

  

    

      

    

  




		

			Synopsis


			In the murky depths of Louisiana’s bayou, a child’s skull emerges, unleashing a nightmare for Deputy Claire Duvall and fellow officer Jess Morgan. As bodies pile up and dark rituals unfold, they race against time to catch a killer who believes he’s destined to become a god.


			 


			Amidst the chaos of drug busts and attempts on the sheriff’s life, Claire and Jess find comfort in each other’s arms. But the new relationship is tested when they become the final pawns in a madman’s deadly game.


			 


			With the help of Voodoo gods and their own courage, can Claire and Jess survive the night of the killer’s ascension? Or will they become the last sacrifices in his twisted path to divinity?


			 


			Devil’s Breath is a heart-pounding thriller that blends police procedural with supernatural suspense, creating a uniquely chilling tale of love, faith, and the battle against unspeakable evil.
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Prologue


			October 2011


			The bayou was still. No clouds drifted between the moon and the earth. No breeze rustled the leaves on the trees draped with Spanish moss. A mirror of the sky, the black water’s surface was broken only by the eyes of an alligator guarding its territory. The full moon cast enough light to make its reptilian eyes glow red as it scanned the night.


			Above it, along the limb of a live oak, a snake lay coiled among the leaves, keeping warm on this October evening. It watched a bullfrog waiting for an insect, but none stirred on this night. Perhaps it was the chill in the air or something instinctual. No matter the cause, it was deathly still during this witching hour.


			A slight hum began, softly at first, then slowly grew louder. The gator dropped beneath the surface as the vibrations in the water signaled someone was near. The water moccasin remained coiled, even its tongue still as the small craft trolled by, black water rippling in the wake of the motor’s thrum.


			The dark figure in the boat used only the moonlight to guide him. Many years had passed since his summers fishing and hunting in the bayou, but his memory served him well. As a boy, he had traversed the blackwater in darkness many times. Tonight, he chose this forgotten piece of the swamp because few knew of it and fewer still bothered to come here. 


			He slowed near the bend where the water had gouged out the sand so deeply. The boat bumped against the bank where exposed tree roots tangled themselves as they fought their way to the water. The man rose from his seat, ignoring the gentle rocking of the flatboat. The lifetime away from the bayou melted away as he immersed himself into the night, the odor of decay and black mud as welcome to him as others might enjoy the scent of fresh-cut grass. He was finally back where he belonged, back where his purpose would be fulfilled. With little effort, he picked up a large burlap sack, the cloth saturated and dripping blood. He tossed it into the water. Soon the gators would investigate and make a meal for themselves, most likely destroying any proof of its existence.


			His job now complete, he took a moment to plunge his hands into the briny water to rinse away the blood. Under the moon’s light, the water bloomed red, a small copy of the large one that marked the sack’s resting place below. He took another deep breath, savoring the earthy scents of his youth. It was good to be back. So many years had passed, learning, growing, and preparing for his triumphant return. His day was nearly at hand. 


			Reluctantly, he pushed away from the bank. The sun would breach the horizon in a few short hours, and he needed some sleep before starting his day. He began the long return trek, not looking back even when the water came alive as the alligators competed for their unexpected meal. He smiled at the wild splashes and relaxed, taking in the beauty of the surroundings.


			His destiny drew near.


			









Chapter One


			May 2018


			Seven Years Later


			 


			Deputy Sherriff Claire Duvall jogged along the familiar path that ran on the outskirts of the small parish in Louisiana. The crunch of her shoes on the asphalt was rhythmic, showing no hint of stress from the mile she had just run. She was in the runner’s zone, her long strides effortless as she crossed yet another bridge that straddled the slow-moving water of Kalfou Bayou.


			She stopped when she reached the weathered sign that should read Welcome to Kalfou Parish. Instead, thanks to a vandal, it read Welcome to Voodoo Parish. Beneath it all was a drawing of a Voodoo doll, complete with pins sticking out of its body. She pulled errant strands of her black hair back into a neat ponytail before a glance at her watch sent her on her way once again. A frown marred her features as she thought about the vandal.


			When will people realize that Voodoo is a religion meant to help people? Only a Voodoo witch would use black magic to harm others.


			Living in rural Kalfou Parish, Claire had been exposed to Voodoo from an early age. Like many residents in Louisiana, she understood most of the Voodoo gods, called loa, were similar to the Catholic saints while other more prominent loa represented the Virgin Mother, and even Jesus. Claire was a believer in both Catholicism and Voodoo. She reckoned it might seem odd to an outsider, but it was routine for many throughout rural Louisiana. 


			In the Voodoo religion, Kalfou meant a crossroad between good and evil, a sacred place where believers lifted sacrifices to their gods. The Haitian slaves that worked the plantations named it. The owners defined the word literally and embraced it as simply a crossroads, appropriate for the prosperous trade associated with the bayou’s booming transport hub. Kalfou became synonymous with both the bayou and the parish, and it stuck.


