer stepped aside,
taking a wide step back to allow them room to see the body. The light in the
alley was poor, so the officer had a small Maglite he was using to make his job
easier. He aimed it at the body as Camille and Palmer crowded in. As Camille
dropped to her haunches, she noticed the thumping and almost cheerful noise of
upbeat music coming from inside the club. It was a strange sound to hear while
looking at a body that, from what she could tell, had been dead for no more
than an hour.


      But it was also a key
indicator of just how serious this was getting. How close were they to having
to shut down Mardi Gras? She honestly didn’t care about the events and
festivities having to come to a close. But she also knew that if it came to
that, city officials would have to explain why. And that would almost certainly
bring a lot of added pressure on the bureau—namely McCutcheon. And that was not
going to bode well for her and Palmer.


      “Do we know who made the
call?” Camille asked.


      “A young guy, about forty
minutes ago. Drunk off his ass. Said he stumbled into the alley because he had
to puke and almost fell over her. I asked him to go have a seat inside for a
while just in case you needed to speak to him.”


      “Did he seem to have a problem
with that?” Palmer asked.


      “Not at all. Seemed pretty
happy to be of help, actually. Again . . . drunk as a skunk, though. So, take
that for what you will.”


      Camille turned her full
attention to the body on the alley floor. She was lying on her back with her
right arm bent upward, her hand resting against the side of the neighboring
building. The nearest door that led inside was ten feet away. She was indeed
very cute; her blonde, pixie-like hair would have been very hard to overlook,
and she had a cute body—nothing too over the top but just enough to make a man
notice, Camille supposed.


      Like the other three
victims, she’d been stabbed in the chest. She was wearing a fairly tight top, a
shade of cream and light blue. The light colors really made the blood
stand-out. With the bad light in the alley, it nearly looked black, as if her
body had started leaking a huge amount of oil.


      “You know, there was also a
guy inside,” the cop behind them said. “A bouncer-type. He saw the body too.
Came out when the drunk guy ran inside to tell someone. Did everything he could
to keep the drunk guy quiet. He came out to make sure the drunk wasn’t making
shit up. He says he knows this girl . . . that she’s a local. Said he sees her
at least two or three times a month.”


      “Here, at this club?”
Camille asked.


      “Yeah.”


      She took one longer look at
the dead woman before getting to her feet. Palmer did the same, only he seemed
to be closely studying the layout of the alleyway.


      “Would you mind going inside
to get both of them?” Camille asked. “The bouncer and the guy that made the call?”


      The cop gave a quick nod and
hurried in the other direction to where more crime scene tape had been put up
and another cop was standing guard to keep the crowds from peering in.


      “So, if this is our
guy,” Palmer said, “that’s two in hotels, one in a public bathroom, and now one
in an alleyway.”


      “You think that tells us
anything?” Camille asked.


      “Just that he’s not picky.
He’s pretty brash and will strike anywhere. But if you want to find a bright
side to any of this, that also means he’s bound to make a mistake at some
point. Four women in four nights—he’s going to get overconfident. And that
means getting sloppy.”


      “Maybe,” she said, “But I’d
really rather not wait for two or three more women to die before he may
accidentally drop a crumb somewhere.” 


      What she was thinking but
didn’t speak out loud was that she was also feeling just naïve enough to hope
that this fourth woman might not be one of their killer’s victims. There was so
much blood around the wound on the chest that it was hard to tell just how
large the stab wound was. And of course, she knew deep down what that
meant—that it had been a very big knife, one that had easily penetrated the
breastbone.


      It was their killer. She
knew it but, for some reason, really didn’t want to accept it.


      Seconds later, the cop came
back with two men in tow. One was walking along beside the cop confidently
while the other kept his distance. From his slight stagger alone, she assumed
this to be the drunk man that had discovered the body.


      “Agents,” the cop said,
gesturing to the man walking beside him, “this is Cole Bigney. He’s worked
security here for a few months now. He’s the one that says he knows this
woman.”


      The man wasn’t very large at
all but was intimidating all the same. He had a buzzcut, shoulders that seemed
to pop up just a little too far, and a tattoo on his neck that wound down beneath
the black T-shirt he was wearing.


      “Mr. Bigney,” Camille said,
“do you happen to know her name?”


      “Don’t know her last name,
but her first name is Sara.”


      “And she’s a local?”


      “I assume so. As much as she
comes in. And I’d seen her way before Mardi Gras started.”


      “Did you see her tonight?”


      “For just a minute or two. I
mean, it’s so busy in there that unless someone looks shifty or like they might
be on the brink of starting something, I don’t pay them much attention.”


      “What can you tell us about
her?” Palmer asked.


      “Well, she’s a bit of a
flirt. I’ve seen her come in with friends and get these guys all happy and
worked up, you know? But she never follows through. Nothing wrong with that,
mind you, but this one . . . she seemed to sort of make a sport out of it. She
was—shit, I don’t want to talk bad about the dead.”


      “I think it would be okay
just this once,” Camille said. “Mr. Bigney, we think the man that did this may
have taken the lives of at least three other women. Anything you can tell us
about this woman could help.”


      “She was crafty, sort of
unsuspecting, you know? Never really the life of the party or making the most
noise, you know? But she was somehow always in the middle of stuff, you know?
If there was an argument among women in the bar, she was always sort of the
quiet core of it all.”


      “She ever get kicked out?”


      “Not to my recollection. But
some of her friends have gotten warnings in the past.”


      “And did she come in with
one of those friends tonight?” Camille asked.


      “I honestly don’t know.”


      “And what about you, sir?”
Camille asked, looking around Bigney to the other man. “Did you happen to see
anything else of note in the alley before you found her?”


      “Nah, nothing. Nothing that
I saw, anyway. I wouldn’t have seen her if I hadn’t damn near stepped on her.”


      “You said she was always
with friends, right?” Camille said, her attention now back on Bigney.


      “Yeah. I’m not sure I ever
saw her alone.”


      “So, I’d guess the friends
are local too. And a night like tonight, I highly doubt she came alone.” Then,
looking to the cop, she said, “If we work together, I think we could see if she
has friends inside. They may be looking for her right now for all we know. And
this is . . . what? We’re talking maybe a bit over an hour?”


      “Yeah, just about. With a
determined nod, he said, “I’ll get one of the guys at the alley entrances to go
inside with me, and we’ll ask around.”


      “Thanks. We can—”


      “Hey, Grace?” It was Palmer,
interrupting. He’d gone back down to his haunches again to take a good look at
the body. “Take a look at this.”


      He was pointing to Sara’s right
arm. It was the one that was slightly propped up against the wall, her wrist
hanging limply. But more specifically, Palmer was pointing to the area near her
shoulder. When Camille looked, she saw exactly what he was talking about and
felt like an idiot for missing it earlier.


      There was a tube of lipstick
hiding beneath her small bicep. She instantly looked behind her, to the cop.
“Do you have any g—”


      But he’d beaten her to the
question, handing her a set of evidence gloves while looking on with great interest.
Camille slipped he gloves on and grabbed the lipstick from under the dead
woman’s arm. She unscrewed the top and pushed the lipstick out a bit. It was a
shade of red she supposed some might call rose. But what she could tell
right away without a doubt was that Sara was not wearing this shade of
lipstick. In fact, it didn’t appear as if Sara was wearing any lipstick at all.


      “She’s not wearing that, is
she?” Palmer asked.


      Camille shook her head,
wondering why it would have been placed there. Hidden under Sara’s arm, it was
quite clear that it had been placed strategically. On purpose, for a reason.
She eyed the body from a new angle, from a new perspective. She wasn’t wearing
the lipstick, so why would it be out here, so purposefully arranged with the
body?


      Because the killer left
it, she thought. He’s sending a message.


      With the gloves still on,
Camille lifted up Sara’s arms, one by one. Her shirt had hardly any sleeves to them,
so it made it easy to find what had been placed on the undersides of both arms.
There were two messages, one on the underside of each arm, written in the
lipstick. When each message was read together, it became one sinister warning: 2GIRLS
2MORROW


      “That’s not good,”
Palmer breathed.


      The cop was trying his best
to lean in behind them, angling to get a better look. “What’s it say?”


      Camille held the arms up so
that he could see them. Then, gently placing Sara’s arms back down to the
ground, she said, “We really need to see if she had a friend with her.”











CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


 


      It took less than fifteen
minutes to find Sara’s friend. She was very inebriated when the cops brought
her to the back of the club to the private parking lot where Camille and Palmer
had parked. She was wearing a low-cut top with a bra that, in Camille’s
opinion, had some sort of superpowers; the woman’s breasts were expertly pushed
up and held together, looking like they might pop out at any moment. It was a
very strange thing to notice as the woman sobbed uncontrollably at the news of
her friend’s death. Her name was Lexi, and she was surprisingly vocal and
well-spoken between her sobbing and sniffling.


      “We believe this happened
around eleven or eleven thirty,” Palmer said. “Do you happen to know when you
arrived here?”


      Lexi shook her head. “Not
exactly. Maybe ten? I’m just not sure.”


      “And at what point did you
notice that Sara had split up from you?”


      “Not too long after . . .”
She stopped here and took a long sip from the bottle of water one of the
policemen had offered her. “But . . . but on busier nights, that’s what we do.
Split up, see if we can find some guys that’ll pick up some drinks.”


      “So, you weren’t alarmed
when you realized she wasn’t there?”


      “No. We sort of planned it.”


      “And you didn’t worry at all
until—”


      “Not until this cop came up
behind me and asked if I had come in with a woman named Sara. And I still—I
don’t believe it—that she’s . . . she’s really dead? Dead?”


      “I’m afraid so,”
Camille said. “So, if there’s anything at all that you can tell us about the
night that stands out to you, it would help. Anything at all that you found
threatening. Maybe a man that was sort of lurking around, staling, sort of—”


      “Men are always looking,”
she sobbed. “It’s sort of the point! I don’t know anything . . . don’t remember
anything. There was this one guy that was getting sort of handsy, but she asked
him to stop, and he did and then he ended up hanging out with other people. He’s
still in there. So, I doubt he’s the guy you’re looking . . . looking for—shit!
Can I . . . can I go now? This is . . .”


      Camille tilted her head and
gestured to the cop closest to them. She wasn’t sure if it was just because
Lexi was drunk or because she was trying to process the death of her friend
(probably both, really) but she wasn’t going to be any help. Maybe they could
try again tomorrow after she’d sobered up. But based on everything she’d
already said about how they usually behaved in clubs and bars, he doubted there
was any fruit there, anyway.


      The cop came over with a
sour look on his face, but he seemed to understand what was needed of him.
“Could you please take her statement?” Palmer asked.


      “Of course.” 


      As he started talking to
Lexi, Camille and Palmer walked back over to the alleyway. There was a larger
police presence around the alley now, especially out front on the streets so no
one could look in. Based on what one of the cops had said, Jacque’s was closing
down soon—two hours earlier than usual—just as soon as tabs were closed out.


      In the alley, there was a
group of four law enforcement members around the body, one of which was with
the State Police forensics department. They’d arrived shortly after Lexi had
been found and had immediately started dusting the body and the tube of
lipstick for prints. She was happy to have them there and was very impressed
with how quickly they’d arrived and set to work, but it was unnerving to know
that a great deal of what their next steps looked like would depend on what
they found.


      Palmer ducked under the police
tape and was holding it up for Camille when her phone rang. She hesitated for a
moment, confused. But then she also knew that for a call to come so late, it
almost had to do with the case. She pulled the phone out quickly, hoping
for a miraculous break from the coroner or some of the other police reports,
but the number on the display confused her.


      It was her father.


      The stubborn little girl in
her wanted to refuse the call. She wanted to ignore it and not give him the
authority and weight of interrupting this case. But then she also knew that if
she ignored the call, he may not call back—and they’d been playing phone tag
for over a week now. She’d assumed it had been intentional on his part, dodging
her calls. Also, she and Palmer could do nothing right now other than wait on
forensics. And even if there were prints left behind, it could take
hours to get a match in the database.


      “I’ve got to take this,” she
said apologetically.


      Unlike the text that had
come from Zack earlier, Palmer did seem to find this odd. But he gave her a
weary smile and a nod as he headed into the alley. “Take your time,” he said.


      She took a few quick steps
away from the alley and from where the policeman was speaking with a
still-sobbing Lexi. She managed to answer after the fourth ring, fearing that she’d
answer it and only get a dead line as he’d already hung up.


      “Dad?” she asked.


      There was a small chuckle on
the other end and then. “Yeah. Hey there, Camille. Sorry to call so late . . . it’s
. . . it’s uh . . .”


      From that little bit of dialogue,
she could tell he’d been drinking. Probably a lot. She assumed she had the
alcohol to thank for the call. “It is late, Dad. And truth be told, I’m
in the middle of a pretty terrible case. Is everything okay with you?”


      “Me? Yeah. I think I probably
had a bit too much to drink tonight. Had to, though. I knew I wanted to call
you and every time I think about doing it sober, I chicken out.” 


      “Okay, she said, not sure
where to go from there. Now that she had him on the phone, she found that she
wasn’t even all that sure she wanted to talk to him. Sure, she could continue
to rail on him about his dishonesty as to what had happened to her sister—to
demand answers as to why she’d been kept in the dark about Nanette’s return a
few years ago. But what would that accomplish? If anything, she was pissed off
that he’d decided to call now, nearly one in the morning, just because he’d had
a bit too much liquid courage. “So, what is it you want now, dad?”


      “To apologize, I reckon.”


      “Okay, then. Apologize.”


      He chuckled again, not the
response she was looking for. But before she had a chance to rip into him, he
started talking. The words were slurred and came out fast, but she managed to
piece together most of it. Hearing his drunken voice so close to a night-shrouded
crime scene was surreal—like a weird nightmare she was coming out of.


      “I’d failed you both so
much—and your momma too—that I just thought things would be easier if the
entire family just stayed apart. Nanette made her decision to leave and for me—after
the police report said there was a chance that she may be dead—I just settled
on that. God, it hurt, but it was . . . it was easy, you know? But then when I
found out later that she was alive, that hurt just as much for some
reason. And I don’t know why. And I couldn’t tell you because I knew you hated
me as it was. I didn’t think I could handle it and I—”


      “You’re referring to
yourself a lot there, Dad. Some might say you’re self-obsessed.”


      “Selfish. That’s the word.
And yeah, I’m a selfish bastard. And I couldn’t stand the thought of hurting
you even more. I didn’t know how you’d respond if she was back . . . if maybe
you two would get together and decide how miserable I was, how I . . . I just
couldn’t handle it. Knowing Nanette was alive shouldn’t have hurt me. I think
it’s because I knew she’d disappeared because of me . . . of all the bad
things I did . . . of all—I’m sorry, Camille. I don’t know if you believe that,
but I truly am. I didn’t like who I was back then. Hell, I still don’t like who
I am. Most people agree . . . most people just don’t—I’ve never gotten respect,
even before all of my bad decisions. And I know the need for respect should be
. . . I don’t know. It feels like envy . . . like I’m jealous of other fathers
that did it right. And I know that envy should be a powerful motivator. Then
again, sad to say, nothing ever motivated me, either.” He sighed here, and she
could hear him fighting back a swell of emotion. “I’m just so, so sorry
Camille.”


      “I know you are, Dad. And it
means a lot to hear you say it.”

            She hated that tears were stinging her eyes. She wasn’t sure which
way to lean—toward those tears or the anger and resentment swarming around her
heart. She glanced back to the alleyway and saw that the forensics agent was
moving. He was speaking to Palmer about something as they both walked to the
back of the alley to the private parking lot that now contained four police
cruisers as well as Palmer’s car.


      “And I do appreciate the
call,” she added. “But I have to go.”


      “Yeah, okay.”


      “But I do appreciate the
call. Maybe do it again sometime when you’re not blitzed.”


      “You’ll take the call?”


      The tears were still
threatening to come when she said, “Of course I will.”


      She ended the call and took
a few seconds to compose herself, to make sure she had her emotions under
control before she stepped back onto the crime scene. When she ducked back
under the tape, there was only Palmer in the alley.


      “Everything okay?” he asked.


      “Yeah, I’m good. How about
here? Forensics is leaving?”


      “Yeah. No prints on the body,
but there were two perfectly clear ones on the lipstick. He’s taking them back
right to run through the database. He also said the coroner is on his way.”


      She nodded, looking down to
Sara. “I keep wanting to say we’re missing something, that there has to be
something obvious staring us right in the face,” she said. “But I really don’t think
we are.”


      “I get that same feeling,”
Palmer replied.


      Yet even as she said this, a
fragment of the conversation she’d just had with her father echoed in her head.
It had sounded like drunken rambling, like nothing more than overly emotional
gibberish at the time . . . and maybe it was. But as she stood in the alley
with the fourth victim of a killer who was warning of two more victims
tomorrow, she wondered . . .


      “And I know the need for
respect should be . . . I don’t know. It feels like envy . . . And I know that
envy should be a powerful motivator.”


      “What if he’s jealous?” she
wondered out loud.


      “Who? The killer?”


      “Yeah. What if that’s his
MO? Maybe he’s killing these women because they’ve rejected him. Maybe it’s not
just random.”


      “So, you think we should
maybe start sketching a deeper profile of the killer with that? A man that’s
been jaded or rejected by attractive women?”


      “Maybe. Each stab wound is
right around the heart. Not the neck, not the stomach. He’s making sure he gets
the heart. There has to be some sort of meaning to that, right?”


