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The Critics on Tami Hoag


‘Lock all the doors and windows and turn on all the lights … a spine-chilling thriller’


New Woman


‘Tami Hoag writes the kind of can’t-put-it-down suspense that keeps you on the edge to the final sentence’


John Saul


‘This is a book best read in a well-lit room, with the certain knowledge that all locks are securely bolted and all closets uninhabited. We are all afraid of something, and Tami Hoag has a good handle on what it is’


Mostly Murder


‘This is a taut, intelligent thriller, which is genuinely scary, with a strong sense of place’


Sunday Times


‘[Hoag] skilfully handles a complicated plot, and makes us care about her central characters. The whodunit is compelling’


Kirkus Reviews


‘Accomplished and scary’


Cosmopolitan


‘Well-crafted … a tautly written account of life in a small Minnesota town … the investigatory techniques are all presented intelligently and provide a strong framework for this gripping suspense tale. Highly recommended’


Library Journal




Since the publication of her first book in 1988, Tami Hoag has penned 23 books, including five consecutive New York Times bestsellers, and has won numerous awards for her writing. Prior to settling on a career as an author, she worked at a wide range of jobs, from photographer’s assistant to training show horses to selling designer toilet seats. She claims writing is the ideal profession because ‘You get to go to work in your pyjamas, tell lies all day, and get paid for it. There aren’t many other jobs where a person can do that kind of thing without danger of prosecution.’ Tami Hoag lives in California.
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This book is dedicated to the many victims who wait for justice, and to the law enforcement professionals who pursue that justice with dogged determination.




Author’s Note


A Thin Dark Line takes place in a setting my longtime readers know is a favorite of mine – Louisiana’s French Triangle. It is a place like no other in this country – ecologically, culturally, linguistically. I have done my best to bring some of the rich flavor of the region to you, in part with the occasional use of Cajun French, a patois as unique to Louisiana as gumbo. You will find a glossary for these words and phrases in the back of the book. My sources include A Dictionary of the Cajun Language by Rev. Msgr. Jules O. Daigle and Conversational Cajun French by Randall P. Whatley and Harry Jannise.


My sincere thanks and appreciation to Sheriff Charles A. Fuselier of St Martin Parish, Louisiana, for your generosity with both your time and your knowledge; for giving me the real tour of bayou country and a lesson in Lou’siana politics. The stories were great, the food was even better. Merci! Thanks also to Deputy Barry Reburn, my in-family consultant on police procedure. Any mistakes made or liberties taken in the name of fiction are my own.


Thanks to Kathryn Moe, Coldwell Banker Real Estate, Rochester, Minnesota, for unwittingly planting the seed of a gruesome idea when you offered to wait for the furnace inspection guy. Hope it doesn’t give you nightmares. And thanks once again to Diva Dreyer for the trauma lingo.


Thank you, Rat Boy, wherever you are.


And finally, my most special thanks to Dan for never minding that I’m always on deadline.




Hide your heart under the bed and lock your secret drawer
Wash the angels from your head, won’t need them anymore.
Love is a demon and you’re the one he’s coming for.
Oh my Lord.


—“Could I Be Your Girl”


Jann Arden Richards




Prologue


‘Red is the color of violent death. Red is the color of strong feelings – love, passion, greed, anger, hatred.


Emotions – better not to have them.


Luckier not to have them.


Love,


Passion,


Greed,


Anger,


Hatred.


The feelings pull one another in a circle. Faster, harder, blurring into violence. I had no power over it.


Love,


Passion,


Greed,


Anger,


Hatred.


The words pulsed in my head every time I plunged the knife into her body.


Hatred,


Anger,


Greed,


Passion,


Love,


The line between them is thin and red.’
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Her body lay on the floor. Her slender arms outflung, palms up. Death. Cold and brutal, strangely intimate.


The people rose in unison as the judge emerged from his chambers. The Honorable Franklin Monahan. The figurehead of justice. The decision would be his.


Black pools of blood in the silver moonlight. Her life drained from her to puddle on the hard cypress floor.


Richard Kudrow, the defense attorney. Thin, gray, and stoop-shouldered, as if the fervor for justice had burned away all excess within him and had begun to consume muscle mass. Sharp eyes and the strength of his voice belied the image of frailty.


Her naked body inscribed with the point of a knife. A work of violent art.


Smith Pritchett, the district attorney. Sturdy and aristocratic. The gold of his cuff links catching the light as he raised his hands in supplication.


Cries for mercy smothered by the cold shadow of death.


