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      Devil s fork—2 miles

      “Yee-ha.”

      I couldn’t believe I was headed to a town called Devil’s Fork. But they appeared to have a serial killer, and that’s where I came in.

      Special Agent Dana Duran, FBI. Do not call me Scully.

      I wasn’t an X-Files fan even before the nickname. I’d never understood why anyone would waste an hour watching something so utterly far-fetched. I preferred just the facts.

      That’s right; Joe Friday was my hero.

      I’d touched down at Louis Armstrong International Airport in New Orleans at eight pm, nabbed a rental car, and headed northeast, per the GPS instructions from my phone.

      Being near the end of October, the sun had disappeared, though the air remained warm and sticky. I skirted the city proper and headed over the Lake Pontchartrain Causeway toward St. Tammany Parish. On this side of the lake sat several upscale suburbs that drew young urban professionals who worked in either New Orleans or Mississippi. The school systems were better, the traffic less dense, and the crime on the low end.

      Except in Devil’s Fork over the past three months.

      The road I traveled had never seen a streetlight. The mammoth pine forest bordered by the Honey Island Swamp shrouded the area in darkness. I began to wonder if I’d taken a wrong turn. I’d left the suburbs several miles back.

      In the next instant, I drove down a city street. One minute trees, brush, unknown wildlife; the next Devil’s Fork National Bank.

      The town was pretty large, which was a shock out here in the middle of diddlysquat. Devil’s Fork wasn’t a suburb. No cul-de-sacs, fast-food joints, or supermarkets. Instead the buildings were old and weathered, though still well maintained. From the Internet propaganda I’d read before getting on the plane, Devil’s Fork catered to the fishing crowd.

      They had all the essentials—small grocery store, gas station, the aforementioned bank, plus several specialty shops and cafes where I assumed the wives or significant others spent their time while the fishermen fished. Farther down, near the end of Lafayette Street, sat the police station.

      Oddly, no one was on the streets. Sure, it was dark, but it wasn’t late. Usually at least one or two people took a stroll, walked their dog. If it weren’t for the occasional light in a window, the smattering here and there of pumpkin, witch, or bat in deference to the upcoming holiday, I’d have thought I’d come across a ghost town.

      The police station still had an old-fashioned hitching post. Hadn’t seen one of those in . . . forever. I parked in front of it, then walked in.

      One desk. A file cabinet. A door leading to a back room with two empty jail cells.

      Hello, Mayberry RFD.

      “Andy?” I called. I loved classic TV.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      Guess the cells weren’t empty after all. I’d missed the man taking a nap on one of the cots.

      He sat up, rubbing a palm over his shaved head. He didn’t look anything like Andy Taylor. He didn’t look like Otis either.

      As the guy unfolded himself from the cot, my gaze traveled up, up, up. He had to be six-six, about 350. His hands were as big as ten-pound canned hams. He had tattoos running along both arms and another winding up his neck. I wondered momentarily what he was in for.

      The thought flew out of my head when he walked to the cell door and pulled it open.

      Where was that sheriff?

      I hadn’t realized I was backing away until my shoulders smacked into the door. My fingers crept toward my gun.

      “Where you going?”

      Instead of coming after me, hands reaching for my throat, the convict moved to the desk, lifted a long-sleeved tan shirt from the chair, and shrugged it over his wife-beater T-shirt, effectively covering the tattoos.

      Once they were out of sight, I registered the insignia on the pocket, Devil’s Fork PD. “You’re the sheriff?”

      His dark eyes narrowed. I suppose he got that reaction as much as I got called Scully. Maybe more.

      “I am.” The leisurely pace of the words and his accent revealing he’d lived here, or near enough, all his life. “Marcus Brody. And you are?”

      “You requested an on-site consult from Behavioral Analysis at Quantico.”

      “English, honey.”

      Oh, boy. I loved it when guys called me honey before they even bought me a drink.

      “Special Agent Duran. FBI.”

      He looked me over, from the top of my blond head to the tips of my clunky dark shoes, a distance of about sixty-four inches. “I think we’re gonna need a bigger agent.”