      Palmer was considering this,
but she wasn’t sure he completely bought into it. And that was fine; she would
almost rather he didn’t instantly jump onboard all of her theories and
notions. But Camille latched on to this, wondering if it could possibly help
them to nail down a better idea of who they were after. Of course, here in the
heart of Mardi Gras, the number of men that were getting rejected by pretty
women was going to be rather high.


      “Well, whoever the hell
we’re looking for,” Palmer said, “I want to get over to the office with
forensics as soon as possible. I don’t want to wait on a call. I want to know
the moment we get a match on this guy.”


      “I’ll let the officers
know,” Camille said, still a bit rattled from her father’s call. “They can stay
with the body until the coroner arrives.”


      Palmer stayed where he was,
standing by the body, while Camille made her way back over to the cop that was
speaking with Lexi. Another one had come over to join him, and it seemed that
Lexi was starting to come around a bit. But the entire scene was jumbled and,
to Camille, a bit chaotic. There may be no leads to speak of, but everything
felt busy and all over the place.


      As she reached the cops, it
occurred to her that this was what it felt like to have a case feel like it was
slipping away from her. And she didn’t like it at all. She feared that if they
didn’t get any results back from these fingerprints, this case might already
have gotten away.











CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 


 


      Even at 1:16 in the morning,
traffic was awful. They managed to finally get to the precinct where the
fingerprints from the lipstick were being run through the national database but
even as they hurried in to wait on the results, Camille was still overcome with
the sense that this case was getting away from them. The clogged traffic and
absolute cluelessness of the crowds they were rushing through wasn’t helping,
either.


      She was also very much aware
that this feeling had not descended upon her until after she’d spoken to her
father. She’d sensed a bit of chaos in the case but the suffocating feeling of
a quickly approaching failure had come after the call. She was sure there was
something worth dissecting there, but she didn’t have the time or energy to
bother with it.


      As they waited impatiently
for print results to come back, Camile looked back through the records on Kate
Jackson and Abby Tresway. She was mainly interested in the details regarding
the club where Jackson’s body had been found. She noted that Palmer was taking
the opportunity to catch a quick nap. She didn’t blame him; she knew that
getting fingerprint results often took as long as thirty-six hours. However,
for these prints, the State Police were working hand-in-hand with two different
consultants from the FBI, expediting the process. When Camille had been an
agent back in Alabama, she’d seen this sort of collaborative effort pull up
results from the criminal database in under six hours. She hoped that would be
the case here.


      She thought of the restroom
corridor at Amos Flamingo and of the alleyway outside of Jacque’s. Both tight
spaces, but the other two victims had been killed in motel rooms. The killer
had somehow gotten into the rooms—either by sneaking in or being invited, she
wasn’t sure. There seemed to be no real method this killer was sticking to. He
did seem to be getting cocky, though, promising two dead women tomorrow night.
Thinking of this, she also thought of the packed crowds, the noise, and the
interference to the city. Maybe there was something there, maybe he was
escalating because he felt the Mardi Gras crowd was also escalating. Maybe he .
. .


      Her thoughts began to
scatter as something resembling a doze settled over her mind. In a flickering
stream of dreamlike images, she saw the corridor at Amos Flamingo, the dead
body of the newest victim, Sara, and the front porch of Deanna’s house. She saw
a figure standing on the porch, not Deanna but someone else—maybe Nanette or
her mother, maybe—


      “Hey, Grace?”


      She snapped awake quickly,
sitting so rigidly up in her seat that when she opened her eyes, she was a bit swimmy
headed. Palmer was standing in front of her, his eyes a bit red but also wide
and alert. It took Camille a moment to understand that she’d drifted off with
the case notes in her lap. She cursed as she got to her feet, tidying up the
papers and closing the folders.


      “How long was I out?”


      “Not too long. Maybe two
hours. But the lab tech just came by. The bureau got a match . . . and I’ll be
damned if it wasn’t record time. Under four hours.”


      “Address?”


      “Name, address, work
history, everything. He’s got a criminal record, so it was all right there,
like it was gift-wrapped and ready for us.”


      This woke her up
immediately, though she grimaced at the taste of nap-breath in her mouth. She
was a bit embarrassed that she’d fallen asleep, looking to her phone to see
that it was 5:11 in the morning.


      “So, we’re good to go?”


      “Yeah. We’ve got local PD
setting up a small net around the block of his address,” he said as they headed
to the door. Although Camille had only sprung out of her little nap thirty
seconds ago, she was already wide awake. She found herself patting her pockets
and hips, making sure she had everything she needed—phone, sidearm, ID. Wide
awake or not, her brain was still slightly scattered from having been yanked
awake so quickly.


      As they hurried through the
front doors for the dawn-tinged parking lot, Palmer filled her in. The tone of
excitement in his voice had the same effect as a few shots of
espresso—something she found herself craving after such a short sleep and now
rushing through the early morning hours.


      “Suspect’s name is Gary
Nealon,” Palmer said as they rushed across the parking lot. “Forty-six years
old, with a criminal record containing two incidents, both involving the physical
abuse of a woman. Lives in the city . . . been a resident for at least fifteen
years. Works as a load operator with a moving company.”


      She ran the tidbits through
her brain again, as if making sure she was fully awake now. Two accounts of
abuse against women, a criminal record . . . and his fingerprints were all over
that tube of lipstick that had been used to write the message on Sara’s arm. It
certainly seemed like a fit.


      The late hour (or early,
depending on how one looked at it, she supposed) provided them with mostly
empty streets for the first time since the case had started. As they followed Palmer’s
GPS to Nealon’s address, Camille noted that most of the people and traffic were
actually cops. She supposed the word had gotten out that four women had been
murdered in a four-day span and things looked to only get worse if it wasn’t stopped
soon. It provided Camille with a little boost of motivation. It was only
spurred on further when she noticed two cop cars falling in behind them as they
headed west, away from the French Quarter and toward a cluster of small,
nondescript neighborhoods. The soft, pink-and-purple light of dawn escorted
them along. Despite knowing their destination, it was the calmest Camille had
felt since the start of the case.


      The drive to Gary Nealon’s
residence took exactly seventeen minutes. As Palmer turned onto the street,
Camille noted the police car parked rather inconspicuously between two other
cars not too far away from the intersection. According to what Palmer had told
her, there would be several others all within a block of the house—probably
with more on call if necessary.


      When they pulled up in front
of the house, Camille saw that at least one light was on inside. The house was
a very small, two-story home. The neighborhood itself was what she assumed most
would consider lower-class—the sort of place those that could just barely
afford to pay a mortgage might live. The yards were small and mostly unkept, and
the porches, on the few houses that possessed them, were small and crowded.


      They stepped out of the car,
the light blazing through the front window was a good indication that someone
was home. Palmer took the lead, walking up the short flight of wooden stairs
and onto the porch. He knocked on the screen door—made of aluminum and
glass—and waited for an answer. In the few silent seconds that followed,
Camille started to feel antsy, a spark of brand-new adrenaline and tension
spreading through her.


      When there was no answer
after ten seconds, Palmer knocked again. He knocked harder this time and
stepped toward the door. “Mr. Nealon? Can you come to the door please?”


      Palmer opened the screen
door and knocked on the wooden one behind it. When he did, using the sides of
his fist rather than his knuckles, the door was pushed open. Apparently, it
hadn’t been properly closed. Palmer looked to Camille, shrugged, and pushed it
open a bit more, peeking inside.


      “Mr. Nealon? Gary Nealon? My
name is Agent Scott Pa—”


      The sound of a gunshot interrupted
him. It was very close, and the way Palmer stumbled backwards made Camille
assume the worst. She cried out as she hit the porch floor, instantly going for
her sidearm. She drew it with one hand and with the other, reached out for
Palmer. He was still staggering back, having slammed backward into the screen
door. When she heard him curse in an irritated fashion rather an a pained one,
she was finally able to breathe a sigh of relief. She reached out to him all
the same, trying to draw him away from the door.


      “No, I think it’s okay,” he
hissed. He crouched down, drew his weapon, and without looking in her
direction, said, “Just give me some cover. Just one guy in there and he’s—Hey!
Put it away, Mr. Nealon!” With that, Palmer bought his gun up and strode
inside, his legs rigid and his step quick.


      With no clue as to what was
going on and her heart jackhammering wildly in her chest, Camille sprang up a
bit, taking a squatted shooter’s stance with one knee still on the porch. She
swiveled around and side-stepped to the left, coming into the doorway just as
the screen door closed shut behind her. The scene she was faced with was both
dangerous and odd.


      Palmer was standing in front
of her, legs spread in a perfect shooter’s stance. His Glock was aimed slightly
to the right where a slightly overweight man was sitting in a recliner. He was
wearing an old baseball cap on his head. The scraggly, long hair that spilled
out from under it along the sides was a mix of black and grey, just like the
rough-looking beard that covered the lower half of his face.


More notable than any of that,
though, was the fact that he was holding a large revolver in his hand. The
barrel was smoking lightly, and it was raised to the ceiling. There was a hole
in the ceiling above him; the hole was fresh, which was evidenced by the small
bit of dust and insulation softly falling to the floor.


      “I don’t see what the big
deal is,” the man, presumably Nealon, said. “I just shot up at the ceiling!
Like a warning shot!” He let out a slight chuckle at this and then narrowed his
eyes at Camille, having just seen her. “Two of you? What in the hell?”


      “Are you Gary Nealon?”
Palmer asked.


      “Yeah. What do you even
want?”


      It occurred to Camille in
that moment that Nealon was either high as a kite or incredibly drunk. One way
or the other, the man wasn’t thinking clearly. The smile on his face as he
faced down two armed FBI agents while he held a revolver was further proof.


      “Let’s say it was a warning
shot, then,” Palmer said. “Do you typically just sit in your armchair with a
revolver in your hands?”


      “Sometimes I do, yeah. What
about it?”


      “Okay, well I need you to
put down. I need you think clearly about this. You just shot in the presence of
an FBI agent that knocked on your door.”


      “Yeah, what do you want,
anyway?”


      “We need to ask you some
questions about a few—”


      Nealon fired the gun again.
It went directly into the ceiling, but Camille still found herself fighting the
instinct to pull her trigger to take Nealon out. She wasn’t sure she’d ever been
in such a strange situation before. Any singular moment could result in a
movement that would kill Nealon—and that would be very bad in that he hadn’t
yet pointed the gun at them.


      “Mr. Nealon!” she
screamed as she finally stood up all the way. “Put the gun down right now, or
we’re going to have use force. You’re clearly intoxicated or stoned or something,
and there’s no way you’d be able to beat either of us in a quick-draw Wild West
situation.”


      Nealon chuckled again and
winked at Camille. “Well, I guess you’re right about that. Hey, I don’t guess
either of you have any rum on you, huh? I finished mine like an hour ago and—shit
. . .”


      In the blink of an eye, he
dropped the gun. It was almost as if he finally, in some strange and random
blur of sober thinking, realized the immense stupidity of what he was doing.
The instant the gun clattered to the floor, Palmer rushed forward. He smartly
holstered his Glock before he reached Nealon. He didn’t yank the man out
of his chair, but he did use a bit of force to get him to his feet. Nealon wobbled
a bit, but Camille was there to assist, holding Nealon in place while Palmer
roughly applied hand cuffs.


      “No sense in all that!”
Nealon exclaimed. “If you’d asked nicely, I would have just come with you, especially
if you let her frisk me!” He winked to Camille again as he said this.


      “Maybe you shut your mouth
between now and the station,” Palmer said.


      “Wait . . . my gun . . . you
can’t just leave it there!”


      Camille noticed the
bewildered look on Palmer’s face as he guided the man through the front door.
He was apparently just as baffled by the situation as she was. Gary Nealon had
to be high. She figured a quick search of his house would confirm this.
Already, as she scanned the room before heading out, she saw the empty bottle
of rum he’d mentioned. It was lying on its side, tucked slightly under the
armchair he’d been sitting in.


      She took a moment for
herself before following Palmer outside, escorting Nealon along. She’d gone
from thinking Palmer had been shot to being drunkenly hit on by the man that
had wielded the gun in the space of about three minutes. It was enough to make
her wonder if she’d truly ever woken up at all—that she might still be napping
in that seat back at the police station.


      They walked out of the house
and started down the front yard to the car. Nealon was giggling at something
under his breath, his ball cap knocked slightly askew from the brief scuffle as
Palmer had yanked him up to his feet. The first true rays of sunlight spilled
across the street, and Camille could only hope their encounter with Mr. Gary
Nealon was going to be an indication of how the rest of the day was going to
go.


      Even if he did turn out to
be the killer, getting anything worthwhile out of him in such a drunken and
oblivious state might turn out to be an adventure all its own.











CHAPTER FIFTEEN


 


 


      The moment Camille stepped
out of the car, she heard Nealon making retching noises in the back seat. “Ah
Jesus, get him out of there, quick . . .”


      Palmer moved swiftly,
opening the back door on the driver’s side—where Nealon had been leaning during
the entire trip back to the same station where the fingerprint search had been
conducted. As soon as the door was opened, Nealon tottered over, nearly falling
right out of the car. He puked in the parking lot, and when he was done, he
began that irritating giggling noise under his breath again.


      Disgusted, tired, and
clearly at his wits end, Palmer led Nealon into the station. Camille followed
behind, noticing that some of the cop cars that had set the net up around
Nealon’s block were also turning into the lot. They got him into the building
and into an interrogation room without any trouble, though they’d attracted a
lot of interest from the cops in the building. After a flurry of cops telling
them to just speak up if they needed anything, they made it into the
interrogation room with Nealon. 


On their way in, Palmer quickly
called out over his shoulder, “Can someone get us a bottle of water?”


      Once Nealon was seated, he
took off the hat he’d been wearing the entire time and chucked it on the floor.
He then ran a hand through his greasy, greying air and looked to them with red,
amused eyes. Some of the absolute clueless nature he’d displayed at his house
was still there, but she could also see some anger in his drunken expression.


      “This isn’t the first time
I’ve been in an interrogation room,” he said. The word interrogation
seemed to give his booze-addled tongue a bit of a hard time.


      “We know,” Camille said.
“It’s one of the reasons we’re so interested in speaking with you. Do you think
you can hold a conversation right now?”


      Nealon only nodded. Camille wasn’t
too sure she believed this. She hoped he’d start to sober up quickly, not sure
if anything he might say would even be admissible, given his drunken stupor. As
Camille tried to think of the best way to direct the interrogation, there was a
knock at the door. One of the cops that had asked if they needed help delivered
the bottle of water Palmer had asked for. Palmer took it, uncapped it, and
placed it on the table in front of Nealon. He took it eagerly and started to
chug from it but slowed almost at once, switching to a sipping method—likely to
make sure he didn’t end up throwing up again.


      “Look,” he said, when he was
done drinking. He wiped his mouth with the back of his arm and eyed them almost
apologetically. “I really am sorry as hell about the gun. I was just sitting
there and then all of a sudden someone is knocking on my door early in the
morning. I was drunk—am drunk—and I freaked out. When I realized it was
the cops or the FBI or whatever, I put the shot in the ceiling.”


      “And the second one?” Palmer
asked.


      Nealon shrugged guiltily. “I
don’t know. Got carried away.”


      Camille took a moment to
suppress her anger, recalling the moment of absolute panic when she thought
Palmer had been shot. She figured the best route was to go head and get to the
point. “Mr. Nealon, the gunshots aren’t even relevant right now. It’s the
reason we came to your home in the first place.”


      “Yeah?” he asked, the
questions seemingly sobering him up a bit. “And why were you knocking
on my door at five thirty in the morning?”


      “Because we are neck deep in
what looks to be a serial killer case,” Camille answered with a bit of venom. “And
at the latest scene, a tube of lipstick was discovered near the body. A few
very clear fingerprints were taken from that tube, and they all came back to
you.” She let this information sink in for a moment before leveling her eyes at
him and asking, “Why do you think that might be?”


      A veil of confusion came
down over his drunken stupor. He leaned forward a bit, his hand grasping the water
bottle but doing nothing with it. “What?”


      “A tube of lipstick. Next to
a woman named Sara. We can—”


      “What?” he asked
again. This time, there was a tremor to his voice. “Sara?”


      “Yes,” Camille said, not
sure she liked the look of horror on his face. Somehow, it was starker and more
undeniable on the face of a drunk. “Sara. Her driver’s license lists her as
Sara Dixon.”


      “Dead?” he asked, getting to
his feet. Camille instantly wondered if Palmer might have made a mistake by
uncuffing him when they’d entered the room.  “Are you . . . are you sure?”


      “Mr. Nealon, sit
down,” Palmer said. Camille could see on his face that he was starting to
understand that somehow, Nealon may not be their guy, despite the fingerprints.


      “Sara is the fourth victim
we know of,” Camille said as Nealon sat back down. She noticed that he was
shaking, and that he was running his hands compulsively through his hair. His
eyes were also welling up with tears. “And with your prints at the scene as
well as your history—”


      “It wasn’t me. I wouldn’t .
. . not Sara . . . not anyone, but God . . . God . . .”


      “So, you knew her?” Palmer
asked.


      “Yeah. And I . . . I can
tell you why my prints are on that lipstick too. It’s um . . . it’s . . .” He
then interrupted himself and screamed out a string of obscenities. The tears
that had been welling in his eyes were now coursing down his cheeks. He was
gasping by the time he was done, and Camille was afraid he may need to throw up
again.


      “Mr. Nealon?” Palmer asked.
“What can you tell us ab—”


      “I don’t know what we were.
Not a couple, that’s for damned sure I mean . . . you’ve seen her,
right? And you see me, right here. A girl like that doesn’t date men like me.
But she . . . she would sometimes come over and we’d fool around. I knew she
was only doing it because of my money and my—” 


      “And your what?”