			She supposed the parish was now at a crossroads of sorts. The once-thriving population was now less than a thousand. It had dwindled as transportation changed from water to road, and later, modernized farming reduced it further. But it was Hurricane Lionel that may have dealt the final blow. The 2007 storm tore through everything in its path and raised nearby waters to levels never seen before. The devastation was enormous, and many chose to build a life elsewhere. 


			Claire was also at a crossroads. Since her mother’s death a couple of years ago, little held her here. She wanted a change. She needed a change, but something held her back. As much as she itched for something better, her prayers for guidance went unanswered. Both Voodoo’s Legba, and the Catholic Jesus remained silent on the matter.


			Oaks and pines changed to a large field of sugar cane, the healthy green stalks growing nicely in the warm May weather. At the edge of the field sat the weathered and battered home of Mr. Henri Trahan. It was no surprise to see the elderly gentleman placing crawdad baskets into the bed of his ancient pickup. “Mornin’ Claire.” His gravelly voice, thick with its Cajun cadence and dropped endings was reminiscent of her mother’s. Perhaps more pronounced in the older generation, the lyrical sound was as flavorful as the cuisine that made the Cajuns famous. 


			“Hey, Mr. Henri.” She always used the respectful term with Henri Trahan. His weathered skin and white hair attested to his life of hard work while his integrity attested to his faith. Anyone that held no bias for his poverty, or the color of his skin knew Mr. Henri was worthy of respect. “Looks like you’re going to catch some crawdads today.”


			“I thought I’d set out some traps while I gather some goat seed and manglier. I can get my crawdads for my supper while I’m getting herbs for my medicines.” 


			A couple of elderly women in the parish sold herbals to the sick but no one came close to Mr. Henri’s knowledge. His mother had been an influential Voodoo priestess and Mr. Henri had learned at her knee everything from how to cast a spell to which plant helped with an upset stomach. Claire had seen the results of his work many times and trusted his expertise and his desire to help. “Claire, you coming to the Healing Service this week?” he asked as he lowered the tailgate of his old Chevy pickup. “There is so much cancer popping up in the parish, Father Higgins felt we should pray over the sick.” 


			Claire refrained from rolling her eyes out of respect for Mr. Henri. “Mr. Henri, you know some people wouldn’t be happy to see me cross the threshold of their church.”


			“Now Claire, it ain’t up to you and them people. It’s up to you and God. Anybody that wants to be thataway ain’t there for the right reason, now are they?” He stopped loading his truck and walked over to her. “I promised yer mama I’d keep after you but you sure are a stubborn young thang.” He smiled to take away any sting from his words. “I guess you take after her, huh?”


			“Mama had me beat by a mile, Mr. Henri.”


			He laughed out loud. “I’m guessing yer right about that. She always had a mind of her own.”


			A sudden caw drew their attention. Up in Mr. Henri’s huge oak tree sat a huge crow. It perched on the highest branch looking down on them and cawed several times before flying away, its black feathers shining in the morning sun.


			Mr. Henri’s expression darkened as he stuffed his hands in his pockets. “A bad sign, Claire,” he said softly. “A big crow means big trouble is coming.” He looked at her, his dark eyes seeing far too much. “Yesterday, as I prayed, Legba came to me and told me to make these gris-gris, one for you and one for the sheriff.” He pulled two small muslin bags from his pocket, each attached to thin leather strips. 


			She immediately put hers around her neck, accepting it without question, but she gingerly accepted the Sheriff’s pouch. A gris-gris carried power, and she wasn’t sure how it might react to someone other than the sheriff or Mr. Henri. 


			“Is the crow forewarning trouble?”


			Mr. Henri gazed in the direction of the big crow’s flight, cypress trees standing tall at the edge of the bayou. “Not for me to say,” he replied. “But something dark is about to touch you both, sooner rather than later.” He turned back to Claire and patted her arm.” I ain’t sayin’ anything you don’t already know, but it never hurts to remind you. Make sure you tell the sheriff to keep the gris-gris in his pocket or around his neck. The bag must remain in contact with him for it to do its work.”


			She stared at the pouch, its plain fabric giving no hint of what was inside. With a little trepidation, she placed it in the pocket of her jogging shorts. She nodded. “I’ll tell him, Mr. Henri. But I’m not sure if he will—­”


			“It’s his choice, of course. But Papa Legba told me he’s in danger. He said nothing about what was coming, only that it was very serious.”


			A sudden chill ran down Claire’s spine. Anyone that needed to contact any of the Voodoo gods went to Mr. Henri to invoke their help. It was rare indeed for his requests to go unanswered. It would be prudent to listen to him. She grew more aware of the touch of the muslin around her neck. 


			He looked beyond the sugar cane to the forest where he spoke to the loa, the gods of Voodoo, and performed his rituals. Turning toward it now, he said, “I saw a dark cloud hanging over our bayou. While I watched, the cloud grew darker and bigger.” He turned back to Claire. “Papa Legba’s brother, Kalfou, must be growing strong. Papa Legba is having trouble keeping things balanced. I’m thinking the crow is a sign about trouble brewing in the swamp since he flew thataway.”