Chaos and outrage rolled through the crowd in a wave of sound as Monahan pronounced his ruling. The small amethyst ring had not been listed on the search warrant of the defendant’s home and was, therefore, beyond the scope of the warrant and not legally subject to seizure.


Pamela Bichon, thirty-seven, separated, mother of a nine-year-old girl. Brutally murdered. Eviscerated. Her naked body found in a vacant house on Pony Bayou, spikes driven through the palms of her hands into the wood floor; her sightless eyes staring up at nothing through the slits of a feather Mardi Gras mask.


Case dismissed.


The crowd spilled from the Partout Parish Courthouse, past the thick Doric columns and down the broad steps, a buzzing swarm of humanity centering on the key figures of the drama that had played out in Judge Monahan’s courtroom.


Smith Pritchett focused his narrow gaze on the navy blue Lincoln that awaited him at the curb and snapped off a staccato line of ‘no comments’ to the frenzied press. Richard Kudrow, however, stopped his descent dead center on the steps.


Trouble was the word that came immediately to Annie Broussard as the press began to circle the defense attorney and his client. Like every other deputy in the sheriff’s office, she had hoped against hope that Kudrow would fail in his attempt to get the ring thrown out as evidence. They had all hoped Smith Pritchett would be the one crowing on the courthouse steps.


Sergeant Hooker’s voice crackled over the portable radio. ‘Savoy, Mullen, Prejean, Broussard, move in front of those goddamn reporters. Establish some distance between the crowd and Kudrow and Renard before this turns into a goddamn cluster fuck.’


Annie edged her way between bodies, her hand resting on the butt of her baton, her eyes on Marcus Renard as Kudrow began to speak. He stood beside his attorney, looking uncomfortable with the attention being focused on him. He wasn’t a man to draw notice. Quiet, unassuming, an architect in the firm of Bowen & Briggs. Not ugly, not handsome. Thinning brown hair neatly combed and hazel eyes that seemed a little too big for their sockets. He stood with his shoulders stooped and his chest sunken, a younger shadow of his attorney. His mother stood on the step above him, a thin woman with a startled expression and a mouth as tight and straight as a hyphen.


‘Some people will call this ruling a travesty of justice,’ Kudrow said loudly. ‘The only travesty of justice here has been perpetrated by the Partout Parish Sheriff’s Department. Their investigation of my client has been nothing short of harassment. Two prior searches of Mr Renard’s home produced nothing that might tie him to the murder of Pamela Bichon.’


‘Are you suggesting the sheriff’s department manipulated evidence?’ a reporter called out.


‘Mr Renard has been the victim of a narrow and fanatical investigation led by Detective Nick Fourcade. Y’all are aware of Fourcade’s record with the New Orleans Police Department, of the reputation he brought with him to this parish. Detective Fourcade allegedly found that ring in my client’s home. Draw your own conclusions.’


As she elbowed past a television cameraman, Annie could see Fourcade turning around, half a dozen steps down from Kudrow. The cameras focused on him hastily. His expression was a stone mask, his eyes hidden by a pair of mirrored sunglasses. A cigarette smoldered between his lips. His temper was a thing of legend. Rumors abounded throughout the department that he was not quite sane.


He said nothing in answer to Kudrow’s insinuation, and yet the air between them seemed to thicken. Anticipation held the crowd’s breath. Fourcade pulled the cigarette from his mouth and flung it down, exhaling smoke through his nostrils. Annie took a half step toward Kudrow, her fingers curling around the grip of her baton. In the next heartbeat Fourcade was bounding up the steps – straight at Renard, shouting, ‘NO!’


‘He’ll kill him!’ someone shrieked.


‘Fourcade!’ Hooker’s voice boomed as the fat sergeant lunged after him, grabbing at and missing the back of his shirt.


‘You killed her! You killed my baby girl!’


The anguished shouts tore from the throat of Hunter Davidson, Pamela Bichon’s father, as he hurled himself down the steps at Renard, his eyes rolling, one arm swinging wildly, the other hand clutching a .45.


Fourcade knocked Renard aside with a beefy shoulder, grabbed Davidson’s wrist, and shoved it skyward as the .45 barked out a shot and screams went up all around. Annie hit Davidson from the right side, her much smaller body colliding with his just as Fourcade threw his weight against the man from the left. Davidson’s knees buckled and they all went down in a tangle of arms and legs, grunting and shouting, bouncing hard down the steps, Annie at the bottom of the heap. Her breath was pounded out of her as she hit the concrete steps with four hundred pounds of men on top of her.


‘He killed her!’ Hunter Davidson sobbed, his big body going limp. ‘He butchered my girl!’