      I might be short but I’m solid muscle. While the FBI no longer enforced a height requirement for their agents, it did have a body fat requirement. Considering the rigorous course I’d been put through to become a special agent, body fat had never been an issue.

      Regardless, I trained harder than anyone else to make up for my petite stature. I ran, lifted weights, studied karate. On top of all that, I was scrappy. Everyone said so.

      “I can assure you. Sheriff, I’m well qualified.” I’d been dreaming of the FBI most of my life. While other kids imagined careers as rock stars, fashion models, or professional athletes, I pretended to be Clarice Starling. I never said I wasn’t a strange child.

      You’d think Silence of the Lambs would have given me nightmares. Instead I found a calling.

      My father had died a few years before—heart attack. My mother worked two jobs after that. She wasn’t around a lot; she couldn’t help it.

      What I learned from Clarice was control. If you were in the FBI, you had it. I wanted it. ’Nuff said.

      I’d gotten a degree in criminal psychology, spent several years in the field, then done whatever I had to do to become what I’d always wanted to be. Special Agent Duran. So why wasn’t I happier about it?

      “You wanna show me some ID?”

      I complied; Brody barely glanced at it before motioning me to a chair on the opposite side of his desk. “What do you need to know?”

      “Everything.”

      “I sent a report to the field office in New Orleans.”

      Proper procedure called for local law enforcement to request help through the closest field office. The case then wound its way up the food chain until it reached the appropriate department head, who would decide if an agent or agents, maybe even a task force, would be dispatched to the area. In the case of Devil’s Fork, they sent me.

      “The report didn’t say much.”

      “There isn’t much to say. I got nothin’.”

      “When you say nothing—”

      “I mean absolutely freaking zilch.” Brody’s big hand swung up and he rubbed his head again, making me think he was new to the Bruce Willis look. He behaved as if he was used to running his fingers through his hair in agitation. Considering the whole serial-killer problem, maybe he’d rubbed his hair right off.

      “No suspects?”

      Brody’s answer was a snort.

      I was beginning to get frustrated. He’d called for help, and now he was acting as if the facts of the case were a state secret.

      “We have six dead, and every one of the MOs is different.”

      Which was why I’d been sent here alone. Serial killers were a bit obsessive about their modi operandi. Just a little quirk of being totally crazy. That the MOs differed in Devil’s Fork made the powers that be skeptical about a killer of the serial variety. However, there were enough dead bodies to worry them.

      “Let me see your file.”

      In Brody’s eyes I saw wariness and a trace of fear. What on earth did a guy like him have to be afraid of?

      He opened a drawer, withdrew a thick folder, and slid it across the desk then slapped his huge paw on top. “I have to say something before you open this.”

      “Say it.”

      “You aren’t going to believe what you read. There’s something strange going on in Devil’s Fork. Something I can’t explain, and I don’t think you’ll be able to either.”

      “Everything can be explained, Sheriff, if you keep trying long enough.”

      He shook his head. “Not this.”

      “Let me be the judge of that.” I tugged on the file, and at last he let go.

      I shuffled through, glancing at photos, skimming over details, my frown deepening with each turn of the page. According to the data, verified by both officers and the ME, there wasn’t a single clue at any of the murder scenes. No sign of forced entry. Not a fingerprint or footprint. Not a hair. No bloody glove. Not one damn thing.

      Unless you counted the voodoo dolls—and a bit of dirt.

      “Why didn’t you mention this in your initial report?”

      “You think the FBI would have sent anyone to help me if I’d told them everything? They’d have tossed my report into the X-file.”

      He was right.

      “You expect me to believe people are being murdered by voodoo doll?”

      “The manner of death in each case matched the manner of mutilation on the voodoo doll.”

      “It’s a signature, that’s all.” I sat up straighter. “And a connection. The killer believes the dolls are killing the victims. Therefore the MO is the same.”

      I loved it when things made sense.

      “How did the killer get into the victims’ homes and then out again, leaving every door and window locked? How do you explain the lack of evidence? What’s up with the particles of dirt on the doll?”

      I frowned. I hated it when things didn’t.

      “I’ll need to see the crime scenes. And the dolls. Who have you questioned?”

      “The whole town.”

      “Anyone give you a tingle?”

      “Huh?”