			Claire listened intently to the wise old man. Unbelievers might scorn his words, but she had seen him call the loa too many times to disbelieve anything he said. She began to ask what his vision meant but the sound of a car on the quiet country road caught their attention.


			A patrol car came into sight and Mr. Henri’s frown deepened. “Here comes Lester. Looks like he got hold of a sour persimmon.”


			She turned and saw her nemesis, Deputy Lester Henderson, in one of the Kalfou Parish Sheriff’s Department squad cars. As usual, he sported a frown, indicating an insult would probably be coming her way in the next few minutes. As he drew close, he ran his fingers through his greasy strawberry-blond hair making it stand on end, a sure sign he was aggravated. He pulled the car up so close she was forced to back away. Claire refrained from rolling her eyes at his peevish display. She didn’t want to start an argument. 


			When she leaned down, he lowered the window and glared at her.


			“What’s up Lester?” No smile for him.


			“I thought I’d find you here,” he stated as if it were a bad thing. “Come on and get in. The sheriff has been looking for you and sent me to find you.” He pushed his sleeves up out of habit as his slight frame didn’t fill out the uniform properly.


			Claire wasted no time arguing and got in. “See you later, Mr. Henri,” she said as she was closing the door. He answered with a wave as Lester turned the car around, throwing gravel as he spun from the driveway.


			“Hopper Beaumont was caught poaching about an hour ago. They found some things we need to check.” For once his chronically sulky expression lifted, curiosity piqued by the mysterious items that were important enough to warrant both deputies’ attention.


			“Where was he? Where are the suspicious items?” she asked.


			“Down at the boat ramp off of Breaux Road.”


			“All the way down there?”


			He shrugged. “I guess Hopper was trying to be off the grid since he was poaching.”


			Claire sighed heavily. “Okay. Drop me by home. I need to change into my uniform. Besides, I want my truck in case we need to split up.”


			“Dammit, Duvall! I ain’t never getting home if you slow me down. I’ve been on patrol all night. I’m ready to go home and sleep.” His ruddy complexion reddened further.


			She didn’t bother to remind him it was still over an hour before her shift began. She had every right to take her morning jog and talk to Mr. Henri. “All the more reason for me to drive my truck. You won’t have to bring me back home later.” She remained calm which agitated him even further.


			“Fine. But you’d better hurry your ass. I ain’t waiting all day until you get there!”


			Claire swallowed the words that sprang to mind. The two of them had never gotten along. In Lester’s world, being female made her unfit to be a cop, but being a lesbian made her unfit for polite company.


			Thankfully, it took just a few minutes to cover the distance home and soon he was pulling into the driveway of the updated farmhouse-style cottage where she had lived all her life. 


			“I’m telling you,” he warned. “Get your ass down there quick.”


			She ignored him and jogged onto the porch to unlock the front door. Lester showed his irritation by backing into the road and gunning the motor with tires squealing in protest. 


			Asshole. 


			Claire showered quickly even though she would still arrive at the landing before shift change. A tiny sheriff’s department meant being flexible. They were divided into active deputies and those working with the courts. A total of three active deputies meant everyone jumped in to help, with the sheriff usually running the investigation.


			As always when in uniform, she pulled her wavy dark hair into a tight knot at the back of her head. The academy instructors emphasized that rule to avoid it being used against the officer during an altercation. She often took guff from Lester for being a stickler for the rules, but it made sense to do things the right way. Maybe Lester might get more responsibility if he proved he was deserving of Sheriff Willis’s confidence. 


			At five feet five inches and a woman just a couple of years out of the academy, parish citizens often considered her to be the weak link among the deputies. Thankfully, her fellow officers knew better. Slowly but surely, the citizens were also becoming aware of her abilities.


			She glanced in the mirror to ensure she hadn’t missed anything. She touched the silver cross hanging from her neck, the last birthday gift from her mother. Her dark hair, brown eyes, and tanned skin contrasted nicely, making the cross gleam more brightly. 


			As she looked in the mirror, she caught sight of her mom’s picture where it sat on her nightstand. She shared so many features with her mother. Except for her eyes. Her mother’s eyes had been a pale blue while Claire’s were deep brown. Claire had always assumed her father’s eyes were brown. 


			Frankly, she wished she had inherited nothing from the man she believed to be a coward. He had enjoyed her mom as a very young woman but hadn’t the courage or morals to help raise their child. Consequently, her mother had led a difficult life, working multiple jobs ensuring Claire was well provided for. Her mother had never said an unkind word against her father, but Claire imagined he was a jerk who used women and then tossed them aside when they became inconvenient. That’s what Claire was to the man, an inconvenience. She hated him and didn’t even know his name. Her mother had taken that knowledge to her grave. 


			The watch her mom had given her upon graduating beeped as a reminder of the time. She grabbed her keys and both gris-gris, eager to start her day.