      “Connections,” he said. “Drugs.
Mostly coke. I know that’s the only reason she . . . she would ever . . . but I
didn’t care. I mean . . . you saw her, right?”


      “So, let’s assume we believe
all of this,” Camille said, though she was pretty sure she already did.
“Explain to us why your fingerprints would have been all over her tube of
lipstick.”


      “We had a talk . . . just
yesterday afternoon. She said . . . she said she was going out and meeting some
friends. She told me that she didn’t . . . that she didn’t like the way I made
her feel. She said she knew she was acting like a whore, and she didn’t like
it. She said we had to stop . . . that she wanted better for herself.”


      “This was yesterday?”


      “Yeah. Last night before my
shift. She . . . she got a call from one of her friends and left the room. She
went back to my room to take the call in private. And I knew it made sense . .
. that she was right. I’d always known it wouldn’t—”


      He stopped here, allowing
himself a few moments to openly weep. During the moment, he swatted at the
bottle of water in anger, sending it bouncing against the wall. Camille and
Palmer shared an uneasy look as Nealon got himself together and took a deep
breath. He managed to go on, his voice a bit ragged now.


      “I knew it wouldn’t last—the
few months this was going on were already too good to be true. And I just sort
of . . . I broke. I know it was perverted or whatever, but I went into her
little pocketbook when she was on that call with her friend. I wanted something
to remember her by. Sometimes when she came over, she’d have a fresh pair of
underwear in there, in that pocketbook. I was looking for those, thought I’d
hold on to them . . .” He looked up at them, as if awaiting judgment. When
neither of them said anything, he went on. “I came across her chap stick, her
lipstick . . . stuff like that. She had this shade of lipstick that was like
blood. Crimson something or another it was called . . . not sure. I thought
about taking it. I held it in my hands for a while but when I heard her get off
the call and come back through the house, I put it back in.”


      It was an easy story to fall
into—but also an easy one to make up on the fly. While Camille did believe it,
she knew they needed something more than a really convincing drunken
performance and story. “How long after her call ended did Sara leave your
house?” Camille asked. “And on what terms did she leave?”


      “Good terms. She kissed me
on the cheek, we hugged, and then she left. I’d say it was maybe three minutes.
She didn’t want to drag it out, and I was happy for it. Bur when she left, I .
. . I sort of broke. Had myself a good cry and took a few shots of rum. Then I
went to work.”


      “But this was during the
evening, right?” Palmer asked.


      “Yeah.” He was drained now,
and Camille didn’t think he was too far away from another crying fit.


      “But you work at a moving
company, right?” Palmer asked. “What kind of moving company works at night?”


      “I was working an overtime
shift. Helping move some stuff out of an old government building. It keeps us
from getting in the way of everything during working hours.”


      “How many others were
working with you?” Camille asked.


      It seemed to take Nealon a
bit of time to make his mind jump from the idea of Sara being dead to what he’d
done at work last night—all while intoxicated. As she watched him, Camille
wondered if his drinking binge (and maybe sitting idly with a revolver in his
hand) had come from Sara walking out.


      “There were five of us doing
the actual moving,” he said. “And then the driver. So, six in all.”


      “Would you be able to give
us their names and numbers?”


      He looked utterly confused
as he nodded. “Names yeah. Numbers . . . I don’t think I have all of them. You
could get them from my supervisor if you . . . I mean, you’re trying to prove I
was where I said I was, right?”


      “Yes,” Palmer said. “How
long did this shift last?”


      “I got home around two thirty,
I think. Started drinking right away.”


      “And the gun?” Palmer asked.


      Nealon actually smiled a bit
when he said, “I was depressed as hell. You can look at me and tell that I
don’t really ever get the ladies. And even though I knew the thing with Sara was
a . . . sort of a fluke and wasn’t real, it was still nice to think it might be
one day. And then it was gone and . . . I figured I’d drink my ass off and if I
got really low . . .”


      He stopped and shrugged
here, perhaps feeling the unfinished comment spoke for itself.


      “Mr. Nealon, we of course
don’t know right now if this story is legitimate,” Camille said. “So, Agent
Palmer and I are going to step outside and discuss some things. If there’s any
truth to this and you’re dealing with this loss, we’ll give you some time
alone. When we or one of the officers outside come back in, we’ll be asking for
the names of the men you were working with.”


      Nealon waved this off, as if
he really didn’t care at all. “You can just call Good Guy Movers any time after
seven o’clock. Ask for Doug Meeks. That’s my supervisor. He can confirm it for
you.”


      Camille and Palmer nodded in
unison as they made their way out of the room. Closing the door behind him,
Palmer sighed and shook his head.


      “The drunk part is hard
enough to act out,” he said. “But that look of absolutely gut-punch misery . .
.”


      “Yeah, I know,” Camille
said, planting her hands on her hips. “We should probably still call the moving
company. And whenever Nealon is capable of talking without losing it, maybe ask
about some of Sara’s friends.”


      “So, what does that leave us
to do right now, then?” Palmer asked.


      “I don’t know. But if we
don’t start to figure out how to think like our killer, we’re in for a long
couple of days.”











CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 


 


      He woke up feeling satisfied
and exhilarated—which was odd, considering he hadn’t gone to sleep until nearly
three and was waking up just past seven. As he set about his day, starting out
with a breakfast of a banana cup in yogurt with granola, he recalled the tiny
sliver of fear in him when he’d placed the message on the woman’s arm the night
before. In the moment, he’d thought it might be a mistake, that he’d gotten too
cocky.


      But with a bit of rest and a
whole new day laid out before him, he was glad he’d done it. The police would
be rushing around like buffoons today because God forbid anything terrible happened
that would have to shut down the deplorable behaviors and festivities that
everyone had chosen to call Mardi Gras.


      After breakfast and a shower,
he headed out into the streets. It was still early, so the Mardi Gras clamor
wasn’t an issue. No, that would not start until around ten o’clock or so
because the vast majority of them would be sleeping off the previous night’s
activities until late into the morning—some as late as the afternoon.


      The quiet streets calmed
him. It reminded him of what the city was supposed to be like. He stopped by a
small mom and pop coffee shop and grabbed a latte. He sipped it slowly as he
walked a few more blocks. When he was about halfway through his drink, he came
upon a man sitting alone on a mesh iron table outside of a restaurant. He
wasn’t crying, but it was clear and apparent that he was sad about something.
And being out this early in the morning, looking tired and sad during the
window of time in which Mardi Gras ruined these streets, he assumed the man had
been heartbroken or otherwise rejected at some point during the night.


      Realizing this, he sped up
his walk. Seeing the man made him feel very uneasy. It was a dark reminder of
what had pushed him down this path. And while he did not regret the things he
was doing a bit, it did make him feel weak to remind himself of that terrible,
dark time in his life.


      But, as was usually the
case, the moment those memories surfaced, they took over. He was scowling as he
decided to end his walk early, to go back home, and hide out until night
fell—until it was time to go back out on the hunt. And he couldn’t get home
fast enough as all of a sudden, those memories came flooding back.


      The shame and embarrassment,
the gorgeous blonde Junior in high school leading him into the closet during
his freshman year. Feeling him up, kissing his neck, taking his clothes off.
And then opening the door for all the party to see. His girlfriend as a Senior
in high school, cheating on him with another guy, videoing the tryst, and then
sending it to him. The woman he’d met online three years ago, deciding after
just ten minutes of having met face-to-face that she wasn’t interested after
all. And though she hadn’t said as much, he knew it was because she felt she
was out of his league. He’d seen it in the way she’d looked at him, as if he
were dog shit she quickly wanted to scrape from the bottom of her shoe.


      He was fuming by the time he
got back to his apartment. Yes, he was going to get two of them tonight. And if
this anger didn’t pass, and the shouting and celebratory sordidness of the city
became too much to endure, he may not even wait until darkness fell.


      He went to the sink and
looked into it. The knife he’d used to take the four lives was there, washed,
and flawless. He’d sharpen it before he went out. He’d then place it carefully
into the sheath he kept at the small of his back. And then he’d go out, on the
hunt. Doing what he could to bring the deplorable acts and routines of this
city to a close. He knew he was not some all-mighty God brining his wrath down
on Sodom and Gomorrah, but it felt close. 


      And by the time he was done
with his work, maybe the police and every single filthy person in this city
might see what he was doing as biblical.











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 


 


      Camille knew she needed
sleep. The two-hour nap she hadn’t even intended to take the night before
wasn’t nearly enough. She could feel the sluggishness of exhaustion starting to
sink into her muscles, but she also knew that with a case like this, every
minute was precious. In the end, she and Palmer settled on something of a
compromise: they allowed the police within the station to question Gary Nealon
deeper, and that included checking his co-workers and supervisor. They were
also currently looking for Sara Dixon’s phone to confirm she had indeed
received a phone call at the time Nealon had indicated.


      Meanwhile, Camille and
Palmer sat in one of the precinct’s smaller conference rooms. There was a dry
erase board with scribbled notes on the board, and the current reports on their
victims. Naturally, the one on Sara Dixon wasn’t quite as detailed, as they
were still coming through in bits and pieces.


      “You said we need to start
seeing this case like the killer,” Palmer said. He was sitting at the table,
his arms folded over one another and his head resting on them. A cup of coffee
steamed beside him. “But what do even know about this guy other than his weapon
of choice is a big knife?”


      “I think we might know more
about him than it seems,” Camille said. She’d opted not to sit down because she
didn’t want to fall asleep again. Instead, she was pacing slowly back and forth
in front of the table, in front of the white board. She stopped for a moment
and picked up a black marker from the tray at the bottom.


      “Am I supposed to be taking
notes?” Palmer asked.


      “It might not hurt,” she
said, suppressing a yawn. “Now, I’ll ask you, as a warm-blooded male: would you
consider all four of our victims attractive prior to their deaths.”


      Palmer frowned at her but
sat up in his chair and sipped from his coffee. “I feel like this is a weird
trick question. But yes, I’d say they were all attractive.”


      “Maybe a little above
average?”


      “Yes, I think that would be
the general consensus among most men. Based on what I’ve seen, I think all four
of these women would have been very noticeable in a large crowd—the sort most
confident men might try to make a play for.”


      “Women that were likely the
life of the party in most cases, right? Even though we know that Rose Dearborn
apparently didn’t like the attention all the time, she was prone to that sort
of behavior and lifestyle. So, maybe our killer is using clubs where the upper
tier of attractive women are hanging out. Did you happen to notice any of the
women at Amos Flamingo?”


      “Wow . . . you really are trying
to set a trap for me, huh?” When he realized Camille wasn’t in the mood for
jokes, he sighed and said, “Yeah. Even that early in the day, there were women
in there that could have passed as cover models.”


      “So, he’s finding them in
places like that and then killing them in isolated places—alleys, bathroom,
hotel rooms.”


      “Well, yeah,” Palmer said.
“It’s not like he’s just going to pull out his huge knife in the middle of a
packed club or bar.”


      Camille nodded, as she
perfectly understood this as well. “Still, I think it’s the alley that has me
hung up. The alley where Sara was murdered. He must have lured her out there;
if he’d abducted her and yanked her out there violently against her will, there
would have been witnesses, right?”


      “Yeah, you’d think so.”


      “And with Rose Dearborn, her
hotel room was tucked away . . . sort of in a quiet place. And her friend said
she’d had a headache, and she’d packed it in early. Maybe that’s when the
killer started following her. Maybe he . . .”


      She knew where she wanted
to go with the line of thought, but it felt like a bit of a stretch at first.
She picked up the black dry erase marker from the board and started to roll it
around in her hand as she thought it out.


      “You may as well go ahead
and finish your thought,” Palmer said. “More often than not, when you get going
like this, pretty much everything out of your mouth is gold.”


      Camille couldn’t stop the
smile from coming to her face, so she turned to face the board and started
writing down all they’d come up with so far—which admittedly wasn’t much. As
she wrote down the details of the victims and the crime scenes, she went ahead
and finished the thought she’d held back just a few moments ago.


      “The quiet scenes in light
of all the commotion and noisiness of Mardi Gras . . . and maybe even the
simplistic murder weapon of a knife, one single wound right through the heart .
. . I think there’s something there. Maybe a little peek into the mind of the
killer. Something about simplicity, maybe the need for isolation—outside of
obviously not wanting to be seen killing someone in a public place.”


      “Maybe so,” Palmer said.
“It’s also telling that all the victims are women, and there’s no signs of
sexual abuse. He’s not doing it because he’s sex crazed or anything like that.”


      Camille scribbled down no
apparent sexual motive on the board. She then also added stabbed through
the heart—intentional?


      “A guy that’s seeking
out highly attractive women and stabbing them in the heart makes me think of a
man that’s been jilted or rejected by that exact same sort of woman in the
past,” Camille said. “And if there’s anything to the isolation theory, it might
mean he’s sort of a loner, and that he hates the party atmosphere these women
are indulging in.”


      “And that’s perfectly fine,”
Palmer said, “Hell, I get tired of a really loud party if I’m exposed to it for
too long. But in this guy’s case, if we put everything all together, it seems
like he may be acting out, like you said, due to past hurts, right? Maybe
targeting these women to get back at someone that hurt him a long time ago.”


      “Exactly. And the isolation
angle, the idea that he may not necessarily be an advocate for partying and the
loud scene of Mardi Gras, maybe he’s socially awkward. Not quite an outcast,
because he’s going to have to go to clubs and somehow strike up at least some
form of conversation with these women. Not an outcast but awkward and quiet,
maybe.”


      “Well, if you’re talking
about men, that’s going to be a pretty large test group,” Palmer said with a
tired smile. “Sure, it narrows the field down a bit, but . . .” He ended the
comment with a shrug.


      “Well, think about someone
like Gary Nealon. Not our killer, sure, but a socially awkward man that was
drunk off of his ass and maybe even considering suicide because a beautiful
woman had broken his heart.”


      “Yeah, I see that point. But
then again, what are supposed to do? Put out an APB on awkward, nervous-looking
men between the ages of eighteen and fifty in some of these Mardi Gras bars and
clubs?”


      He’d meant it as a
light-hearted joke, but Camille nodded. “I think that’s exactly what we
need to do. It’ll likely be someone that looks like he was forced to be
there—someone that’s sort of studying the scene rather than enjoying it. And if
someone stands out like that, they need to be questioned.”


      She could tell that Palmer
wanted to argue this point but after a moment, he closed his mouth and nodded.
“Yeah, I’d say with four dead women and the killer claiming he’s going to take
two more tonight, I think we have to resort to drastic measures. We can—”


      There was a knock on the
door. It opened before either of them could give the command to come in. A
familiar face stepped into the room—one that Camille was actually happy to see.
Detective Farmer gave them both an urgent sort of nod as he entered the room,
closing the door behind him.


      “They said I’d find you guys
in here. And please forgive me for saying so, but you both look exhausted.”


      “That’s because we are,”
Camille said, hoping it didn’t come out sounding too irritated.


      “Well, I was called in to
assist now that this thing has officially gotten out of hand. I just finished
talking to almost every single one of the people Gary Nealon was working with
last night and they all vouch for him. So, are we back at square one,” he asked
and then nodded to the dry erase board and added, “or do we have something to
go on.”


      “We have something,”
Camille said, “but it’s not much.”


      “Let’s hear it then,” Farmer
said. “I’m willing to help in any way I can.”


      Farmer’s urgency and willing
attitude served to give Camille an extra little bit of energy. She latched on
to it as she walked him through everything she and Palmer had just discussed. Farmer
typed it all down into a note on his phone, grinning here and there at some of
their deductions.


      “This may be more than you
realize,” Farmer said. “Finding a man that isn’t drunk or openly flirting with
women at Mardi Gras is going to be a bit easier than you think. Being able to
find and question each of them, on the other hand, that might prove difficult.”


      “Do you think you can run
with that for a bit starting as soon as humanly possible?” Palmer asked.


      “Absolutely. I’ve got a guy
that works sort of undercover with a few of the security guards and bouncers at
a few of the more popular clubs. I’ll see if I can get in touch with him and
have him keep his eyes and ears open too.”


      “Thanks, Farmer,” Camille
said.


      “Of course. Now, while I’m
running with this, maybe the two of you go home and get some sleep.”


      “Yeah, we can’t do that,”
Camille said. “You heard about the message the killer left, right?”


      Farmer nodded and said,
“He’s predicting he’ll take two tonight.” He apparently saw the determination
in her eyes because he left it at that. “I can take the lead on this,” he said,
gesturing to the board. “You two just . . . be safe. And don’t hesitate to
reach out if you need me.”


      He hurried out of the room
just as quickly as he’d entered. 


“Well,” Palmer said. “At least we
know we’ve got a team behind us. And that’s a good thing, because it’s
estimated that as many as one million people attend Mardi Gras every year. Even
if only fifty percent of that number is men, we’re going to be very much
outnumbered in this search.”


“I know,” Camille said. Somewhere
deep inside of her she felt a second wind brewing, a burst of energy that let
her know it was there if she needed to draw on its reserves. “So, let’s go on
out and get an early start.”











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


 


 


      Camille was reminded of the
old spaghetti westerns her father had watched when she was a kid while Palmer
drove them through the French Quarter less than an hour later. Any passerby
would easily be able to tell that these streets had been packed and busy just
hours before, but now there was a dead sort of feeling to it all. Not even the sense
of tension, of some coming excitement, but a flat feeling of things spent up
and tired. It was like an empty, deserted lane between old buildings. The only
thing that was missing was the cheesy western music and tumbleweeds.


