
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1


[image: ]




The mutilated body was impaled on the jagged stump of a previously fallen cypress tree near the edge of the Honey Island Swamp.  It looked like a gory tribute to Vlad Tempest of the Dracula legend.  Rivulets of blood trickled in thickening streams down the outer husk of the decaying cypress.  The body’s intestines spilled out like a den of limp gray snakes—the color leeched from them.  Perched high enough to remain out of reach of the local alligators, the decimated carcass found no shelter from the swarm of mosquitoes.  A few other scavengers had obviously taken chunks out of it.  But none of them had taken the head.  That had to have been the work of the killer.

Del Thibodeaux eyed the decapitated body from the safety of the flat-bottom police boat.  Born and raised in New Orleans, Del had seen many disturbing sites in the bayou, both as a detective and during his life prior to joining the force.  He tried to focus on the body, absorbing all the details as best he could.  But the constant shifting of the boat had started edging his nerves raw.

Ray Jackson, Del’s Chicago-born partner and recent transfer into the NOPD detective division, kept adjusting his position and snapping pictures beside him.  After getting a few more pictures, Jackson examined the screen on the digital camera.  For some reason, it seemed easier to look at the pictures than directly at the body.  He zoomed in on the open neck.  The jagged tears in the skin suggested the head had been ripped off.  No blade had been used.  “What do you think?  Alligator took his head off?” Jackson asked in his out-of-place Midwestern accent.  The wound suggested something of that nature.

“Sho,” Del replied in in native Cajun twang.  “’Spose da gator bit his head off ‘fore or afta he climb up dis stump and plant him here?”

“What I mean...” Jackson started.

“Too high for no damn gator,” Del cut in.

“I tell ya what did it.  Dat damn Rougarou is what,” the man idling in the Ragin’ Cajun Tours boat beside them offered.  He was the one who had called it in.  His name was Andrew Broussard and he was said to have been the first generation of his lineage to reside outside of the swamps.  Everyone called him Skeeter.  His wiry little beard did nothing to dispel the nickname.  Being a swamper, Skeeter had about as fine a read on the untamed land as any human could.  He had started out with the first tour of the day heading for Honey Island Swamp.  Spotting the anomaly from a distance and knowing something was off, Skeeter turned the boat around and switched with another tour guide, advising him to take the long way around.  He then called the police and led them back to this point.  “’Taint da firs’ time, neitha,” he added.

Befuddled, Jackson looked from Skeeter to the body and back.  “Rougarou?  What’s that?”

Del tried to warn him off with the quick wave of the hand, but Jackson had obviously missed it.

“I forgit you ain’t from dese ‘ere parts,” Skeeter scoffed then spit a glob of chewing tobacco into the brown-stained water.  

“Sure it weren’t no Honey Island Swamp Monster?” Del jokingly asked Skeeter.

Skeeter nodded, as serious as ever.  “Fo’ sho’.  Wookiee like to eat da innards.  Wouldn’t leave ‘im out ‘ere fo’ the buzzards like dis.”

Jackson looked to Del for an explanation.  “Wookiee?  Like Chewbacca from Star Wars?”

Del shook his head.  “Jus’ a pet name fo’ dat one.  Both jus’ coupla swamp legends ta scare kids.  Make ‘em wet dey beds.”

“’Taint no legend.  Shit’s real,” Skeeter insisted.  “Wookiee’ll leave ya be.  Less’n ya trespass on ‘is land.  Rougarou.  He meaner than shit.  Fuck ya up jus’ as ya standin’ dere.”

“Ah right, Skeet.  Think we good here.  Whyn’t ya head on out,” Del said, hoping the younger guy would just leave them alone so they could wrap this up since the droning mosquitoes had decided one body wasn’t enough.  Drawn to their warmth or their exhalations—whatever the case—the thick swarm started to splinter apart and many made their way to the two detectives.

Skeeter put his motor in gear and puttered away.  “Best tell ‘im ‘bout da thirteen bits.  Save ‘is life wit dat.”

“What’s he mean by that?” Jackson asked.

“Jus’ superstition is all,” Del explained.  “I’ll ‘splain ‘tall on da way back.”

A new boat slowly motored their way.  Both men recognized Mark Landry, one of the assistant coroners, as they had worked several homicides with the man.  Two crime scene technicians sat uneasily on the boat behind Landry.

Jackson was only in his second week with the New Orleans Police Department, but he’d already been on the scene of six deaths with Del at his side.  Landry was present on all six investigations.  One thing became clear to Jackson—even though New Orleans was a city in the United States, it was a world of its own.

“So what’s all this Rougarou and swamp monster crap?” Jackson asked as they motored away after they discussing the scene with Landry and turning it over to him and the techs.