			









Chapter Two


			As always, Claire felt a weight lift as she entered the bayou. Cypress trees joined the live oaks, and hints of water began to appear whenever there was a break in the forest’s undergrowth. The Breaux Road boat launch was one of the grassy areas that opened to a path leading to the water. It widened just enough to park a couple of trucks and still have room to back a boat onto the ramp. She parked beside Lester’s squad car facing a small dock. 


			An airboat, sporting the Wildlife and Fish Service logo, sat aground at the water’s edge. She headed toward her friend, Ranger Hollis St. Martin, easily recognized by her long blond braid extending below her cap. Hollis and Lester leaned against the truck while Hopper sat in the truck’s bed, shoulders hunched forward, his head hanging.


			“About damn time you showed up,” Lester snapped as she got out of her truck.


			As usual Claire ignored his ill temper. “Hey Hollis. Long time no see.”


			“It has been a long time,” she acknowledged with a welcoming smile. “I just wish it was for a friendly conversation.”


			“What’s up?” Claire walked up and leaned against the truck’s bed, copying the others.


			“I caught Hopper putting out bait for gators this morning. But he’d come across something that you’ll find interesting.” She moved to the side door of her truck and pulled out a large trash bag.


			“Sorry I don’t have something more appropriate. It’s the best I could do.” She set the bag gently on the ground and peeled it back while Claire and Lester looked on. The grayish curve of a small skull came into view.


			“What the hell? Where did he find it?” Lester knelt down to get a closer view.


			Hollis remained on her haunches. “He was deep in the swamp. He had gone all the way to ‘Gator Alley’, then made a few twists and turns farther southeast. He was setting up gator bait when he found the skull poking out of the mud. I picked him up just as he found it.”


			Claire nodded, her mind racing with questions. “Did Hopper act suspiciously in any way? Is it possible he was aware that you were watching him?”


			Hollis shook her head. “Not a chance. Hopper nearly wet his pants when he heard me shout. As far as acting suspiciously—not at all. He gave no indication that he was searching for anything and seemed surprised to find the skull.”


			“Did you flag the spot?”


			“Yeah. I tagged the tree but also put a flag right where he had dug it out of the mud. I didn’t want you on my ass so I followed all protocol.” She winked to show she was teasing. “It looks like it’s been there a while.”


			Claire turned to the large man, sitting patiently in the truck’s bed, his wrists in handcuffs. “Hopper. You got anything to say? You seem to be knee-deep in trouble.”


			He looked to the side not making eye contact with anyone. “Aww…I reckon I don’t got nothin’ to say, Ms. Claire. I better get the lawyer to do my talking. Last time he said I shoulda got him right off.”


			“The last time should have been the last time,” Hollis snapped. “Hopper, you can hunt and fish. You just have to do it when it’s legal. You know better than that.”


			Hopper’s face flushed. “See what I mean? I just need to keep my mouth shut.”


			Claire stifled a laugh at his words while Lester stood and opened the tailgate of the truck. “All right. I’m taking you and that garbage bag in with me. I’ve already worked my shift and am ready for a bed.” He glared at Claire as if his lack of sleep were her fault. “You need me for anything?”


			Glad to be rid of him, Claire shook her head. “Nah. I can handle things here. I’ll go set up the area and see if I can find anything else out there.”


			Lester put a hand on the back of Hopper’s shirt to guide him toward the car. “Don’t take all day. You’ll probably need to be around to take Hopper’s statement.”


			“Sleep well, Lester.”


			She watched them get in the squad car before allowing her exasperation to show. “Why can’t Lester retire instead of Sid? Sid is a sweetheart.” She was referring to the gentle soul that had served as deputy even longer than the sheriff had been on the force. Claire was twenty-four years old, and Sid Rochon had begun wearing the badge decades before she was born.


			Hollis flipped her braid over her shoulder. “When is Sid’s last day?”


			“It’s supposed to be at the end of the month, but the paperwork is being a little slow right now. He’s on pins and needles about it.”


			“I can’t blame him. I bet he’s just itching to spend more time with Blanche and not have to do night shifts.” She waved an arm toward the airboat. “Come on and I’ll take you to where Hopper found the skull.”


			“Thanks for the assist, Hollis. Let me get my kit.”


			When she returned, Hollis was sitting in the boat’s tall driver seat waiting patiently. Claire strapped down her gear, and took the headset Hollis offered before taking her place on the bench seat in front. As soon as the giant fan began turning, they were on their way.


			Hollis seemed content to be quiet, allowing Claire to enjoy the beauty of the bayou as they sped along the narrowing channels of water. Live oaks covered with the gray beards of Spanish moss maintained a boundary between the muddy water and cloudless sky. At the roar of the airboat engine, alligators ducked beneath water lilies while birds bolted into the air. 


			As she so often did, Claire closed her eyes for a moment and said a prayer of thanks to Jesus, and then to Damballah, the Voodoo god who’d created the bayou. Damballah was aptly represented by a snake, beautiful but dangerous if disrespected…just like the bayou. 


			Hollis spoke through her headset, her voice clear in spite of the roar of the boat’s motor. “What do you think about the skull?”