      A few couples were trolling
through the streets, having picked up coffees and danishes and trying to enjoy
the quiet of the Quarter before the craziness began. Palmer took them down a
route that took them directly by Jacque’s. The crime scene tape was still up
along the mouth of the alley, but Sara’s body was, of course, gone.


      “This guy can’t be a
tourist, right?” Palmer said.


      “Doubtful. He seems to know
the lay of the land very well. Either that or he’s really doing his
research.”


      Camille started taking note
of the names of the clubs they passed. She tried to view them through the lens
of a man that had some sort of deep-seeded hatred or envy towards beautiful
women—of someone that viewed such places as something to be avoided. Or maybe
the sort of place the killer thought was a blight of the world.


      She considered this for a
moment. What if the killer had no real beef with women in general but was
acting out of some sort of crazed sense of duty—trying to keep the streets
quiet. It sort of tied into his tendency toward isolated places for his
killings. Maybe, she thought, he had the intent of shutting the entire
production of Mardi Gras down? Maybe that was why he was killing so many
women. Was he trying to place a scare into the public, into the police force?
Was he trying to make a statement of some kind?


      “You okay over there?”
Palmer asked.


      She blinked, coming out of
her train of thought. “Yeah. Why?”


      “You look zoned out. I
wasn’t sure if you’d nodded off while awake.”


      “No. Oddly enough, ever
since we’ve been out and on the move, I’ve gotten a second wind. You?”


      “Yeah, I’m good for now.”


      “And the case itself?” he
asked. “I wasn’t sure if maybe it would hit a female agent different . . . seeing
all these women being murdered . . . and likely based solely on nothing more
than how they look.”


      “I mean, it stings, yeah.
But it’s not something where I’m seeing myself as the victims if that’s what
you mean.” She chuckled and said, “Besides, I think I graduated from our
killer’s selective pool a few years ago.”


      Palmer laughed and said, “Um
. . . what?”


      “Okay, so I’m not that
old. But you know, these women have all been smoke shows.”


      “Oh, and you’re not?”


      She could tell he regretted
saying it the moment it was out of his mouth. His cheeks went a bit red as he
cringed. “Sorry,” he said. “That was a very bad case of speaking before the
thought was processed.”


      Camille felt her own face
getting slightly red as well. On the one hand, it was the first time he’d
openly complimented her. But on the other hand, he seemed quite embarrassed
that the comment had come out at all. She wondered if he may chalk it up to
being utterly exhausted. However, before she could wonder much about it, her
cellphone rang. She plucked it from her pocket, saw the number with a local
area code but did not recognize it, and then set it to speaker. She held it out
a bit and said, “This is Agent Grace.”


      “Grace, it’s Farmer. We just
got a hit, about three miles outside of the French Quarter, out on Marsh Road. None
of our guys found it—it came in from a woman, hysterical and in tears. She
hasn’t spoken, but police have heard everything; we think she made the call
without him knowing it. And based on what he’s saying, it’s him. He’s armed
with a knife and is talking about killing her.”


      “How long ago?”


      “Not sure. Maybe three
minutes.”

            “Are units on the way?” Palmer asked.


      “Yeah.”


      “Call them up and tell them
to not engage. No sirens, no lights. And have them park about half a block
away.”


      “Can do.”


      “Send me the address,”
Camille said.


      “Texting it to you now. I’m
on my way too. I’ll likely be about five minutes behind you.”


      “Sounds good,” Camille said.
“But the same goes for you. Don’t engage. Don’t even approach the house. We’ll
contact you.”


      “Got it.”


      “And patch us through to
that call,” Camille said. “Can you do that from your cell?”


      “It won’t be automatic, but
yeah. Give it a few seconds. Someone at the station will call you right back.”


      They ended the call, and Camille
instantly pulled up the address. Marsh Road was less than ten minutes away,
encircled by a small neighborhood just off the French Quarter. She found it odd
at first that it was in someone’s home, but she also knew that during Mardi
Gras, a huge number of homes near the French Quarter were listed on sites like
Air BnB and Verbo. She felt pretty certain that was the case here.


      “You know where Marsh Road
is?” she asked, remembering that, unlike her, Palmer had lived here most of his
life and knew the city well. 


      “Sure do. Just need the
number.”


      “Two-twenty-six.”


      Palmer nodded. Any exhaustion
he’d shown moments before was gone now. So was the redness in his cheeks from
the embarrassing conversation they’d nearly stumbled into. Instead, he was
intently focused as he pressed his foot down on the gas and blasted straight
ahead, looking cautiously as he ran a red light.


      Camille braced herself and
looked at the clock on the dashboard. It wasn’t even 8:30 in the morning yet,
and it looked like they might get their killer much sooner than they expected.


      Her phone rang again and
when she answered it on speaker mode, she didn’t even have time to say hello.
A woman’s rapid voice said, “Officer Lacks, calling for Detective Farmer . . . patching
you through to the live line right now.”


      There was a click and then
two seconds later, the car was filled with the sound of a man’s angry voice.
They entered the call mid-sentence, which had a particularly jarring effect.


      “. . . because you clearly
don’t give a damn about the people you hurt!” The voice was trembling with
emotion, causing the shouting to take on an eerie quality. “And if this is what
it takes to make you learn . . .”


      Something crashed, breaking.
A woman’s voice could be heard saying “no” over and over again, doing
everything she could not to start crying. “You’re not thinking clearly about
this. Please . . . please just put the knife down, and we can talk about this.”


      “Oh, I think you’ve done
enough talking,” the man said. “I think you’ve done more than enough
talking! And I’m sick of hearing it. You and all the others like you!”


      Camille looked over to
Palmer and saw that he’d bought the car to seventy, blazing down a street that
would be filled with partygoers in just a few hours. The few people that were
on the streets stared at them with jaws agape. Camille barely noticed any of
it, though. She was listening intently as the sounds of movement came through
the phone. She was waiting with her breath slightly held, wondering if the man
might actually say something that would be considered a confession. 


      “Please,” the girl said.
“Just let me go. Let me out of the bedroom. And then you can go, and I can
pretend this never happened. I won’t call the cops, I swear. I won’t . . .”


      “Shut up. I want you to
admit what you did last night. I want you to look me in my eyes and admit it.”


      “I don’t . . . I don’t—what
do you mean?”


      There were a few heavy
footsteps, and as she listened to them, Camille started to cringe; she couldn’t
help but wonder if they were on the verge of hearing this girl die.


      “You know what I mean! Tell
me right now what you intended to do!”


      “Fine! Okay . . . just . . .”
She stopped here and hitched her breath a few times, trying to stay in control.
As she gathered herself, Camille leaned against the door as Palmer took a hard
right turn onto a side street.


      “Tell me!”


      “Free drinks!” the girl
screamed. “I figured I’d flirt with you . . . make you think you had a chance. I’m
sorry . . . so sorry . . .”


      “It was more than flirting.
Did you tell the sluts you were with what you did to me when we stepped out to
the parking lot? Did you tell them how you kissed me, how you—”


      “No, no, I didn’t. I didn’t.
And I’m sorry. Look, I can pay you for the drinks. I can give you more than
that . . . just please leave.”


      “Oh, you’re damned right
you’re going to give me more than that.”


      Camille looked back over to
Palmer and said, “Jesus, how much longer?”


      “Maybe five minutes.”


      Camille didn’t know if they
had that long. She hoped the girl played it smart, maybe kept him talking
somehow until help arrived. The fact that she’d managed to discreetly place a
call to the cops gave her some hope that this might be the case.


      But for the next five
minutes, she’d only be able to listen.


      “Like what?” the girl asked.
“What do you want?”


      The man’s laugh was
maniacal, the sound of a man on the verge of going insane. “You keep looking at
the knife. Are you afraid I’m going to use it?”


      The sound of the man’s
laughter was chilling, filling the car. The woman could be heard behind him,
panicked and near tears again. As they listened, Camille’s phone beeped through
the call, telling her she had another call, but she wasn’t about to switch over.
If it was another call about another man that fit their description, Farmer and
the PD could handle it. For now, Camille’s full attention was on the woman, now
breaking down into tears on the phone.


      Palmer continued to speed
forward, taking a left turn with such force that the back end of the car fish
tailed a bit, the tires churning and screeching. “Two more minutes,” Palmer
said, gripping the wheel tightly and sitting rigidly forward.


      Camille’s heart hammered as
the sounds of the man’s laughing and the woman’s desperate weeping continue to
fill the car.











CHAPTER NINETEEN


 


 


      When they arrived at the
house, there were two girls standing outside. One was crying hysterically, and
another was puffing nervously on a cigarette. Camille was both irritated and
relieved to find that there was also a single police officer there. Even though
she’d originally asked no one to engage just yet, she wondered if it might have
been a bad call.


      Fortunately, nothing had
changed; the line was still open, and the man was still berating the woman. She
was nearly at the point of some sort of emotional collapse, having to hitch for
breath every ten seconds as she practically begged for her life. The woman
saying “Please, please just leave . . .” for about the tenth time was the last
thing Camille heard before Palmer parked the car in front of the house and they
stepped out together.


      The cop looked to them
eagerly as Camille flashed her badge. “I know we weren’t supposed to engage,
but these girls were hysterical . . .”


      “No, that’s okay, that’s—”


      “Don’t engage . . .” the
smoking girl said. “What the fuck is that about? Do you even know what’s going
on in there?”


      “I do. And we’re here to
stop it. Your friend may be with a man that we’ve been looking for.”


      “What’s the situation
inside?” Palmer asked. “We gathered they’re locked in a bedroom, but what else
can you tell us before we go in?”


      It was the hysterical girl
that answered. Her voice was slightly scratchy-sounding, likely from a night of
singing and shouting loudly. “We stumbled in at about seven this morning.
Quickly ate some breakfast. And when we went to our rooms, it was like . . . maybe
two minutes later when we heard Molly scream. And then there was all this
commotion and racket, things falling over, footsteps. And when I ran to her
room to see what was going on, I saw a man in there with a knife. I tried to go
in to help her, to see if . . . but he hit me right in the chest, like with his
palm, really hard. When I stumbled out, he closed the door and locked it.”


      “Did you not call the cops?”
Palmer asked.


      “We did . . . after a while.
I mean, we were pretty shaken up. But by then, based on what this guy is
telling us,” she said, nodding to the policeman. “Molly had already placed a call
from the room.”


      “So, the door is locked, and
she’s in there with him,” Camille said. “Is there a window in the room?”


      “Yeah,” the angrier young
woman said. “And she’s in the room all the way to the back, on the far-left
side.” 


      “Does this house belong to
any of you?” Palmer asked.


      “No. We got it on Verbo.”


      “Thank you,” Camille said.
Right away, Palmer took her arm and pulled her toward the porch. They were
moving quickly, spurred by the sheer electricity of the moment.


      “You go in an distract him,”
Palmer said. “Don’t knock the door down or anything, just talk to him through
it. I’ll go around back and get access to the window. When you hear glass
breaking, that’s when you come in.”


      It was a good plan, though
Camille noted right away that he’d given her the duty of speaking to a door
while he got to use stealth. There was no time to argue about it, though. She went
up the tall porch steps and entered the house as Palmer dashed to the left side
of the property.


      Camille rushed through the
living room, giving it the most casual of glances. There were a few empty wine
glasses here and there, but it was otherwise clean. She didn’t bother looking
at the adjoined kitchen as she made her way to the hallway just off of the
living room. As she hurried down the hall, she could hear the male voice she’d
first heard on the phone. It was coming from behind a closed door on the left
side of the hallway, all the way at the end. As Camille came to the door at a quick
and quiet stride, she was also relieved to hear the wet sobbing sounds of the
young woman—Molly, according to the friends out front.


      She stepped so close to the
door that her nose was nearly touching it. The man was talking in something
like a harsh whisper. “. . . to know what you’ve been doing. And you’re going
to learn your lesson, oh, you bet you will, and—”


      Camille didn’t need to hear
anymore. She placed her hand softly along her holstered Glock and spoke in a
clam voice. “What’s going on in there?”


      The man stopped talking and
then stomped over to the door; Camille could hear and feel his heavy footfalls.
“I told you bitches to leave us alone! I told you—”


      “This is a different bitch,”
Camille said. “This is Agent Camille Grace with the FBI. And if you’re smart,
you’ll unlock this door right now.”


      There was a sudden, loud bang
against the door. It was so unexpected that Camille jumped back. “FBI?” the man
cried out. He then laughed and struck the door again. “That’s priceless. I’ve
got a woman in here that you could practically arrest for prostitution if you
want.”


      “I’m more interested in the
bully of a man with a knife,” Camille said. “Molly, has he hurt you?”


      “N . . . n . . . no. Just, I’m
scared and I—”


      “She’s getting what she
deserves!” the man screamed.


      “So, let’s talk it out,
then. Unlock the door and—”


      “The door stays locked. And
if you try to open it, I’ll cut her throat.”


      “Fine. Through the door then.
What’s on your mind, Mr. . . . what’s your name anyway?”


      He laughed again. “Nice try.
But I’m not stupid.”


      And then he started to talk.
Within half a sentence, Camille gathered that he’d been rejected by Molly, that
he felt she owed him her time and maybe her body because of some perceived
slight against him. It made Camille sick. And she started to worry that if
Palmer didn’t give his signal soon, she may not be able to stop herself from
kicking the door down and going after this creep herself.


      But for now, she had him
distracted. She had him talking through the door, leaving Molly alone for the
moment. And that would have to be enough for now.


 


***


 


      Palmer uttered a curse as he
came to the back of the house. The entire backside of the house was bordered by
a decorative balcony—the sort that was designed to look like something out of a
Louisiana plantation from the 1800s. It was slightly off the ground, held up by
a series of beams and struts, and there were no stairs to access it.


      In other words, he was going
to have to climb. He did so easily enough but did his best to remain careful
not to make too much noise. He hoisted himself up over the railing, hating that
he was so tired that such a small bit of force and exertion had him slightly
winded.


      There was no window on the
far-left side, but the balcony wrapped around to the left for a few feet. It
was there that he found the window. There were blinds on the inside, and they
were only partially drawn. Still, Palmer could hardly see anything. He knew he
had to make sure the man didn’t have Molly held to him, the knife ready to
strike. If that was the case and Palmer acted rashly, the man might very well
kill her.


      Palmer lowered his head at
different angles, trying to get a decent view through the thin gaps on the
blinds. It didn’t help that the window didn’t look as if it had been cleaned in
several months. He had to hunch his back a bit, but he finally had a view where
he could see what was taking place in the room. He couldn’t see anyone’s face,
but he saw the shoulder and part of a slender arm sitting against the wall,
leaning on the bed. Then there was another shape—bulkier and dressed in a black
shirt—standing by the door. And as he finally got this sight centered through
the blinds, he also heard a bass-filed voice. It was the man from the phone,
speaking to the other side of the door.


      “. . . to just get away with
it? How is that fair?”


      Palmer only caught the end
of the statement, but it was enough to know that Camille had done her job well.
Before taking drastic actions and breaking the glass, Palmer figured he should
at least check to see if the window was locked. If it was unlocked, this might
go much easier than he’d hoped. He placed his hands on the frame and pushed up.


      To his shock, the window
slid up. It did so quietly, and as he continued to slowly move it upward, he
did his best not to judge the girls that were staying here. How the hell did
you leave your windows unlocked during Mardi Gras when you were staying this
close to the French Quarter?


      He wasn’t sure how far he’d
be able to get the window up without Molly and the knife-wielding man sensing
it—maybe the fresh air or a gust of a breeze that sifted in through the blinds.
He decided not to push his luck, though; once he had it about two feet up, he
stopped. He figured he could push it the rest of the way up after giving his
signal.


      He withdrew his Glock and used
the butt-end to smash the window. He did it rather hard, wanting to make sure
the sound made it across the room, through the door, and to Camille’s ears.
When the glass shattered, the man stopped speaking. Molly let out a little
surprised shriek.


      With the gun still in his
hand, Palmer raised the window the rest of the way up and then uttered another
curse when he realized he was going to have to content with the stupid blinds.
He heard thundering footsteps coming his way and then Molly screaming. 


After that, everything happened
very fast.


 


***


 


      Camille was tired of hearing
the man talk after just thirty seconds. But she also clung to his every word,
hoping that this was indeed their killer, and that he’d say something super
incriminating that would suffice as a confession. But in the end, it was all
boring complaints about how women were able to tease and torment and somehow
everyone was supposed to accept it as a way of life—a way of the jungle, he’d
actually said.


      The sound of shattering
glass interrupted him. Camille was glad for this not only because it shut the
knife-wielder up, but because she wasn’t sure how much longer she’d be able to
stall him. She waited a beat, a single second to see how the man on the other
side of the door would respond, and then she drew back.


      She kicked the door as hard
as she could, planting her foot directly to the left of the knob. It buckled
and splintered the frame but did not burst open. With a grunt, she repeated the
motion. This time, in addition to sending a jolt of brief pain down the entire
length of her leg, the door flew open. She marched in immediately, her Glock
drawn and wavering until she saw the man she’d been speaking to through the
door.


      He was standing in the middle
of the room, his head swiveling as if his neck was made of rubber. He glanced
from Camille to a shape coming through a set of blinds covering the window. For
the moment, at least, he seemed to have totally forgotten about Molly. Camille
saw a sheen of rage come across his face, his eyes alight with it. So, when he
turned again to face the window, raising the knife, Camille acted quickly.