Del smirked.  “Jus’ a bunch a stories ta scare people outta da swamp.  Hell, gators, snakes and skeeters should be enough ta do dat.”  He looked at Jackson and could see that the man wanted a better explanation.  “Rougarou is a werewolf brung on by a voodoo curse.  Da Honey Island Swamp Monster ‘sposed ta be some sorta bigfoot.”

“Which one’s the Wookiee?”

“Swamp monster.”

Jackson stayed silent for a while and watched the mossy scene as they passed through the swamp.  “So this Rougarou...  It doesn’t just stay in the swamp?”

Del slowed the boat to a crawl.  “Folks ‘round here...  Every time something crazy like dat happen, dey say ‘It’s da Rougarou.’  Somebody disappears, ‘It’s da Rougarou.’ People drinkin’ too much damn voodoo juice.”  He could see Jackson stewing on something, so he asked, “What do ya know ‘bout the bayou?”

“Nothing really.  That’s why I try and pick up what I can from the locals,” Jackson explained.  

Del threw the motor into idle.  “Ya wanna git rid of a body, jus’ dump it in da swamp.  Gators’ll take care of it.  Might not find any bits of it.  Dat.  Back dere,”—he gestured to where they’d just left—“dat’s a body someone wants found.  If it was some kinda werewolf or swamp monster, why would it want more attention?”

Jackson shrugged.  He didn’t have an answer.  He didn’t believe any of it.  He was just curious about local stories and superstitions.  “What was the thing about the thirteen bits?”

Del forced out a laugh and throttled the motor to get them moving again.  “Dey say the Rouagrou can’t count pass twelve.  If ya leave thirteen coins or something, it will confuse the Rougarou ‘cause it can’t count dat high.  He’ll leave ya be den.”

“Why would a monster stop to count something?  That makes no damn sense at all,” Jackson protested.

“’Bout as much sense as a werewolf eatin’ people but not eatin’ dem,” Del said, nodding once again toward the gruesome discovery.  Then he chuckled.  “Welcome to da bayou.”

One thing that struck Jackson was that Skeeter never said anything about the Rougarou eating people.  He had made it a point to say that the Wookiee would have eaten the entrails.  Something about this whole situation, other than the decapitated body, set Jackson on edge.

Just as that thought passed through Jackson’s mind, they sped over a particular spot of tannin-stained water.  It wasn’t that deep.  But on the bottom of the stained swampy water, a human head lay in the silt.  Snapping turtles picked at the flesh and bits of muscle left on it.  The skull had been ripped open, pried apart from the eye sockets.  The entire brain was missing.  

Welcome to the bayou, indeed.
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“Got a hit on your stiff,” Marlene Gomez, the captain of their district of the NOPD, said as she stood between Del’s and Jackson’s work stations.  At a mere five-foot, two-inches tall, she didn’t look like much, but Captain Gomez was a tenacious bulldog of an investigator and beat cop before that.  She had earned every promotion through her hard work and never-quit attitude.  

Del looked up at his boss from his seat.  “Dat was fast,” he commented as he stood, towering over a foot taller than her.

“He was already in our system,” she offered as she handed him the rap sheet.  “Reginald Ferguson.”

“Reggie Pop?” Del quickly replied.

Captain Gomez nodded.

“Who’s Reggie Pop?” Jackson asked.

“Big time gang banger,” Captain Gomez answered.  “Word has it he was one of the hitters for the Po’ Boys.”

“Po’ Boys?  They named their gang after a sandwich?” Jackson scoffed.  

“Not po’ boys.  Po’ Boys,” Del said.

Jackson just stared at him.

“Po’.  Like dey ain’t got no money,” he explained.

“Anyway,” Captain Gomez interrupted.  “They’re one of the newer gangs in town.  Only been around about three years now.  But they’re growing.  And getting more violent as they try to claim more turf.”

“I take it you’ve had run-ins with this Reggie Pop?” Jackson asked.

“Check him out many time.  Can’t make nothing stick.  Bangers keep coverin’ fo’ each other.  Dat’s fo’ sho’.”

“Every time we bring him in, he’s got about four or five people saying he was with them at the time in question,” Captain Gomez explained.

Del went to speak, but Jackson cut him off.  “It’s so much easier to understand her.  How do two lifelong residents of the same city have such different accents?”  He had learned of the captain’s background when she interviewed him for the job.  Del had told him his history when they first started working together.  Del Thibodeaux had grown up near New Orleans and had never even left the state of Louisiana—or Lou’s-ana as he put it.

“’Pends on what side da tracks ya from,” Del offered.

“Some of us are just more cultured than others,” she answered.

“Dat’s fo’ sho’,” Del agreed.

She smiled at Del and then to Jackson said, “Don’t let him fool you.  He’s as sharp as they come.  Plays the hick part so people let their guard down around him.”

Del pointed to himself as if to ask, “Who?  Me?”

Captain Gomez checked the time then offered, “Shift’s almost over.  You guys have been working your asses off.  How about we meet for dinner at Toups’?  I’ll make a reservation.”
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