			Claire blinked as she tried to bring her focus back to what lay at the end of her ride. “It’s in pretty bad shape and there’s not much of it. Hopefully, we’ll find some more of it. It’s easy to tell that it’s a human skull and based on size it’s probably a child.”


			“I don’t remember having a child go missing since the tourists quit coming. Wasn’t that little girl about seven or eight years ago?”


			“Yep. The summer before I graduated high school.” 


			Hollis took a right at a split in the water channel. “How soon will you get the autopsy report?”


			“I don’t know, but I’m sure Dr. Avi will be as quick as possible.” Claire looked at the narrowed channel of water. “The drought is sure taking a toll on the bayou, isn’t it?”


			“Yeah.” Claire could hear Hollis’ regret. “I hope we get more rain than they project for this summer. Another hot summer like last year and we’ll begin seeing the mud stretching across some of the channels.”


			“Wow. That would be a first, as far as I know.”


			Hollis took a second to answer as she maneuvered yet another sharp turn. “At least since they’ve been keeping records.”


			As they came out of the hairpin curve, Claire saw the chicken hanging from the tree limb and the small fluorescent-yellow flag stabbed into the mud. “Let me out over here if you can.” Claire pointed to a bank that was easy to access from the boat’s platform.


			“Sure. What do you need from me? Should I get out here too?”


			“Why don’t you bring the boat over and be ready to help if I need it.”


			“You got it Officer Duvall.” She grinned when Claire raised a middle finger in her direction before heading toward the flagged spot.


			Claire concentrated on the task at hand. She needed to set up a police investigation perimeter. With such a long timeframe since the death, coupled with having been submerged, the size and location of the scene was little more than a stab in the dark. To maximize her chance of finding something, she purposely identified an area much larger than normal. This would make things more time-consuming, but it couldn’t be helped. Time hadn’t made things easy.


			“Looks like you’re going to need more than just the sheriff’s department scouring for evidence.” Hollis’s comment let Claire know she was closely following her movements.


			“Yeah. We don’t have the staffing for an area this big. Thankfully, we can always count on enough volunteers to help when we need them.”


			Hollis chuckled. “Guess it’s not like television, huh?”


			“You’ve got that right. Things rarely are.”


			Claire finally moved to the spot where Hopper had found the skull. The water level was almost a foot below where Claire now stood. “It looks like the water was up a couple of feet right here in the past so the skull had been submerged.” Claire looked to Hollis for confirmation.


			“Yeah. This was one of the deeper sections of the swamp. The water level was up to where you’re standing until the last couple of years. The last few years’ lack of rainfall upstream has sucked. Each drought hasn’t recovered before the next hits.”


			Using the crime-scene camera from her kit, Claire captured as many details as possible. Placing the camera back in her bag, she moved leaves carefully to ensure there was nothing of interest above the ground. Finding nothing, she began to sweep away the loose dirt with a latex-gloved hand. 


			Still nothing. 


			She moved closer to the flagged spot and repeated the steps methodically until she was inches away. This time when she swept the loose dirt away, she saw a small piece of exposed bone. 


			“Bingo,” she murmured.


			“You found something?”


			“Yeah, another bone. Looks like I will need to get a team down here. I think there’s more to be found.” She stood up and pulled out her cell phone. “Damn. You have a signal?” 


			“No, but I’m not surprised. We’re pretty far in the swamp. And you know there are plenty of places even closer to town that don’t get a signal.”


			Hollis was right. With so few people still living in Kalfou Parish there was little incentive for phone services to install more cell towers. “Okay. I’ll finish up and then head back to give the sheriff a call. He’ll want to know what’s going on.” 


			Claire stood and wiped her brow. The Louisiana sun was getting hot and would only intensify throughout the day. “Thanks for being so patient. I’ll buy you lunch at Gil’s for your help.”


			Hollis reluctantly shook her head. “I wish I could, but I have a few things I need to get done. I’ll have to take a raincheck.” 


			Splash!


			A five-foot gator leaped from the water a couple of feet away from her in an attempt to get Hopper’s bait, its teeth clacking loudly as it missed the ball of putrid chicken. Claire reflexively jumped backward landing on her backside. Too late, Hollis shouted a warning and began searching frantically for the gator.


			“Where did he go?” Claire shouted. “That scared the daylights out of me.”


			Hollis sounded almost as anxious as Claire. “You and me both. I don’t see him, but that bait will draw more. Can we take it down?”


			Claire stood with her hands on her knees as she bent forward, taking deep breaths. Her heart was racing, and it took a minute for the adrenaline rush to dissipate. When she spoke, she was breathless as if finishing her morning run. “Yeah. We can take it down. I’ve already taken my photos. I don’t want to have to fight alligators.” 


			Hollis nodded. “You won’t get any argument from me. An alligator can jump five or six feet when he wants to. Be careful please.”


			With Hollis on guard, Claire took down the bait remnants. “God, that stuff stinks.” She waved at the flies that stubbornly hovered around her.