      She took one huge, striding
step forward and brought her left foot up and around. She lashed out with a
kick that slammed into the side of the man’s knee, slightly to the back. He
yelled out and crumpled, falling forward. At the same time, Camille planted her
right knee into his back as he fell. The result was the man slamming into the
floor, missing the corner of the bed by about six inches. When he hit the
ground, Camille was already on top of him, instantly doing what she could to
get the knife out of his grip. With the Glock in her right hand, it was a bit
tricky but his grip loosened right away—maybe, she thought, because he
saw the gun.


      Palmer freed himself of the
blinds, knocking them loose as he cleared the window. Just as the man beneath
Camille began to wrestle and writhe for freedom, Palmer was there. He grabbed
the man’s arms and pulled them behind his back, where Camille was able to bring
the man’s wrists together while Palmer cuffed him. It was actually a very
efficient and smooth bit of teamwork, one that had them giving one another an
appreciative nod while Camille still held the suspect down, her knee on his
back.


      Palmer gave her a nod, indicating
that she should get up. Camille did, leaving the suspect to Palmer while she
leaned over in the direction of Molly.


      “You okay?” Camille asked Molly,
who was still on the floor in an odd sort of crablike posture.


      Molly nodded, her eyes glued
to the man that Palmer was currently patting down to make sure there were no
other weapons on him. Molly let out a little whimper, and Camille had to angle
her face in front of the young woman’s to make sure she had her full attention.


      “Molly . . . look at me. Are
you okay?”


      Molly’s eyes finally met
hers, and this time when she nodded, there was understanding on her gaze. She’d
been rescued; the nightmare was over.


      “Can you stand up?”


      Again, just a nod. But when
Camille stood up and offered her hand, Molly took it. She looked back over to
Palmer and saw that the suspect was giving a bit of a fight, but nothing Palmer
couldn’t handle. With the man’s hands cuffed behind his back, there wasn’t much
that he could do.


      Camille moved quickly,
wanting to get Molly out of the room before the suspect had a chance to start
spouting off his nonsense again. The two women made their way out of the room
and down the hallway. When they made it out onto the porch, Molly moved so
quickly to join her friends down on the sidewalk that she nearly fell down the
stairs.


      When Camille peered back
into the house, the front door still open, she saw that the suspect was no
longer fighting or struggling. He was allowing Palmer to move him down the hallway,
walking as if he’d already been sentenced to death, and he was walking toward
his execution. Seeing it, Camille couldn’t help but wonder if this was really it
. . . if they’d managed to grab their killer less than eight hours after he’d
taken his last life . . . after leaving a terrifying message on Sara’s arm.


      She allowed herself that
simple hope as Palmer marched the man out of the house, but in the back of her
head, something was nagging at her. And by the time they had the suspect in the
back of the car, she started to fear that this may not be the end at all.











CHAPTER TWENTY


 


 


      Camille downed the remnants
of the cup of coffee she’d grabbed while the suspect was being processed. In
the forty minutes between placing him in their back seat and having him placed
into an interrogation room, they’d learned a decent amount about him.


The suspect’s name was Matt
Preston. He was twenty-seven years old and, according to his driver’s license,
he lived in Alabama. He was staying at a hotel in the French Quarter and, from
what the person at the front desk told Detective Farmer over the phone, he’d
checked in four days ago. All of this was bouncing around in Camille’s head as
she tossed the empty coffee cup into the trash and one of the local uniformed
cops came into the small breakroom.


“He’s all yours,” she said
eagerly.


Camille looked over to Palmer,
leaning against the wall with his own cup of coffee. Like her, he no longer
looked tired, but there was an overall sense of spastic energy to him—the sort
of energy that sometimes showed in kids when they had a sugar rush and were on
the verge of a crash. It was a pent-up energy, frying their nerves. He nodded
to her, and they both headed for the door.


Out on the corridor, Camille could
hear the commotion from the front of the building. Word had gotten out that the
agents from the field office had very likely nabbed the killer. There was a
taught sense of tension in the air mixed with the exhaustive energy churning
inside of them, so it made for a slightly uneasy moment.


It also didn’t help that Camille
was already starting to suspect that Matt Preston might not be their guy. It
was something he’d said at the house, and the way he’d been behaving. Something
didn’t seem to sit right. Of course, she could be completely wrong. Lack of
sleep tended to hinder a person’s judgement. She could still hear him telling
Molly that he’d cut her throat. But their killer had always gone for the heart.
Sure, it could have just been a turn of phrase, but at the same time, locking
her in the bedroom and taunting her, emotionally abusing her . . . it fit with
the MO of the profile they’d come up with, but it didn’t match up with the
previous four victims.


Yet at the same time, there were
things about the situation that didn’t line up with their previous theories.
Their killer seemed to be striking quickly, whereas this guy seemed to enjoy
taking his time. Also, barring the murder in the restroom, it seemed that their
killer preferred isolation. Would he strike when there were other people so
clearly around, lurking in the same house?


But she wasn’t going to let her
doubts get in the way. If there was any chance this was their guy, there
was no point in overcomplicating things. And they wouldn’t know for sure until
they properly questioned him.


When they walked into the
interrogation room, Preston looked up to them with a dull sort of understanding
in his eyes. There was anger there, but something resembling embarrassment as
well. Someone had brought him a cup of coffee and a bottle of water. His left
hand was free, cupping the coffee.


“Before we ask any questions,”
Camille said, “I think I’d like to hear how you came to be in that house. We
know you’re staying at a hotel not too far from here, and that you certainly
weren’t invited. So, what’s the story?”


Preston took a deep breath—so deep
that he began to shake with the tightness of it. He let it out in a big,
whooshing sigh and instantly started to go in. “I made a mistake. I lost
control, and I acted irrationally.”


“And you’re only now realizing
this?” Palmer asked.


“Look, I went out to a bar last
night. Well, several bars. I was following my ex-girlfriend around, and if I’m
being honest, yeah, I think I had planned to put a scare into her. Nothing
serious, just a scare.”


“With the knife?” Camille asked.


“Yeah. I had it in my car. I
figured if I worked up the bravery, I’d approach her and ask her to come out to
my car. I just wanted to talk—that sort of thing.”


“But you’re from Alabama, right?”
Camille asked.


“I am. I knew her and some friends
were coming up for Mardi Gras. So, I came too.”


“Some might call that stalking,
you know,” Palmer said.


“Was your girlfriend Molly or
either of her friends?” Camille asked.


“No.”


“So, you do understand that even
if you turn out to not be the guy we’re looking for, you’re now
admitting to crossing state lines with the intent to threaten a woman with a
knife.”


“Yes, I know. But I also know
you’re looking for a guy that’s killed four women. I overhead the cops out
front talking about it. And it’s not me. I swear. . .”


“Based on what we’ve seen from
you, I’m finding it hard to just accept that,” Camille said. “So, go ahead and
finish your story.”


“Well, at some point in the night,
I lost track of her. Never got to confront her. And when I realized this, I
nearly just went back to the hotel. But I hit up one more bar because there was
a decent band playing. And while I was there, sitting at the bar by myself,
these two girls started talking to me. One of them was Molly. We hit it off, or
so I thought. I mean, she barely left my side the entire night. We hung out
until damn near six this morning. At one point, we walked out to my car—not in
the car, but out against it, in the dark. Things got pretty . . . exciting,
I guess. Making out, some second base stuff. She mentioned me maybe going back
to her place but then decided against it. She said it was because she didn’t
want to freak her friends out. We made plans to meet tonight somewhere else but
when we parted away, right there in front of the club, I wasn’t even out of
earshot before they started talking shit.”


“Talking about what?” Camille
asked.


“How getting felt up was worth
about a dozen free drinks. How I was trying too hard, and I wasn’t good enough
for them. So, I don’t know. I snapped. I had the stuff with my ex all pent-up,
and I knew I had the knife in the car, so I followed them. I followed them, and
I took it too far.”


Camille was processing all of
this. She knew right away that if his story was true, Molly and her friends
would be able to provide proof of where Matt Preston had been almost the entire
night—and certainly when Sara was being killed. In other words, in Preston’s
admission of his sordid night, he might be unwittingly providing proof that he
wasn’t their killer.


“So, did you somehow arrive to the
house before they did?” Palmer asked.


“No. They went inside, and you
could tell they were wasted . . . stumbling up the stairs and giggling. I mean,
when they closed the front door, they didn’t even it shut it all the way. I was
able to just walk right in. One of them was standing in the kitchen, looking
into the fridge and never even saw me. I was able to . . . able to walk right
into Molly’s room.”


Camille had heard enough. She felt
the same as she had when listening to him ramble on through the bedroom door;
she was sickened. But also, as much as she hated to admit it, listening to him
go on and on about how he’d felt tricked or lured in had her thinking. It had
her thinking some pretty insane things, but she was at the point of considering
some strange ideas.


So, before Preston could continue
on, she subtly reached out and nudged Palmer on the arm. Still looking directly
at Preston, she said, “Hold that thought, would you? Agent Palmer, outside for
a moment?”


He nodded, and in that simple motion,
she could see that he was also understanding that there was now almost no
chance at all that Matt Preston was the man they were looking for. They left
the room and made it only a few steps away from the room before Camille turned
to him.


“It’s not him,” she said. “And all
we need to do is have Molly and her friends confirm that he was in their
vicinity at the same time of Sara’s murder. That should take no more than two
or three minutes. So, as far as I’m concerned, I’m not wasting any more time
with Matt Preston while the actual killer is out there.”


“Yeah, I feel the same. But that
puts us back to ground zero with no suspects.”


“That might be the case, but I do have
an idea. I don’t know how you’re going to feel about it, but I think it’s worth
discussing.”


“What is it?”


“I’ll tell you in a second. Let’s
hand Matt Preston off to Detective Farmer and the local PD, then we’ll head
back over to where Molly and her friends are staying. I think they might be
able to help us out in more ways than one.”


Palmer looked slightly confused
but, the vigilant and accepting partner that he was, he followed her without
question as they went in search of Detective Farmer.











CHAPTER TWENTY ONE


 


 


The second visit out to the house
where Molly and her friends were staying took less than five minutes this time.
All three of the women confirmed that Matt Preston had indeed been within their
sights pretty much the entire time between 12:30 and 4:30. After that, they’d
lost track of him until he showed up at their house. They also confirmed that
they’d never been to a club named Jacque’s.


The three young women answered the
first reason for their visit easily enough. But when Camille approached the
second reason, all three of the young women seemed perplexed. And as for
Palmer, he seemed almost entertained, but extremely worried.


In response to Camille’s second
question, one of Molly’s friends went into their room for a moment. Her name was
Claire, and she was pretty much Camille’s exact shape and size. When she was gone,
Palmer pulled Camille out onto the porch, leaving the other two young women to
stare awkwardly at one another in light of the plan they’d just heard.


Out on the porch, Palmer instantly
started to shake his head. “There’s no way in hell I’m letting you do this.”


“If you have a better idea, I’d
love to hear it.”


“I say we just keep attacking it
the way we have. We’ll find this bastard eventually.”


“We’ve been on the case for less
than a full day, and we’ve got another body already. And the message he left—about
taking tow lives tonight—I believe it.”


“But you—”


“I’ve worked undercover before,
Scott.” She paused here, realizing that she’s used his first name—something she
tried not to do because it made things feel personal. “Three years ago, I went
undercover as a single mother, trying to bust a drug dealer. Then last year,
there was talk of me even going undercover as a prostitute in order to nail a
guy that was reportedly selling out girls as young as sixteen. What I’m
proposing here is no different than that.”


“A drug dealer and a pimp . . . neither
of those is as dangerous as a man that apparently has a huge amount of hatred
for pretty women.”


“So, you’re worried?” she asked
plainly.


“Of course I’m worried.”


“Then make sure you always stay
within a block of wherever I am. No cars, though. Stay on foot. It’ll be a long
day, and sure, it might not amount to much. But I think it’s the best thing we
have in our arsenal right now.”


“But . . . Grace . . . Camille,”
he added, giving a snarky little grin. “You’re tired, you’re wound up about
this case—”


      “All true,” she said. “Maybe
it’ll help me play the part.”


      “Oh, and the part.
Please don’t take this the wrong way, but would you even be comfortable doing
it?”


      “Comfortable? No. But
there’s a part of me that’s slightly offended that you don’t think I could pull
it off.”


      His eyes locked with hers,
and a little flash of heat spiraled through her. “Oh, I don’t think you’d have
a problem pulling it off. Not at all.” And then, looking away a bit
embarrassed, he said, “I just hate that you think you have to do it at all.”


      “It will be okay. It’s not
like we’re striking blindly in a party of a million people. We know where he’s
been lurking. It’s not the entire city, just a cluster of about ten blocks or
so. For all we know, it might be easier than we’re expecting.”


      Before Palmer could respond
to this, Claire opened the door and looked out. “Agent Grace? I think I’ve got
something.”


      Camille looked to Palmer one
last time and smiled. “It’ll be okay. Just, no judgment or laughter, alright?”


      Knowing he was well
defeated, Palmer only shrugged. He sighed, folded his arms, and leaned against
the porch railing, making it clear that he had no intentions of going inside
and being a part of this. Camille thought it was both cute and a little
stubborn of him to take this stance but didn’t let it bother her. She was so
uncertain about what she had planned that she didn’t want to allow any
room for doubt.


      Camille followed Claire
through the house, back into the hallway she’d quietly hurried down about an
hour and a half ago. Claire had left the door open and right there, on the end
of the bed, was an outfit that Claire had picked out. Only, to call it an
outfit was a bit of a stretch. It was simply a sundress—a very short sundress
with a deep, V-shaped neck. It was cute and dainty but there was an almost
unspoken sexiness to it.


      Claire was standing in the
doorway behind her. “Is that okay?” she asked.


“Yeah, I think
so.”

“Do you need anything else?”


      “Yeah,” she said. “If I’m
wearing something like this, I think I’m also going to need to use your
shower.”


      “Yeah, of course. This way.”


      Camille followed her but as
she left the room, she looked back to the dress and thought to herself: What
the hell am I getting into?


 


***


 


      The shower pretty much
served as a nap too. She stepped out of the shower revitalized, and as she
dried herself off and then set to drying her hair with one of the girls’ hair
dryer, she had to admit that she was beginning to feel excited about this
little undercover operation she had put together. It did falter a bit when she
put the dress on, though. She’d never been big into partying or clubs. When she
had gone out for a bit of fun, her outfit of choice had typically been a
black band T-shirt (maybe a little tight but nothing to scandalous) and
a pair of comfortable jeans.


      The finishing touch was the
small purse—not even a purse, really, but more like a handbag. Her Glock
wouldn’t fit in it, but she stashed her credit card, badge, and ID inside.
Besides, trying to navigate Mardi Gras clubs and bars with a gun was going to
be a nightmare in and of itself.


      Stepping out into the hall,
dressed in the sundress and a pair of Claire’s flats, she became hyper aware
that Palmer was about to see her like this. It was almost enough to make her
rethink things—but it was too late for that now. When she stepped out into the
living room, she found Palmer speaking to the three young ladies, asking about
places they’d heard of as being the hot spots and more popular attractions
around the area.


      He turned around almost
passively to face her. She expected a smile or maybe even a laugh, but his face
went blank for a moment. After a few seconds, he blinked rapidly a few times
like a man coming out of a dream.


      “Um . . . okay,” was all he
said.


      “I’m not sure what that
means.”


      He had turned to face her
directly now and this time, he did smile. She noted that his eyes were
essentially taking in the whole package, from head to foot. She didn’t feel as
if she was being ogled, though. In a very strange way, she felt like she was
being appreciated. It was exactly what she needed in that moment.


      “I’m not sure it means
anything,” he said. “You look—well, you look a tad bit better than you do in
the bureau garb. Let’s just say that.”


      Camille wasn’t sure of the
last time she’d been so aware of a man looking at her in such a way; even Zack
hadn’t eyed her with such attention and awe before. It was making her uncomfortable
(though, if she was being honest, not in an entirely bad way) so she started
directly for the door.


      “Thanks for this, Claire,”
she said as she opened the front door. I’ll bring the clothes back as soon as
we know if this is going to work or not. And please, can the three of you be
extra careful and vigilant from here on out?”


      They all nodded guiltily.
Molly was still slightly shocked and traumatized by her morning. She was
sitting on the couch, holding a pillow close to her as she nodded in an automatic
sort of way. Camille gave them one last glance and then headed back outside
with Palmer following close behind.


      “You’re sure about this?” Palmer
said.


      “Yes. And even if I wasn’t,
I’m all dressed up to play the part now.”


      He didn’t argue as they walked
to the car and got in. As Camille sat in the passenger seat, the dress was
drawn up slightly tight, and she realized for the first time just how much of
her legs would be showing whenever she wasn’t standing straight and making sure
it was coming down to its full length. Aside from a few frisky moments with ex
boyfriends, she wasn’t sure she’d ever intentionally shown this much leg
without stripping down completely.


      “Okay,” Palmer said as he
cranked the car and was visibly doing what he could not to stare. “I’m just
going to say it: this is really distracting.”


      “Good,” she said, not sure how
to take the comment. She wasn’t too bothered by it because she could see the
interest and something akin to surprise that still lurked in his eyes. “That’s
sort of the point.”


      “And you want to start now?”


      “I don’t see why not. We
don’t know how much hunting this guy is doing. He could follow his victims all
day as far as we know. And if he truly is going for two tonight, we can only
assume he’s getting some kind of an early start.”


      “Well, you’re clearly running
this show,” he said, his eyes still cutting over to her as he pulled away from
the curb. “Where to first?”