      “Someone you think might know more than they’re saying? Or maybe saying less than they know?”

      Brody gave a sharp nod. “Julian Portier. Local shopkeeper.”

      “What gives you the wiggies about him?”

      “His voodoo shop.”

      I blinked. “That’d do it. A voodoo shop seems a strange choice for a town that makes its living on fishing excursions and tourism.”

      “We’re only a hop, skip, and a jump from the voodoo capital of America.”

      “Then why isn’t the shop there?”

      “New Orleans is mostly for the tourists. Outsiders aren’t interested in anything but the Hollywood version of voodoo. Fortier’s shop deals in the real thing.”

      “Sure it does.”

      “Guy’s got skills.” Brody lifted one massive shoulder, then lowered it. “But he’s spooky.”

      “And you didn’t arrest him?”

      “Being spooky isn’t a crime. In this part of Louisiana it’s more of a business. Besides, he had an alibi.”

      “For every murder?”

      “Yep.”

      That set me tingling. The only way to be alibied for half a dozen random nights was to know they weren’t random.

      “Convenient.”

      “Airtight. He was either teaching a class in his shop, in plain sight of ten-plus people, or in New Orleans meeting with the local voodoo priestess. Still”—He spread his big hands—“strange things happen around him, although less so since his sister died.”

      “She one of the victims?”

      “Jill died about four months ago from cancer. Right before everything went to hell.”

      “When you say strange things happen around Portier, what are you talking about?”

      “Storms coming up from nowhere. Lightning striking in his backyard.”

      “That happens.”

      “Three times?”

      Or not.

      “What else?”

      “Strange animals have been seen on his property.”

      “What kind of strange animals?”

      “Wolves, owls, snakes.”

      “What’s so strange about that?”

      “There aren’t any wolves in Louisiana. Haven’t been for centuries. And some of the snakes people have seen . . .” He shook his head. “We don’t have any pythons or cobras in these parts either.”

      I thought about what Brody had told me. In my opinion the murders had unhinged the populace. They were running scared, seeing things that weren’t there. Happened all the time.

      “Can I take the file?”

      “Just make sure I get it back.”

      “And the dolls?”

      He pulled out a wad of keys, used one on a desk drawer, and pulled out an old grocery sack, which he shoved in my direction.

      “That’s your evidence locker?”

      He shrugged. “We never had much evidence before.”

      I pulled out six gallon-size plastic bags, each containing a crude rendition of a human being. If stick men were the bare bones of portraits, then these figurines had to be the bare bones of dolls.

      They reminded me of lightly stuffed gingerbread people, differentiated from one another by the color of the hair—or rather, thread—that had been sewn onto the lump of a head. Crude genitalia had been fashioned with more thread, either stitched on or left . . . hanging. The faces had been sewn on as well, eye color indicated by green, blue, or brown embroidery floss.

      The only other distinguishing features were the implied manners of death. One doll had a needle stuck in the region of its heart, another had been pierced in the back, and yet another in the eye.

      I glanced at Brody. “Knives?”

      “No murder weapons.” He lifted, then lowered his hands. “But the ME said the wounds are consistent with a stiletto.”

      The next doll contained a bullet hole in the chest, complete with powder burns, as if the gun had been pressed to the cloth. A fifth had a crude noose pulled tight around its nearly nonexistent neck, and the sixth showed a distinct watermark at the same juncture, as if the doll’s head had been dipped into a lake—for a few weeks.

      Brody tapped the plastic covering the last doll. “This victim had water in the lungs.”

      My forehead creased. “And was found . . .?”

      “In bed. Not a drop of water anywhere in the house, not even on his clothes.”

      There had to be a logical explanation. Because if it wasn’t logical, it wasn’t an explanation. Not in my book.

      “The dirt?”

      “From the area, near as we can tell. The weird part is, if someone had carried the doll in with them, there’d be a dirt trail.”

      “But there isn’t.”

      “No.” He paused. “There is one more thing.” From his expression, he didn’t want to tell me this either. “The murders always take place on the same two nights every month.”

      “Which ones?”

      “The full moon and the night that follows.”

      I glanced out the window.

      The full moon was tonight.
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