			“Yeah, unfortunately, the stinkier the better when baiting for gators.” Hollis held a hand over her nose and mouth while Claire tossed the bait into the water. 


			On the way back, Hollis placed a small flag at each turn from the main channel so Claire could find her way back. At the ramp, Hollis stayed on the airboat. “I’ll take this back to the station.”


			“Thanks for all your help, Hollis. As far as Hopper goes, I’ll book him for poaching, so I’ll need a statement from you.”


			“You got it. I’ll write everything up and drop it off this evening or tomorrow.”


			Claire headed toward the office, eager to begin the investigation. The idea of solving the puzzle of the skull was more exciting than the mundane tasks that usually filled her day. She hadn’t dealt with something like this before and it could be added to her résumé if or when she decided to leave Kalfou Parish. Who knew where this could lead?


			









Chapter Three


			“Hey, Claire,” the chief’s assistant greeted her as she arrived at the station. “The sheriff said to go in as soon as you get here.” 


			“Morning, Maxine.” 


			She winked at the motherly gray-haired woman who was the longest—serving employee in the Kalfou Parish Sheriff’s Department. The fact that the former sheriff had hired a young black woman so many decades ago was tribute to her reputation within the community. Now in her seventies, she still ran the office effortlessly with no interest in retiring. It was common knowledge that it was Maxine who helped Sheriff Willis get hired as a deputy when he came home from his stint in the Army. The elderly woman was the glue that held the department together and if anyone forgot, the sheriff would quickly remind them. More than once, Claire had seen him come down hard on a brash young man who disrespected Maxine. 


			Claire knocked on the sheriff’s door and entered. He didn’t look up from his work. “Sit down. Let me finish this and then tell me what you’ve found.” 


			Claire plopped down in one of the chairs facing the large worn desk and watched as he finished writing something on his notepad. At forty-something, Sheriff James Willis was a consummate lawman. He was rather gruff but rarely impatient if you were upfront and honest with him. 


			He had been elected as the lead officer of the parish when it wasn’t common for a black man to achieve such a position in the deep South. However, his army record coupled with the endorsement of the outgoing sheriff, pushed him to victory over his opponent. At only thirty years of age, many had doubted his ability to handle the job. However, he had proved himself during his first term and he became respected by everyone, proven by his three consecutive election wins. 


			Finally, he looked up, tossed his despised reading glasses onto the desk and gave Claire his full attention. “Sounds like we may have found that little girl who disappeared years ago.”


			“Hopefully, we’ll find out soon.” Claire noticed he looked fatigued though still early morning. She chose not to say anything as it would only irritate him. Instead, she briefed him on Hopper’s arrest and the details relating to the skull.


			“Hollis caught Hopper baiting for gators this morning. He’d found something and put it in his boat as she approached. When she moved in to make the arrest, she saw the item was a partial skull. That’s when she called Lester and got us involved. She took me back to the site. I did a search and near the skull, I found another bone fragment. I think there may be more bones. I went ahead and set up the investigation scene. It’s a big area so we could use a few volunteer responders to do a line search.


			Sheriff Willis nodded in agreement. “Did you see anything that seemed recent? Undergrowth or leaves disturbed? Maybe something we could theorize to be recent activity?”


			“No. I took a lot of photos and I didn’t notice anything other than the area where Hopper dug up the skull.”


			“Any indication this is anything more suspect than the missing girl?”


			Claire wriggled in her chair. “Nothing is suspicious at the scene. But I’m interested in how the body got so far into the bayou, particularly a child.”


			“We have no other outstanding cases for a missing child. Thankfully, we’ve never had many. My guess is that the coroner may be able to use dental records to show it’s her. And DNA confirmation.”


			“I hope so. Those poor parents…”


			“The coroner can probably help us with that. Take him what you have so he can start working with them. I’ll go through the original file and pass it to you when you get back.” 


			After a brief pause, Sheriff Willis changed topics. “What do you plan to do with Hopper?”


			“Well, I figured I’d make him post bail. It should make him see we’re serious about his poaching. Hollis won’t be getting her statement to me until this evening or tomorrow morning. I’ll talk to him but keep him jailed until she sends them. 


			He leaned back in his chair. “I’ve already had Lester book him but nothing else. I figure letting him sit there stewing will be good for him.”


			“Oh…okay. You’re a step ahead of me aren’t ya?” She poked at her boss and mentor.


			“And don’t you forget it,” he grunted with a hint of a smile. “Close the door behind you. I have to concentrate on this damned budget.”


			Claire called the morgue to ensure the coroner could do an initial inspection of the bones. Doctor Avi Wason served tiny Kalfou Parish as well as the slightly more populated adjacent Pierre Parish. Both the hospital and morgue were located in Pierre Parish.


			 


			 


			A short time later, she was sitting patiently waiting to see Dr. Avi. She was pleasantly surprised when he came to the door sooner than she had expected.


			“Hello, Claire. I understand that you have something for me to inspect.” His soft-spoken voice suited the quiet sterile hallways. 