      “Did you get any information
from the girls about the best places to start?”


      “Well, seeing as how it’s
not even eleven o’clock yet, they weren’t sure. They did give me a few bars and
clubs that might be worth checking out after lunch.”


      After thinking about it for
a moment, she said, “I think I want to start at Amos Flamingo. It’s one of only
two places we know for a fact the killer was scouring out. But it’s like you
just said, it might be a little early for that. So maybe just, I don’t know.
Find somewhere inconspicuous and just let me out.”


      “Just like that? Just set
you off into the streets?”


      “Sure. Why? You don’t think
I can handle myself?”


      “No, I’m sure you can. It’ s
just . . .”


      “Don’t tell me you think I’m
somehow weaker just because my legs are showing, and my boobs are a bit more
supported than usual.”


      She found herself rather
proud to find just how red she’d made his face. “No, not at all,” he said.
“Let’s just go. But I’m never to be more than half a block away from you.
Understood?”


      “Yes.”


      “And you’ll keep in touch
with me through text?”


      “Yes,” she said, feigning
annoyance. “Anything else?”


      He shook his head but as
they came to a stop light, he looked over to her and, with all seriousness and
maybe even a bit of appreciation, he said, “You look beautiful, Grace.”


      And with that, he turned
right, taking her into what she hoped would be a fruitful and spontaneous
undercover session.











CHAPTER TWENTY TWO


 


 


      Camille found out right away
that Palmer’s reaction to her appearance hadn’t just been forced niceties—more
than something he’d been expected to do or say. She’d been walking down the
sidewalk in the slowly growing flow of morning pedestrians for no more than
thirty seconds before she attracted the gaze of a man. He wasn’t very subtle
about it, either. She gave him a smile and a polite nod, which he returned. She
took a few more steps forward, paused, and then tuned around to see if he had
chosen to follow her. She found quite the opposite: he was already leering at
another girl and, once again, not doing much to be discreet about it.


      The crowds weren’t thick at
all as the eleven o’clock hour approached. She dipped inside just one bar
within those first ten minutes or so. She ordered a latte from a young, male
bartender, and also noticed his appreciative stare. She got the drink to go, and
as she began walking down the street, her phone rang. She dug it out of the
small clutch Claire had let her borrow and found that it was Palmer.


      “Yeah?” she asked.


      “Just thought you should
know, this outfit of yours looks exceptionally good from the back too.”


      She stopped and wheeled
around. She spotted Palmer a bit more than half a block away, pretending to
look into the window of a tourist shop.


      “Shut up,” she said. “If you
keep up with these sort of comments, I might start to think you’re hitting on
me.”


      He chuckled and then, from
that half a block away, turned toward her and said, “You know, I think maybe I
am.”


      She wasn’t sure how to
respond to this, so she simply shook her head at him and suppressed a smile.
She hung up, returned the phone to the clutch purse, and started walking again.
As she made her way down the streets, heading in the overall direction of Amos
Flamingo, she reminded herself that this case was now the story of a
two-pronged operation. While she was going to these great lengths to try to
catch the killer, the police were also going above and beyond, keeping the APB
open for any male figures that matched the description she and Palmer had
given.


      With her coffee empty and
her phone reading 11:40, she started to feel tired again. Sure, the shower had
helped but she’d also been walking on concrete streets, weaving through growing
crowds, with only two hours of sleep under her belt in the last thirty hours or
so. As she looked ahead, she could see the telltale logo of Amos Flamingo up
ahead. She was so fixated on it, fixing it as a milestone of sorts, that she
didn’t even see the man stopping in front of her.


      “Hey there,” he said. “What
on earth is a woman like you doing walking alone?”


      He was relatively good
looking, but in a pretentious way. There was too much product in his hair, and
the smile he gave her looked like something someone might have learned coming
out of their first year of acting classes.


      “Just enjoying the morning,”
she said.


      “Well, I can keep you
company if you want. There are a lot of creeps out and about, you know.”


      “How do I know you’re not
one of them?”


      “Well, I guess you’ll just
have to take a chance and fin—”


      “Thanks, but no thanks,”
Camille interrupted. She walked away and couldn’t help but smile. She supposed
it might be a bit selfish, but it was good to know she could still turn a head
or two. Once again, she walked forward a few steps and turned to see if he was
following or at least staring her down. When she saw no traces of him, she
texted Palmer.


       Did you happen to see
this last guy checking me out? 


      I did, he responded.
Can’t blame him. But he’s not our guy. Walked into a diner with another dude
waiting for him at the door.


      Rather pleased with their
covert and very low-tech surveillance operation, Camille continued on her way. She
made it to Amos Flamingo without further interruption. It was so early that
there was still no doorman out where she and Palmer had seen one yesterday. As
she passed by him, a thought occurred to her. She took her phone out as she
walked along the first corridor, and texted Palmer again.


      Get in touch with the
coroner. See if Sara also had the Amos Flamingo stamp on her hand.


      She got a thumbs-up
emoticon right away. She put her phone away and made her way to the bar area.
The dance floor wasn’t open yet, and the only music was coming from an overhead
system rather than a live DJ.


      She didn’t settle down at
the bar itself, but at one of the small tables lines up just a few feet away
from the barstools. As she did her best to get comfortable, she wondered if
Randy would be there and if he would notice her. With her hair down and the outfit,
she doubted it. Then again, at this time of the year, he likely saw hundreds of
different twenty-something women a day. One FBI agent among that number was not
going to stick out in his mind.


      When a waitress came over—no
older than twenty-one and almost blindingly attractive—Camille suddenly
realized that she’d gotten very hungry. The bar menu consisted of the basics,
nothing hearty at all. She settled on spinach and artichoke dip with chips with
a soda. She figured at some point she may order something that at least looked
alcoholic for the sake of appearances but for now, she wasn’t too worried about
such measures.


      Her food and soda came out
quickly, likely because there still wasn’t much of a crowd; just three people
at the bar and several out near the dance floor with drinks in their hands. A
loner male that seemed to be studying the place wasn’t among them. What she did
notice, though, was that as noon came around, the place started to fill up—and
fill up quickly.


      By the time her appetizer
was gone, it was 12:20, and the bar was almost full. She got up to free up the
table and thought now would be a good time to mingle. She thought this might be
harder than dressing the part because small talk didn’t come easy to her.
Still, she squeezed her way up to the bar. It was hard to believe they’d met
with Aimes just yesterday—a face that would no longer ever be seen behind this
bar. He’d been replaced with a taller man with a charming smile and long,
fluffy hair that reminded her of the stereotypical surfer. His partner behind
the bar was the same knockout that had taken Camille’s food order.


      She ordered a virgin
daiquiri, ordering as quietly as she could, and set about trying to make a case
study of the place. At roughly the same time, two things happened in perfect
unison: a live DJ started to play a set out on the dance floor, and her phone
buzzed at her from the clutch.


      She grabbed the phone and
saw that it was a text from Palmer. Coroner literally JUST confirmed it with
me. There WAS an Amos Flamingo stamp on her hand. Be careful in there.


      She thought back to
the one victim that did not have the logo on her hand—Rose Dearborn. One out of
the four victims without the logo, she was starting to seem like less and less
of an exception despite the lack of a stamp. Her friend had claimed Rose was
complaining of a headache. Maybe, Camille thought, they’d come to Amos Flamingo
but had turned around and decided to leave because of the headache. Or maybe
the friend had come to the bar after Rose had gone home.


      She nearly texted Palmer
again, asking if he would reach out to the friend—Amy, Camille suddenly
remembered that her name was Amy—but was interrupted before she got the chance.
A man of about thirty or so, dressed in a Hawaiian print shirt and khakis had
sidled up to her like some sort of a ninja. 


      “Would you let me buy you a
drink?” he asked.


      She smiled politely and
showed him her current drink. “I already have one. But thank you.”


      “Will you come find me when
that one’s gone? A drink on me, that’s all.”


      She was quite sure that
having to make such a statement meant that he was hoping for much more.
Still, she nodded and said, “We’ll see.”


      He seemed fine enough with
this as Camille made her way out of the bar area and out to the edge of the dance
floor. While still not packed by any means, there were at least twenty people
out there right now, dancing to 70s funk songs. She did her best not to come
off as the female equivalent of the very thing she was looking for—a lurking
loner, sort of creepy and on the outskirts. So, she did her best to bob her
head a bit to the music, smiling whenever someone’s eyes happened to fall on
her as she passed by.


      From what she could tell,
there were no lurking men on the outskirts, watching it all go down. She turned
around to head back to the bar area, peering down the hallway that led to the
restrooms. There was only one woman down there, speaking animatedly on her
phone to someone. Camille then turned to the right, again facing the bar, and
almost haphazardly spotted a man standing just slightly off to the side. He was
fairly close to the door that led up to Randy’s office. As Camille did her best
to study him without blatantly staring, she saw that he was standing a bit
closer to a second door—one that was closer to the bar. She also saw that he
was wearing what looked to be some sort of server’s uniform. There was what
looked like an apron of some kind around his waist, tied in the back.


      He was standing perfectly
still against the wall, staring out to the bar floor at a group of four women
that were drinking martinis. One of the women, a rather short blonde, was
laughing very loudly about something. She was also wearing a top that was about
one slight pull away from exposing her entire right breast.


      Despite her attempt at
subtlety, the man noticed Camille watching him. For just one single instant,
he’d looked up and then quickly around, as if to make sure no one had been
watching him as he’d practically feasted on the four girls with his eyes. He
saw Camille looking and froze. Camille decided to play it cool, to try her best
to stay in character and not alarm him. She offered a vague smile and waved
coquettishly at him.


After an equally slight smile back,
the man turned away and headed directly through the doorway beside the bar.
There had been no flirting in his smile, and when he’d pushed his way into the
door by the bar, she’d recognized the look on his face. It had been guilt, and
he’d been in an awfully big hurry to turn away.


She knew that it could have been a
case of a man taking the time to simply stare at a group of very noticeable
women. But every behavior he’d exhibited lined up perfectly with their profile.
She walked back into the bar at a quickened pace, though not fast enough to
draw attention to herself. When she passed by the man that had offered her a
drink, he looked quite pleased at first. But the smile quickly dropped from his
face when Camille passed right by him.


Camille walked through the door
the man in the server’s apron had passed through. The pretty bartender called
out to her, but Camille barely heard the “Hey! You can’t go back—” as
she did exactly that.











CHAPTER TWENTY THREE


 


 


Camille had been expecting to walk
directly into a kitchen area, but there was instead a small staff room. It
looked almost like a lounge, a place for employees to relax between shifts,
perhaps. There was currently no one in the little room. To the left, an opened
doorway led into what appeared to be the kitchen. To the right, there was
another door, slightly opened, that led into what appeared to be some sort of
supply closet.


She walked in the direction of the
kitchen, and when she realized she was still carrying the little clutch purse,
she tossed it down into one of the plush armchairs in the staff room. She’d
nearly come to the entryway to the kitchen when a voice called out from behind
her.


“You know . . . you’re really not
supposed to be back here.”


She turned to see the man wearing
the serving apron. He was standing just inside the storage closet; he’d
apparently ducked inside when she’d come into the staff room. He looked to be
of Latin decent, maybe in his late twenties. He smiled at her, making no effort
to hide the fact that he was checking out her cleavage.


“I know,” she said. “I was just .
. . I . . .”


“I saw you noticing me out there,”
he said, tilting his head back out toward the bar. “Did you come back here
looking for me?” He smiled and took a few steps forward. 


It was clear that he was used to
these sorts of interactions. In the back of her head, Camille wondered how many
employees of bars and clubs randomly hooked up with random partygoers during
Mardi Gras. It made her think of Randy when she and Palmer had come into Amos
Flamingo the first time—of how they’d caught him in his office doing something
with a much younger girl.


He’s done this sort of thing
before, she thought. Maybe he’s done it to all the girls he’s lured out
into alleys and . . .


“I hate to break it to you, baby,
but my shift doesn’t end until seven tonight.” He stepped closer to her and, in
a practiced flirtatious manner, said, “But if you give me your number, I’ll
text you when I get my break at three. I know quite a few places we could go to
do . . . well, whatever.”


Camille knew she could flirt right
back and maybe nail the guy. But then an even better idea came to her. And it
wouldn’t take much acting on her part.


“Sorry, no.”


He looked confused, looking at her
as if she’d just spoken a different language. “Um . . . ok. But you followed me
back here. I thought you . . . what?”


“Well, I guess I changed my mind.
I don’t know . . .”


She watched his face, waiting for
a little flash of rage or irritation. What she got, though, was pretty much the
exact opposite. He looked flustered and borderline embarrassed. The way his
cheeks reddened and the manner in which he looked to the floor all of a sudden
reminded her of what Palmer had looked like when she’d come out of Claire’s
bedroom in this outfit.


“Oh,” the server said. “Yeah, okay.
I guess I can understand that. Just, yeah, so—”


She was almost embarrassed for him
and was on the verge of feeling bad about her little trick. But before she
could register this, the door from the bar area opened up. It opened with some
force and the man that stepped through looked quite angry. It was a face
Camille recognized—it was Randy, coming into his staff room and clearly not
happy about something.


“Luis, who the hell is this?”
Randy yelled.


“Don’t know, boss. She followed me
in here. I swear! I had nothing to do with it.”


“Oh, bullsh—”


“No, he’s right,” Camille said. “I
came—”


“I don’t want to hear any
stories,” Randy hollered. “I don’t give a damn who you are or what you think
you’re up to! Get out right now!”


She picked the little clutch up
off of the chair she’d tossed it onto and stepped closer to Randy. “Do you not
recognize me, Randy?”


He looked at her for a moment and
though she saw recognition blooming in his eyes, it was clear he still wasn’t
making a connection. She reached into the clutch and opened it up, letting him
peek inside.


“Oh. Oh, yes. Is . . . is Luis in
some sort of trouble?”


“No. No, I was just checking on
something.”


“Yes, I know. The police came by
about three hours ago before we were even open to ask us to try to have
security be really tight today. So honestly, I saw you on my monitors upstairs
and had no idea who you were, of course, and came storming down. We do
have your security guys on task today. I’m going to even have two extra come in
after five, just to be on top of our game. And it took some arm-twisting, but I
even called Sam in to sit in front of the screens upstairs.”


“Sam?” she asked.


“Yeah, remember? I told you and
your partner when you were here yesterday that he put in the new system. Sort
of showed me the ropes on it, but he knows it like the back of his hand.”


“And he’s here today?”


“Yes. Well, he’s been here just
about every day over the past week or so. It’s been so damned busy, and we’re
trying to make sure guys behave themselves on the dance floor, and no one’s
slipping anything into drinks at the bar, you know?”


Slowly, cogs began to turn, and
things started to click into place. A security employee with access to all
cameras, all angles, almost every single person to come through the bar. And yet,
they’d so far seen nothing out of the ordinary. 


Maybe that was because the guy
they were looking for was always behind the screens.


It was a vague theory at first,
one without any real shape or definition, but the longer she thought about it,
the more it made sense. Both Randy and Luis were looking at her
awkwardly—Randy, expecting her to say something else, and Luis, having no idea
what the hell was going on.


“The security guy is here but you
saw me?”


“Yeah. Why?” He looked slightly
distressed. Camille wondered if he was a bit sore about how Aimes had been
taken away and was wondering how many other employees that he’d taken under his
wing would turn out to be bad seeds.


“I’d like to head upstairs really
quickly, please.”


“Sure . . .”


It was obvious that Randy wasn’t entirely
understanding what she was thinking. He did seem eager to help, though, moving
quickly as they left the staff room, stepped back out into the bar, and then
opened the door to his office. Camille climbed them quickly, recalling the odd
confrontation they’d had with Aimes on it. It was dizzying to think of how that
had only just happened yesterday.


Camille helped herself to the
security monitors when they reached the top of the stairs. She saw right away
that Sam, whoever he was, wasn’t currently here. However, there were papers
scattered here and there, as well as a coffee cup that contained only a bit of
light-brown coffee in the bottom. She looked to the screens and saw that Sam
had things set up where there eight different views pulled up. One of them was
pointed directly at the women’s restroom, at a closer angle than the one they’d
viewed previously. This could have been just because Randy knew what the cops
were looking for—which could prove convenient for a man on the hunt for particular
women.


“Where is he?” Camille asked.


“Sam?”


“Yes.”


“He’s down on the floor . . . on
the dance floor, speaking to the DJ, I think.” He leaned forward, looked to one
of the security cameras, and pointed. “Yeah, right there.”


Camille looked at the frame and
said, “How long has he been down there?”


“Not long. He literally just got
up to leave like twenty seconds before I saw you in here.”


Camille’s blood boiled a bit. Had
he been down there with the DJ while she’d been scanning the area for men that
fit her profile? The mere idea of it was infuriating.


Looking away from the screen, she
turned her attention to Randy. “Very quickly, tell me what you can about him.”


Caught off guard, Randy stammered
a bit but managed to do a decent job. “Early thirties, a real tech-head sort of
guy. He’s a genius with computers. Not sure where he went to school for it.”


“How’d he get the job?”


“Fiend of a friend sort of
connection. He found me an amazing deal on this new set-up and set it up for
me. I told him that with Mardi Gras coming up, I could use some extra help with
making sure things stayed under control. So, I hired him part-time, on a
six-month contract.”


“And how long has he been working
now?”


“We’re in week three right now.
He’s a good worker and—”


But Camille had looked back to the
screens. She spotted the man Randy had pointed out as being Sam. He was no
longer speaking with the DJ. He’d stepped off to the side and was now sort of
surveying the crowd, standing partly in shadows.


Camille moved away from the standing
desk quickly, heading for the stairs.


“What is it?” Randy asked. “Agent,
do you—wait, you don’t think Sam has anything to do with the murders, do you?”


Camille didn’t bother with an
answer. She headed down the stairs, taking her phone out of the clutch as she
did. She suddenly felt very stupid in this dress, like a useless drone without
her Glock. She texted Palmer as quickly as she could, dropping the clutch at
the bottom of the stairs, just inside the door to Randy’s office.


Think I might have a very
likely suspect, she typed. Come on over, look for me on/near the
dance floor.


Not wanting to have to carry the
phone around with her, she tossed it back in by the purse on the floor just as
the door started closing. She then made her way quickly through the bar area.
Even in the small amount of time between chasing down the server and leaving Randy’s
office just now, the crowd had gotten thicker. She assumed it was much worse
during the night, but for a crowd gathering just after one in the afternoon, it
seemed like a bit much.


She was aware of at least two men
craning their necks to watch her pass but at this point, it didn’t bother her
or draw her attention. She was too focused on the goal of moving quickly enough
to the dance floor before Sam got a chance to move away. If he did, she would
easily lose him in the crowds on the floor. She supposed she could just let him
get back behind his station up in Randy’s office, but she knew that cutting him
off in a crowd of people when he had no clear idea what was happening might
better show his true nature; it would draw out his guilt if he was, in fact,
the man they were looking for.


When she came to the back of the
crowd on the dance floor, she spotted him easily enough up on the side of the
DJ’s booth area. But he was starting to come down, making his way slowly down a
small set of steps off to the side. Camille angled through the crowd and when a
jock-type stepped in front of her with a gleaming smile, apparently hoping to
get her attention, she nearly shoulder-checked him. She heard him calling her a
string of obscene names as she continued hurrying. As she came to the edge of
the crowd, she saw a small hallway that was separated from the dance floor—still
visible from the floor but separated by a black half-wall of about two feet or
so. It seemed like it had been placed there for nothing more than a convenient
way for the staff to get to the front of the dance floor without having to walk
through crowds of people.


She saw him there, heading to the
back of the dance floor, to the bar area. If she backtracked and went to the
front of the little hallway, she’d lose him, and he’d likely make it back to
the office. To prevent this, she grabbed the top of the half-wall and started
to hoist herself over. Immediately, she heard someone whistling form behind her
as her rear end, tightly outlined in the sundress, was popped out toward the
crowd. She was too angry to be embarrassed about it and too focused on Sam,
frozen in place as he watched her come over the edge of the little wall.


He then did something she did not
expect. He turned on his heel and started walking back down the hall, away from
her. She wasn’t sure what she’d though he might do—but retreating was the last
thing she’d expected.


He saw you waltz back into the
staff room and now you’ve crawled over this wall to make sure you cut him off, she
thought. He probably knows something’s up. Maybe you should have thought
this undercover plan out a bit more.


As she took a few steps after him,
it appeared as if he did indeed feel that something wasn’t quite right about
the situation. As if sensing that she was following after him, Sam broke off
into a jog. Camille followed after him and when he came to the end of the
hallway, he veered left instead of right, back to the DJ booth. When he was out
of her sight, Camille quickened her pace. When she came to the end of the
hallway and looked to the left, she saw a poorly lit corridor. At the end of
it, a blazing red EXIT sign above a single door. The door had been pushed open
and was closing quickly, a little sliver of daylight spilling into the dank
hallway.


Camille cursed under her breath
and took off running. She felt like a fool as she reached down for a Glock that
wasn’t there. Her only hope, she supposed, was that Sam wasn’t much of a
fighter—or a runner for that matter. She supposed there was only one way to find
out as she quickened her stride and pushed through the exit door.











CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR


 


 


When she stepped back out into the
daylight, Camille noticed two things at once. First, the exit door led out into
a grimy area that was part alleyway and part parking lot—not located between two
buildings, but sort of serving as a shared space between the backside of Amos
Flamingo and the western side of another club.


The second thing she noticed was
that Sam had not run very far after coming out of the door. In fact, he was
standing directly to her left when she came out of the doorway. She attempted
to skid to a halt, and while she was mostly successful (the strap on one of the
flats snapping), Sam had simply been better prepared.


He grabbed her by the shoulder and
wheeled her around. Camille’s back struck the wall of the club, her head
bouncing off of it with just enough force to make her see momentary stars. And
then she saw something that made her all but certain Sam was their killer.


She saw the glint of a blade
catching the afternoon sunlight. It was drawn back and slightly over Sam’s
shoulder, and then it was coming forward, aimed directly for Camille’s chest.
With her vision still slightly cloudy, Camille turned hard to the right, her
shoulder slamming into the now-closed door. Less than a second later, she heard
a loud clink as the knife struck the brick wall less than two inches
from her arm.


Undaunted, Sam was drawing back
again, this time bringing the blade over his shoulder in a way that made Camille
think of every 80s slasher movie she’d ever seen. She saw the malice in his
eyes, the sheer anger and hatred. She thought of how the coroner had mentioned
how strong the attacker might be in order to break the breastbone so cleanly.
As he brought the knife back and reached the point of coming forward again,
Camille brought her right leg up and out. She was aiming for the fork of his
legs, but he pivoted slightly at the last moment, and she missed his crotch by
about six inches. The impact still knocked Sam back a bit. He stumbled a few
steps, still clutching the knife. He then let out a roar and came barreling
forward. He started slashing out with the knife aimlessly, no longer concerned
about going for the heart but apparently wanting to simply cause as much pain
and damage as he could.


Steeling her courage, Camille held
her ground and waited. She watched his frantic slashing as he closed the gap
between them, and when the knife went by so fast that she could hear the wind
behind it, she delivered a hard right-handed jab. It caught him in the jaw, and
he went down on his ass right away. He looked dazed for a moment, but still
held the knife in his right hand. The moment Camille advanced on him, he
slashed out with it again. At the same time, he stumbled to his feet and made
that same low-crouched charge toward her.


Camille drew her hand back again,
ready to punch. But just before she had the chance, she saw another figure
coming in fast from the right. She realized it was Palmer just before he
launched himself at Sam. Their bodies collided together with such impact that
Camille was quite sure she heard the snapping of a rib or two. Both men went to
the ground hard and one of them screamed—though Camille couldn’t tell who it
was.


What she did notice as Palmer and
Sam struggled on the ground was that Sam had finally dropped the knife. It had
clattered to the ground roughly a foot away from Sam’s right hand. As she made
a run for it, she also realized who had done the screaming. In the fall to the
ground, the knife seemed to have nicked Palmer just along the elbow. He had a
knee in Sam’s stomach and was going for his cuffs, blood dripping down his arm.


But Sam was fighting the whole
time. There was no tactic or style to it, he was just blindly thrashing out. As
Camille made her way over to the knife, one of those random wild punches caught
Palmer right in the jaw. It wasn’t necessarily hard, but it was enough to cause
Palmer to bring his knee up the slightest bit. When he did, Sam reached out and
grabbed Palmer’s Glock—the holster of which, Camille was terrified to see, had
already been unclasped. She watched in horror as Sam drew the Glock out.


She forgot all about the knife in
that moment. She delivered a hard kick that caught Sam right in the chest. He
gasped and went to the ground again, his legs interlocking with Palmer’s as
both men tried to get up. Still fighting madly, Sam continued to flail his arms
out while he tried to get to his feet. In doing so, the Glock went off a single
time.


For the second time in less than
twenty-four hours, Camille was genuinely terrified that Palmer had been shot.
But the speed in which Palmer moved after the gunshot sounded made her think he’d
somehow come out unscathed yet again.


She noticed that he was angling in
front of her—making sure that he would be the one to take a shot if Sam decided
to shoot again—on purpose, this time.


“Think this through,” Camille
said. “We’re FBI agents. You shoot us, and things get so much worse for you.
Put the gun down, and we can talk.”


“But you already know what I’ve
done to all those women, right? To those cruel women. I’m already in trouble!”


He had the gun pointed at Palmer,
but his eyes were on Camille. She suddenly very much wished she wasn’t wearing
the damned sundress. What the hell had she been thinking?


“But we can talk it out,” she
said. “We can—”


“No! No, you both stay right
there. You come after me, and I’ll kill you. I know the trouble I’m already in.
You think I don’t know?”


And with that, he started walking
backwards. He looked to his left as he came to the back edge of Amos Flamingo.
There was a fire escape along the wall, a black iron ladder leading up to a crisscrossing
network of walkways. There was nothing decorative about them; they were just
there, running along a series of windows. Camille tried to imagine what might
be up there—maybe something like loft apartments or studios. She had no way of
knowing.


Sam started climbing the ladder,
doing so clumsily while keeping the gun trained on the agents. Camille felt
comfortable in knowing that he wouldn’t shoot; if he was going to kill either
of them, he would have already done it. It proved that he didn’t want to kill
just anyone; he was only interested in women he saw as cruel and mean-spirited.
And now that he knew she wasn’t really the sort of woman she was portraying
herself to be, he had no interest in her.


“Christ,” Palmer said. “We really
did screw the pooch on this one, huh?”


He took his cellphone out of his
pocket. As he did so, Camille noted just how much the wound along his elbow was
bleeding. The cut was apparently deeper than she’d thought at first. 


“Here,” she said, gesturing for
his phone. “You’re bleeding like a pig.”


He nodded as he handed over his
phone, grimacing as he took his first good look at the wound. She dialed 9-1-1,
gave her badge number to the operator, and left a brief message; the operator
wasn’t able to get a word in edgewise. “Special Agent Camille Grace, partnered
with Agent Scott Palmer. Current location is behind Amos Flamingo in the French
Quarter. Palmer has been injured, and I’m about to pursue a suspect on foot. I
am unarmed, and the suspect is not. Send back-up units ASAP.”


She tossed the phone back to Palmer.
As he caught it with his right arm—the one that was not cut—he said, “You’re
about to do what?”


“I’ll be okay. If he was going to
shoot me, he would have. He lost interest as soon as you tackled him—as soon as
he knew I wasn’t like the other women.”


“But I can—”


“You’re bleeding all over the
place, Palmer.”


He hissed in frustration and watched
as Sam made his way to a walkway up ahead. He was still peering down at them,
but he was holding the gun to the side as if it were a nasty, dirty thing. She couldn’t
help but think he was going to take his frustration of being defeated by her
and Palmer out on someone else. 


“Any idea what’s up on those
floors above the club?” she asked.


“None. I’d guess some sort of
studio apartments.”


She nodded and waited to see what
Sam was going to do. She wasn’t sure just how serious he’d been about shooting
them if they followed him. Besides, as she looked to those windows and the dire
escape, she figured there had to be an easier way—a way she could maybe get the
drop on him.


“Stay here,” Camille said. “Help
is on the way.”


“Grace, you don’t even have a
gun!”


She smirked at him, but her nerves
betrayed it a bit. “Well then, I guess I’ll just have to be really careful.”


And with that, she ran back
inside.











CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE


 


 


She found Randy easily enough, as
he was at the DJ booth, talking about something while the DJ nodded and looked
a bit startled. When Randy saw Camille coming up the stairs, his eyes grew wide
with alarm.


“There you are!” He said. “Did you
hear—”


“I don’t have time right now,” she
said.


“But some people said they heard a
gunshot and—”


“They did. My partner was nearly
shot. But I need you to listen to me right now. The floors above the club, the
windows all along the fire escaped out back. What are they?”


“Renovated studio spaces. The
building owner rents them out online during Mardi Gras. It’s mostly for the
partying sort of crowd.”


“What’s the quickest way for me to
access them?”


He apparently sensed her urgency
because rather than simply answer, he gestured for her to follow him. “Come on,
I’ll show you.”


He led her back through the little
partial hallway on the side of the dance floor. He was practically jogging when
he came to the intersection between the bar and the dance floor. Heading
straight, he led her to the front doors and then outside.


“I hate that we share the space,”
he said when they were out on the street. “But we never get complaints about
noise, so I guess that’s good.” He was still jogging along, now having to dodge
pedestrians. Camille was slightly astounded by just how much thicker the crowds
had gotten in the small amount of time she’d spent in the club. 


They came to the side of the club
at the end of the block where Randy turned. After just a few feet, he stopped
and pointed to a small concave sort of doorway in the side of the building. Two
concrete steps led up to an old, scarred door. There was a numeric lock on it,
the old kind that had little silver buttons you actually had to push in. Randy
pushed in a five-digit code; there was a buzz and then he opened the door for
her.


“Thanks,” she said, instantly
taking off up the flight of stairs that presented themselves. She left Randy
holding the door, jaw slightly agape.


Camille recalled that Sam had only
gone up one level, but she wasn’t sure if that meant much of anything. When she
came to the first door at the end of the stairs, she hesitated. She could go
through this door, or turn to the left, where the staircase turned and
continued up to the next floor.


She thought it was a safe bet that
he wasn’t wasting time. He’d been furious when he’d made his way up the ladder.
Taking that to mean he’d likely gone in somewhere along this first floor,
Camille opened the door.


She found herself looking down a
long hallway. There was no natural light, just a few overhead fluorescents. The
hallway turned to the right at the end, but based on the shape of the building,
she assumed it was little more than an alcove, as there wasn’t enough room for
the hall to extend to the right any farther. She started hurrying down the
hallway, the thin, blue carpet keeping her footfalls soft and quiet. She’d made
it no more than five steps before she heard a loud commotion from just up
ahead.


It started with the sound of
something falling and then a rattling noise, like pots and pans being shifted
around violently This was followed by a woman’s scream—but not one of fear. 


“And just who the hell are
you?”


Camille ran down the hallway, the
noise of the woman’s voice, still ranting, growing louder. And then she did
scream out of fear. There was another crashing noise, the clamor of which
Camille discovered was coming from the fourth door along the hallway. She
stopped and tried the door, unsurprised to find it locked. The door itself
looked solid and without her gun, Camille had no idea how she was supposed to
get in. Wearing these stupid flats, there was no way in hell she was going to
be able to kick the door down. She drew in a deep breath, braced her knees, and
threw her shoulder into the doorway. She did it as hard as she could and all it
accomplished was her bouncing violently from it. She did hear a crack
somewhere within the frame, though. It was enough to convince her to do it
again.


The second time, she made sure not
to let herself bounce off the door, planting her feet as soon as her shoulder
struck the door. Her teeth clicked together, and her arm ached fiercely. She
saw a crack within the frame, like a lightning bolt racing down it.


“To hell with it,” she muttered.


Grimacing, she marched back to the
opposite wall—just allowing her three full paces. She drew in a deep breath and
charged. She literally threw herself into the door this time. Her shoulder
slammed against it, and she felt something pop somewhere in her upper arm. It
hurt like hell, but the sudden sense of falling forward temporarily wiped the
pain out.


The door blasted inward, the upper
hinge popping free as the catch tore away from the frame. She stumbled into a
small kitchen and instantly saw what she’d feared.


Sam was holding a woman against the
wall by her neck. The woman looked to be in her early twenties, very pretty,
and wearing just a white tank top and gym shorts. Camille noticed then, for the
first time, that he was wearing gloves, which explained why he’d never left
prints. She wondered if he’d been wearing them down in the alley. She’d been
too concerned with staying alive to notice one way or the other. He held a
small kitchen knife in his other hand. Two opened drawers and a knocked over
utensil holder in the kitchen suggested where he’d gotten it from.


She saw no sign of her gun. That
made her relieved and a bit scared all at the same time.


Sam turned to her, and she was
shocked to find that he was smiling. “I was going to do her last. Whenever last
was. I knew she was up here. She was flirting with me all night about a week
ago. Me and then about three other guys. Took one guy up here at three or four
that morning and—”


“Please,” the woman moaned, her
voice cracking under his hand. “I didn’t know you w—”


“Shut up!” he screamed. He bellowed
it into her face, spit flying. Camille walked slowly into the kitchen a bit
further, her hands opened and to her side to show him she had no weapon. In
making even this simple little motion, she realized just how badly her shoulder
hurt. She was pretty sure she’d at least cracked something in getting
the door open.


“Sam . . . hold on. You can’t do
this.”


“The hell I can’t.” He put all of
his attention on Camille for a moment, which is what she’d hoped for. “You . .
. you dressed like that because you knew what I was looking for, right?
You knew the kind of . . . the kind of woman I was targeting.” When he
said woman, he did so in a mocking tone.   “And I bet you’d planned on
using the same tactics they do to lure me in, right? Because that’s what
they do!”


He was screaming now, the little
kitchen knife gripped in his right hand. He started to look back to the woman
pinned against the wall, but Camille knew she had to keep his eyes on her.
However long it took for him to either put the knife down or for backup to come,
she had to keep him distracted. She figured if he was going about this murder
spree because of his previous rejections and hurts, maybe sympathy or even
agreement would sway him—or at least keep him from plunging that knife into
this woman for a while, anyway.


“You’re absolutely right, Sam.
That’s exactly what I was doing. It’s my job to be able to profile people. And
I knew exactly who you were going after. And it is why I’m wearing this.
I don’t exactly dress like this all of the time. In fact, I never dress
like this.”


He nodded, his lips forming a
strange sneer. “And I bet you never broke a man’s heart on purpose, either. Or
flaunt yourself and even whore yourself a bit just to get free drinks, have
you?”


As he spoke, Camille took two
small steps deeper into the kitchen. She wasn’t sure he even noticed. She
figured she was maybe five feet away from him. If she could get just a bit closer,
she may be able to jump him, to wrench the knife out of his hand. Her shoulder
throbbed and pounded, as if in direct opposition to this strategy.