			As they entered the autopsy room, Claire explained the day’s events. “I think there could be more bones there. We’ll go back out to search for more. I was hoping you could go ahead and begin looking at the two bones I have. It usually takes a couple of weeks to get DNA back.”


			“I can do a rudimentary analysis right now. It has been a slow day.” He donned the appropriate PPE and gathered a stainless-steel pan for the skull and other bone Claire had collected. 


			The door opened and Dr Avi’s wife, Dr. Siya Wason entered. “Hello, Claire.” 


			Doctor Avi handed his wife a clipboard. “I was just beginning.” He began removing the dirt from the skull with a brush. “This appears to be a young person,” he said as he took a few measurements. “I wish we had the full mandible and dentition.”


			He called out the measurements as Dr. Siya wrote them down. His interest lingered on the area where the dome of the skull ended. He directed Dr. Siya where to photograph various places. He pulled a lighted magnifying lens over to aid his inspection. “I will look at the edges at the site of the missing area under the digital dissecting microscope, but I can see nothing conclusive at the moment.”


			“The few teeth available to us have no dental work but if you notice here—” He pointed to a tooth that was smaller than the others. “The child had not lost all of his or her primary teeth. Without the rest of the jaw, I can only assume the other side is similar. Since the normal age to lose the last primary tooth is twelve to fourteen years, there is a high probability that the person is less than fourteen years old. The range is possibly ten to thirteen years but that is only based on average ages and assumption of identical dentition on the opposite side.”


			“I should check the National Police Database for Missing Persons for children aged between nine and fourteen?” she inquired.


			“I would begin with ten to thirteen and widen the range if you don’t find a match,” he advised.


			He moved the magnifying lens over the partial bone. “This is a left humerus, the bone of the upper arm. Rudimentary observation indicates it to be the correct size to potentially match the cranium for the victim’s age. I see no tissue remains. The head of the humerus is intact but three centimeters below is approximately thirty percent intact.” He looked at Claire. “That is the end of the bone that is part of the shoulder joint. I will need to investigate this damaged area more closely.”


			He moved the bone to show the broken end and refocused. “Hmmm…”


			“Do you see anything helpful?” She leaned forward and studied the computer screen.


			“Look at this,” he said. “This appears very clean most of the way through. It’s only the last few millimeters that appears ragged.”


			“An alligator? You think a gator might have gotten her?”


			He shook his head slowly. “No. An alligator’s bite is very powerful and of course, it would bite through the bone. However, it’s a pressure force paired with tearing. That causes splintering of the bone. Part of this is like a cut from a sharp knife.” He looked at his wife. 


			“Siya, please pull up last year’s autopsy from the alligator attack.”


			While Doctor Siya retrieved the information, Claire stared at the computer monitor trying to make sense of what she was seeing.


			“Here it is, Avi.” 


			“Thank you.” He found the image he wanted. “I’m sure you remember this.”


			Claire nodded. A body savaged by a gator with only partial remains was difficult to forget.


			“This humerus was bitten and torn from the body by an alligator. See the pitting here and here.” He pointed to what looked like smooth dents in a couple of spots along the length of the bone. “Notice how the bone is damaged here indicating a bite, but the real damage occurred at the joint. The arm was ripped from the shoulder socket. An attack may begin with the animal grabbing the limb of the victim but it pulls the victim into the water and rolls and thrashes until the victim drowns. Once the victim becomes still, he rips off large pieces and gulps it down. There isn’t a lot of chewing.”


			He pointed back to the bone lying on the examination table. “In this case, there is nothing but the deep slice below the humeral head. No compression of the bone on either side of a pitted area. Actually, there is no pitting at all. The joint is otherwise in good shape so I can tell it wasn’t ripped from the body by an alligator.” 


			He looked directly at Claire now. “Based on this analysis and with so few fragments to work with, my first impression is this is an injury caused by an implement that is very sharp. A blade of some kind is an example of an item capable of creating such an injury. A knife of some kind perhaps—” 


			A knife wound? She jerked around to stare at him. “What are you saying?”


			His eyes stared, unflinching. “It appears that the child’s upper left arm was almost completely amputated at some point. I need further inspection, but preliminary findings suggest this as suspicious. At least until I complete the analysis.”


			* * *


			Claire was blindsided by Dr. Avi’s findings. Throughout the seven years since the investigation of the missing girl was completed, it was assumed that she had drowned in the bayou or had been killed by an alligator, which would explain why a body was never found.


			Was this the little girl? How did the arm sustain such damage?


			Back at the office, Claire prepared for Hopper’s interrogation. She headed to the holding cells by way of the coffeemaker. She found Hopper lying on the single bed with his eyes closed, the stench of sweat and that godawful bait hitting her in the face.


			“You ready to talk, Hopper?” she shouted, jerking him awake.


			“It’s about damn time,” he complained as he slowly sat up, his large frame dwarfing the twin-sized cot. Manual labor at his farm coupled with a hefty beer gut made him physically intimidating. 


			Acutely aware that he would win in a scuffle, she nonetheless opened the cell confidently. “Hold out your hands,” she ordered gruffly and cuffed him. “Now you behave yourself and I’ll leave your hands in front. Otherwise, I’ll put them behind you. Understand?”


			“Yeah, yeah.” 


			They began walking with her hand on his arm, his bulky six-foot-four-inch frame dwarfing her much smaller one. “Where are we headed?”


			“First door on your left,” she directed. “Same one you had last time you were here.”


			He grunted but walked docilely to the correct door and waited while she opened it. Then he went to the chair on the opposite side of the table while she took the larger one across from him.


			She placed a small recorder on the table as she sat down and turned it on. “Okay, Hopper. You’re aware I’m recording the interview and you’ve already had your rights read to you by Lester. Explain to me what you were doing out there this morning.”


			“What would it take to get a cup of coffee?” He eyed the Styrofoam cup in her hand.


			“Tell you what,” she said reasonably. “You show me you’re taking this seriously and I’ll get you one.”


			He heaved a sigh to show he wasn’t impressed with her bargain. “Fine. I got up this morning and headed to the bayou.”


			“And why were you going there?”


			“To get some fish and maybe see how the gators are looking this year.”


			Claire didn’t bother to hide her disdain. “Hopper, you didn’t even bring any bait, except the chicken that you were seen placing on the line above the water. Now unless you were hoping the fish would launch themselves out of the water to hook themselves, you weren’t planning on catching one. You were hunting alligators. Your fishing reels weren’t wet so you couldn’t have even cast out a line to have used any bait. Now if you want to get out of here any time soon, I suggest you get to the truth because I refuse to waste my time listening to your load of crap.”


			Hopper’s shoulder sagged at her words. “What do you wanna know?”


			“So you set up bait for an alligator this morning.” She paused to see if he would still protest that point. To her relief, he didn’t. “Why did you choose that particular spot?”


			He shrugged. “Looking for big gators. I’ve been checking for places nobody else knows about. That’s where the big boys are hanging out, I reckon. Where I hung the chicken was about as deep into the swamp as I can go. I figure nobody much will go in so far.”


			“But gator season isn’t until September. Why now?”


			“Oh hell. I hunt for good gator spots most of the year. I make most of my money each year selling the meat and hides from the gators. The bigger hides are where the good money is made. Besides, you gotta use one of yer hunting tags no matter if it’s a baby gator. All that bureaucratic shit is why all us hunters want big ones.”


			His words rang true. Claire moved on to the next topic. “Tell me about the skull. How did you find it?”


			Hopper grinned, clearly enthused about this topic. “Ain’t that lucky? I was just washing the stink off my hands from the chicken and caught sight of it. I dug around it a little bit and got the skull out. Too bad it is missing parts.”


			“You’re saying it was just dumb luck that you found the skull?”


			“Of course, it was. Did you think I had a treasure map telling me to look there?”


			Claire’s eyes flashed her irritation. “It seems suspicious that you have the entire bayou to set up bait and you happen to go to the exact location of the skull. Your boat was just inches away. You’re telling me that’s a coincidence?”


			“Yep, it was just an accident that I found it.” His expression changed from dismay to anger. “Now look. I didn’t do nothing wrong. I just found the damned thing.”


			“Why did you take it? What did you plan to do with it?”


			Hopper’s face reddened and he looked down at his large hands. “I…uh…thought it would be a good trophy for my man cave.”


			“What?” 


			“My poker buddies would think it was cool. I mean…come on…It’s a real human skull. They’d be freaking jealous of me.”


			Claire ran her fingers through her hair, clearly exasperated. “Hopper, if you kept it in your man cave, how would we know about the skull? How would we be able to find the person’s family? Do you even realize this was once a living, breathing person?”


			Her voice grew louder as Hopper slid lower in his chair. In a low voice, he muttered, “I didn’t think about that, Ms. Claire.”


			“Well, you’re in deep this time, Hopper. Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries isn’t playing. And your actions don’t sound very innocent regarding the skull.”


			Hopper sunk even lower in his seat. “I—uh want a lawyer, Ms. Claire. Sounds like I’m in deep shit.”


			Claire led a thoroughly chastened Robert “Hopper” Beaumont back to his holding cell. He sat heavily on the cot and was silent as she removed his handcuffs. All his macho bravado was gone, replaced by worry as the door shut with a solid clang.


			









Chapter Four


			After lunch Claire found the case file for the missing girl lying on her desk. A note was attached with the sheriff’s bold blocky lettering. “LOOK AT IT AND TELL ME WHAT YOU THINK. I NEED YOUR FRESH PERSPECTIVE.” 


			Sheriff Willis and Deputy Sid Rochon had handled the investigation, the two most experienced in the small department. She read the file through once and then took notes as she read it a second time.


			The missing child’s name was Elaine Shapiro, nicknamed Lanie. The last place seen was the edge of the bayou, feeding bread to something in the water. The witness for this was Constance Vanhoy. 
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