“Sam, we know what you’ve done.
That’s four women. That’s bad enough, but if you make it five . . .”


“Oh, I don’t care. I have no
reason to care. I just want to prove a point, to shut down the debauchery and
lewdness that this city becomes when these women parade out in the
street and just crush men. Crush them . . .”


He moved so quickly that Camille
didn’t have time to think. She saw his right arm coming back in the same way it
had come back when he’d tried stabbing her less than five minutes ago. On the
backward arc, Camille surged forward. It was almost like trying to knock the
door down all over again; after a single step, she didn’t so much run at
him as dive at him.


He tried to stiff-arm her with his
left-hand but only managed to cause his palm to graze her forehead. Meanwhile,
her right arm slammed into Sam’s right forearm. It redirected the path of his stabbing
motion and also loosened his grip on the woman’s neck. But it also sent a wave
of nauseating pain through Camille as her shoulder reminded her that she’d just
put it through hell trying to get into the apartment.


She screamed as she went to the floor
but on her way down, she somehow managed to get her left hand behind his neck.
As she drug him down with her, realizing she couldn’t use her right arm, she opted
for more primitive tactics. Knowing it was going to hurt her, too, she brought
her head forward as she hit the floor, Sam still falling with her. Her forehead
slammed into his nose, and she heard a sickening crunch and his scream.


What she didn’t hear,
though, was the knife bouncing around on the ground. Surely, he’d dropped it,
right?


Without the use of her right arm,
she knew she wouldn’t be able to keep him down. So instead, she scooted back
and drew her right foot back. As he tried to regain his feet, still screaming
as his broken nose started to gush blood, she kicked at his ribs. The first
kick connected, and that was all it took. Behind her, she heard several sets of
footsteps approaching the door. The woman that had been against the wall looked
in that direction, slightly dazed, but signs of relief showed in her eyes.


Camille turned back toward the
door as she shakily got to her feet. Sam was still screaming, bleeding on the
kitchen floor and unaware of the two cops that were coming in through the door
with their guns raised. 


A third figure appeared behind
them, his gun also drawn—Palmer, looking almost sick with worry. He nearly
shoulder-checked one of the cops to get to her while the officers made their
way to Sam and the woman he’d attempted to kill. She saw a hastily made bandage
on his arm where he’d been cut, made of little more than athletic tape and gauze
. . . staples of any cheap medical kit stowed under bars or desks.


“You okay?” he asked.


She nodded, but also realized that
she’s lost all feeling in her shoulder. Actually, her arm all the way down to
the elbow was numb. “The door beat me up worse than he did.”


“Your shoulder?”


Again, she only nodded and then
turned her attention to the young woman. She was cowering against the wall as
one of the officers—a tall African American male—was checking on her.


“Are you okay?” she asked.


“I think . . . I think so. Thank
you. He just came in and . . . I don’t . . . came in and started looking through
the kitchen. Came in through the window in the bedroom and . . .”


“It’s okay,” the cop said. “We’ll
get the story later. Right now, you just try to relax.”


That sounded like a good idea to
Camille—to relax. But her shoulder was going to need attention. And the blood
soaking through the temporary bandage of a bar towel Palmer had put on his cut
indicated he was going to need some medical assistance too.


“How’s that?” Camille asked,
nodding to the towel. She stepped close to him and thought that if it wasn’t
for their injuries, she’d hug him.


“Worse than I thought. I think we
need to get to the hospital to see who wins.”


And then, despite the bleeding and
screaming murderer the cops were currently cuffing, Camille smiled. It felt odd
in the moment and because, once again, she realized just how tired she was. But
with statements to take, paperwork to fill out, and a hospital visit, she knew
rest wouldn’t come anytime soon.


She shared a glance with Palmer
and, with no words exchanged at all, they both understood this. And with yet
another tired smile, this one shared between them, Camille stepped forward to
see how they could help the cops and the girl that had nearly just lost her
life.











CHAPTER TWENTY SIX


 


 


When Camille walked into the
interrogation room with Palmer two and a half hours later, there was an ice
pack taped to her shoulder. She’d changed back into her work clothes but, to
make room for the ice pack, had left her button-down off and opted for a white
tank top—something else she’d had to borrow, but this time from the police station.
Palmer had been stitched up quickly in the back of an ambulance and because he
hadn’t lost quite as much blood as they’d feared, he was going to be able to
avoid a trip to the ER after all.


Sam turned out to be Samuel
Nestor—a twenty-nine-year-old from Alexandria, Virginia. He had a background in
security for a few law firms but, as his records showed, had been fired when
he’d been suspected of downloading private footage from the homes of prominent
women in the DC metro area. While he’d never been officially charged, the black
mark was forever on his record. Camille couldn’t help but wonder if something
had happened during that case that had caused him to come to New Orleans with a
grudge to settle.


When he confessed to the things
he’d done, he did so almost gladly. It made for a very quick interrogation, and
after the initial part had been done, Detective Farmer had stepped in to wrap
things up.


When she came out of the
interrogation room with Palmer, they made their way to the front of the
building side by side. It had somehow come to be 4:05 in the afternoon and
somehow, a coma-like sleep in her bed seemed further away than ever. They’d
need to report this all to McCutcheon; she knew the basics already thanks to
several phone calls, but it needed to happen in an official capacity as well.


“I hope you’re okay to drive,” she
said as they came to the car.


“To the hospital, right?”


“The guy in the ambulance said it
needs to be X-rayed, but I really don’t want to deal with that right now. I
can’t . . . I need to sleep.”


“Will you be able to sleep on it?”


“I’ll take some meds and keep ice
on it. I think I’ll be okay. Do you . . . do you mind just taking me to my
apartment?”


“I can do that.”


“Thanks. I’ll get some sleep and
go to the ER when I wake up. Promise.”


Once again, Palmer drove them
through the thick Mardi Gras traffic. They got a few calls here and there as
they travelled to her apartment, but the only one she answered was the one from
McCutcheon.


“Wait to come in for the official
debrief tomorrow,” she said. “I will say, though, that the fact that this man
managed to take a gun from one of you and fire it, there’s going to be
questions and a shit load of paperwork.”


“Understood,” Camille said. “And
thank you.”


They made it to Camille’s
apartment about forty minutes later, thanks to the traffic. When Palmer parked,
he got out of the car and opened the passenger side for her. 


“You really don’t need to come
up,” she said. “I’m fine. It’s my shoulder, not a broken leg.”


“I know. I want to make sure you ice
up and take medicine. You tend to be a little stubborn.”


She really did feel that it was unnecessary,
but she understood how kind it was. So, she allowed him to enter her apartment building
with her—a small, three-story affair located a good fifteen minutes away from
the commotion of the French Quarter. As she fumbled her keys out of her pocket
and had Palmer take them from her to unlock her door, she realized that it was
the first time he was going to see her home. Hell, it was going to be the first
time anyone had seen her New Orleans digs. Part of that was simply
because she didn’t stay there very often. She was glad she’d cleaned the place
a bit the last time she was home. That had been . . . maybe four days ago? She
wasn’t sure. She’d gotten to the point where she preferred to just crash on the
couch in her office if she could.


When they entered, she wasn’t at
all surprised to find that Palmer didn’t waste time with telling her how cute
the place was. He was very direct and to the point. “Go change into whatever
you need to change into to be comfortable. I’ll make an ice pack. Maybe make
you a sandwich or something.”


“You don’t have to—”


“Shut up. Go.” He punctuated it
all with a playful smile.


Camille went to her bedroom and
toyed with the idea of taking a shower. She knew it was gross to skip it, given
what she’d been through over the last thirty-six hours or so, but the idea of
standing while she could be lying in her bed was torturous. Plus, it wouldn’t
be much of a shower without the use of her right arm.


Ah, maybe Palmer would be
willing to help.


She chuckled in spite of herself
and shut the thought away instantly. It also made her think of Zack. She should
probably text him to let him know this case was closed and maybe they could get
together soon.


But what about Palmer?


She sighed. It wasn’t something
she wanted to spend any time thinking about at the moment. Instead, she went
into the bathroom where she grabbed a bottle of Ibuprofen from the medicine
cabinet. She swallowed three and then went back into the bedroom where she changed
into a grungy T-shirt and a pair of jogging pants. She then put her hair up
into a ponytail and walked back out into the kitchen and adjoined living room.
Palmer was making a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, having managed to find
the supplies on his own—not that it was difficult with the very few groceries
she had in the place. He’d also made the ice pack; it consisted of a Ziplock
bag filled with ice cubes from her freezer, wrapped in a dish towel.


“Thanks,” she said.


“Of course. You take something for
the shoulder?”


“Yeah. It’s sore, but the
feeling’s back. So, I guess that’s good.”


“Okay. If you need me to drive you
to the ER, just let me know.”


“I will. But really, I think I’ll
be fine. Worst case, I’ll take an Uber.”


She walked him to the door, and he
gave her a little nod as he started out toward the hallway. Just before she
closed the door to head back inside, something came to her—an almost childish
need to not be alone. She was beyond exhausted, she was in pain, and the last
five or six hours had taken a toll on her.


The words were out of her mouth
before she was fully aware they were coming. “Palmer? Would you consider
staying?”


“Staying? Like a nurse?” He
laughed at the notion but shut it down when he saw that she wasn’t laughing or
smiling in turn.


“No. Like . . . as a . . . I don’t
know. Like as a human pillow.”


His face became serious, and he
stepped back to the door. She could see in his eyes that he knew right away what
she was asking . . . what she needed. He wasn’t going to try to skew it or take
it out of context.


“You want a snuggle buddy,” he
said.


When a huge smile spread across
her face, she felt something click inside of her and she thought to herself: If
you’re not careful, you’re going to fall in love with this man.


      “For lack of a better term,
yes.”


      “I’d be happy to.”


      She didn’t reach out and
take his hand or make any cute comments. She simply turned around and walked
back to the bedroom. When they reached the bed, he waited for her to get
comfortable first, lying on top of the sheets with the ice pack resting
clumsily on her shoulder, trapped against the mattress. He came next, kicking
off his shoes and nothing more. And when he lay down beside her, she scooted
back a bit and he seemed to know exactly what she needed. He put his arm around
her, and for about ten seconds, she felt safer and more cared for than she had
in a very long time.


      After that, there was deep
and blissful sleep.











CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN


 


 


Nine days later, with her arm in a
sling, Camille walked into a tiny little pub in a town called Chesterton. It
was a tiny shadow of a town located about half an hour away from New Orleans
and less than an hour away from the even smaller town of Upping—the town where
she’d grown up. As she walked inside, she wondered if she was being a bit too
careful. It suddenly seemed silly to conduct her current bit of business
outside of the city, away from any roaming eyes out of the field office.


 It was evening, just after six
o’clock, and the pub was populated with people that had just gotten off of
work. Compared to the Mardi Gras crowds she’d faced recently, it was quaint.
There were no more than thirty people.


When she entered, she saw a man
sitting alone at a table in the corner. She made her way over instantly. She
sat down and looked to the familiar face with an uncertain smile. This meeting
had been planned four days ago, scheduled via text, and she was starting to
think it might be a very bad idea.


“What did you do to your
shoulder?” the man asked.


“I had a disagreement with a door.
Dislocated and fractured my shoulder.”


“Well, other than that, it’s good
to see you, Grace. How’s New Orleans treating you?”


While she considered her answer,
she reminded herself of her history with this man. His name was Doug DeLuca, a sixty-eight-year-old,
semi-retired consultant that had once worked with the FBI’s Intelligence
Branch. She’d worked with him several times while she’d been in Alabama. When
he retired, she’d reached out to him one night when she’d had a bit too much to
drink and asked what it would take for him to take a dive into the records from
Nanette’s case. He’d been reluctant at first but when he learned that
retirement didn’t suit him, he’d decided to give it a go. Ultimately, he’d
found nothing but had thanked her for the opportunity.


When she’d reached out again four
days ago, he’d been excited to help based on the idea that she might have a few
breaks—namely a break in the form of a man named Will Lucia. When she’d sent
the video she’d taken of him outside of his house, it had been all he’d needed
to eagerly volunteer his services. He’d also claimed he’d come to her when he
found something because he’d never been to Mardi Gras and figured he should
check it out before he kicked the bucket.


“New Orleans is treating me as
well as it can, I suppose. How about you?”


“Well, I’ve only been in for about
eight hours, and I’ve lost count of all the women that are out of my league. I
figure I’ll just spend a few days drinking and listening to that awful zydeco blues
music. But I know you’re not interested in hearing about how I’m going to waste
away my time in your beautiful city. So, let me get to the good stuff.”


“There’s good stuff?”


Doug shrugged and sipped from a
beer that had been sitting to his right. If she hadn’t been on pain killers,
she may have thought about ordering one as well. She had an uneasy feeling
about what Doug might have found.


“I did some digging on this guy,
on this Will Lucia. And I do hate to tell you that he’s not the guy in the
picture you sent. The guy in the video and the guy in the picture are
different.”


“How do you know?”


“I’ll send you everything I
have—digitally of course, because Good Lord, no paper trails please—but I found
that very same picture on a defunct photo site. One of those old photo-storing
services that used to be around, like Photobucket or whatever. That sent me to
a very old blog post which I had to have an internet-guru I know help me with
because it was an unpublished post. But it had been posted by a guy named
Bentley Lucia.”


“Bentley . . .”


“Will’s younger brother. Younger
by two years.”


“But how do you know if—”


“Hold on. Let me finish. The blog
post I saw with the picture was very brief. And it identified the location of
the picture as being taken at a fair that had come through Nacogdoches, Texas.
I ran a search for anyone named Nanette Grace living in Nacogdoches and got
nothing. Of course, that could mean nothing if she was married or something. Or
. . . and please forgive me for saying this, but it seems to me that if she was
trying to stay in hiding, she may be going by an alias, anyway.”


“So, what about Bentley Lucia.”


“Well, first of all, he looked
exactly like his brother. They aren’t twins from what I could find, but they
might as well be. But, more importantly, as of at least two weeks ago, a Mr.
Bentley Lucia holds a permanent residence in the city of Nacogdoches.”


Camille let this all sink in. She
had no problem understanding why Bentley might tell people that he was his
brother if he was involved with a woman that was trying to escape her past. But
honestly none of it made any sense. Why would Nanette visit with a man that was
lying about who he was? What did Bentley Lucia know about Nanette that would want
him to hide his true identity? And why throw his brother under the bus in such
a way?


“Anything else?”


“I’m sorry, but no. I have Bentley
Lucia’s address and the fact that he had been married in the past. He
was divorced, though, and I don’t know if the timelines match up with what
you’re looking for in regard to your sister.” He sipped from his beer again and
said, “Sorry, kiddo.”


She was glad she had this new
information, but it had presented her with more questions than answers. And
though it made her hate herself quite a bit, she started to wonder if any of
this was worth it. Nanette clearly did not want to see her. She’d come back to
Upping to see Deanna and their father but had never reached out to her.


Why not?


While it would have been so easy
to just forget about it and move on with her life, the agent in her would not
allow it. She had to know. And with that determination, she started wondering
how far it was to Nacogdoches.


“I know it’s not what you wanted
to hear, Camille,” Doug said. “Let me buy you a drink. Make it worth your time
to come out here.”


“No, thanks,” she said. “Sorry to
have wasted your time with all of this.”


“You didn’t waste my time. You
gave me something to do. Jesus, I’m on the verge of setting up a PI business. That’s
how desperate I’ve been these days.”


Camille stood up from the table
and walked to the other side to hug him. “Thanks, Doug. And call me tomorrow
when you’re in the Quarter. Maybe I’ll take you up on that drink then.”


“Count on it.”


She left the bar and headed out to
the parking lot. As she slipped in behind the wheel, she took her phone from
the center console. She did it with the thought of calling Deanna to see if
she’d ever heard of a Bentley Lucia. But she didn’t think that would be a good
idea because at this point, she had no idea who to believe when it came to
Nanette.


So instead, she scrolled to
Palmer’s number. She needed someone to vent to . . . and though Palmer knew
very little about the true details of her sister’s case, she found herself just
wanting to be with him. Ever since she’d invited him to stay with her nine days
ago, their relationship had remained professional, but with that lurking
tension on the brink of exploding between them. But really, it was more than
just that tension. She knew Palmer was an exceptional agent. He probably
already knew she was dealing with personal matters but was remaining respectful
and not prying. If she continued to dive in deeper with him and things heated
up, he may ask her what was going on. And she wasn’t ready for that
yet—especially not with Palmer.


It was all of those reasons that
caused her to scroll away from Palmer’s name. She went to Zack’s instead and
pressed Call without thinking. He answered on the second ring, and for
reasons she wasn’t quite sure of, Camille felt herself on the verge of spilling
a few tears when she said, “Any chance you feel like making a drive to New
Orleans tonight?”


“That depends,” Zack said on the
other end, clearly delighted. “Will a certain gorgeous FBI agent be occupying
my time?”


“No, just me.”


When he laughed, she closed her
eyes and sighed, wishing it were Palmer. But Palmer would make things very
complicated. Right now, she just needed something simple.


When the call was over two minutes
later, she pulled out of the lot and headed back home. She thought of two
brothers that looked very much alike that, from what she could tell, had
problems of their own. She thought of Nanette and wondered what sort of life
she’d lived once she’d managed to escape Upping and their father.


And in that lonesome drive back
home, Camille was able to accept the very daunting fact that until she got answers
to those things, nothing would ever be simple.
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