Annie wriggled out from under him and sat up, grimacing. All she could think was that no physical pain could compare with what this man must have been enduring.


Swiping back the strands of dark hair that had pulled loose from her ponytail, she gingerly brushed over the throbbing knot on the back of her head. Her fingertips came away sticky with blood.


‘Take this,’ Fourcade ordered in a low voice, thrusting Davidson’s gun at Annie butt-first. Frowning, he leaned down over Davidson and put a hand on the man’s shoulder even as Prejean snapped the cuffs on him. ‘I’m sorry,’ he murmured. ‘I wish I coulda let you kill him.’


Annie pushed to her feet and tried to straighten the bulletproof vest she wore beneath her shirt. Hunter Davidson was a good man. An honest, hardworking planter who had put his daughter through college and walked her down the aisle the day she married Donnie Bichon. Her murder had shattered him, and the subsequent lack of justice had driven him to this desperate edge. And tonight Hunter Davidson would be the man sitting in jail while Marcus Renard slept in his own bed.


‘Broussard!’ Hooker snapped irritably, suddenly looming over her, porcine and ugly. ‘Gimme that gun. Don’t just stand there gawking. Get down to that cruiser and open the goddamn doors.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Not quite steady on her feet, she started around the back side of the crowd.


With the danger past, the press was in full cry again, more frenzied than before. Renard’s entourage had been hustled off the steps. The focus was on Davidson now. Cameramen jostled one another for shots of the despondent father. Microphones were thrust at Smith Pritchett.


‘Will you file charges, Mr Pritchett?’


‘Will charges be filed, Mr Pritchett?’


‘Mr Pritchett, what kind of charges will you file?’


Pritchett glared at them. ‘That remains to be seen. Please back away and let the officers do their job.’


‘Davidson couldn’t get justice in court, so he sought to take it himself. Do you feel responsible, Mr Pritchett?’


‘We did the best we could with the evidence we had.’


‘Tainted evidence?’


‘I didn’t gather it,’ he snapped, starting back up the steps toward the courthouse, his face as pink as a new sunburn.


Limping, Annie descended the last of the steps and opened the back door of the blue and white cruiser sitting at the curb. Fourcade escorted the sobbing Davidson to the car, with Savoy and Hooker just behind them, and Mullen and Prejean flanking them. The crowd rushed along behind them and beside them like guests at a wedding seeing off the happy couple.


‘You gonna book him in, Fourcade?’ Hooker asked as Davidson disappeared into the backseat.


‘The hell,’ Fourcade growled, slamming the door. ‘He didn’t commit the worst crime here today. Not even if he’d’a killed the son of a bitch. Book him yourself.’


The belligerence brought a rise of color to Hooker’s face, but he said nothing as Fourcade crossed the street to a battered black Ford 4X4, climbed in, and drove off in the opposite direction of the parish jail.


The sheriff would chew his ass later, Annie thought as she headed for her own radio car. But then a breach in procedure was the least of Fourcade’s worries, and, if anything Richard Kudrow had said was true, the least of his sins.
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‘He’s guilty,’ Nick declared. Ignoring the chair he had been offered, he prowled the cramped confines of the sheriff’s office, adrenaline burning inside him like a blue gas flame.


‘Then why don’t we have squat on him, Nick?’


Sheriff August F. Noblier kept his seat behind his desk. Rawboned and rough-edged, he was working hard to affect an air of calm and rationality, even though the concepts seemed to bounce right off Fourcade. Gus Noblier had ruled Partout Parish off and on for fifteen of his fifty-three years – three consecutive terms, one election lost to the vote hauling and assorted skullduggery of Duwayne Kenner, then a fourth victory. He loved the job. He was good at the job. Only in the last six months – since hiring Fourcade – had he found a sudden yen for antacid tablets.


‘We had the damn ring,’ Fourcade snapped, slicking his black hair back with one hand.


‘You knew it wasn’t on the warrant. You had to know it’d get thrown out.’


‘No. I thought for once maybe someone in the system would use some common sense. Mais sa c’est fou!’


‘It’s not crazy,’ Gus insisted, translating the Cajun French automatically. ‘We’re talking about the rules, Nick. The rules are there for a reason. Sometimes we gotta bend ’em. Sometimes we gotta sneak around ’em. But we can’t just pretend they’re not there.’


‘So what the hell were we supposed to do?’ Fourcade asked with stinging sarcasm and an exaggerated shrug. ‘Leave the ring at Renard’s house, come back, and try to get another warrant? Can’t use the ‘plain view’ argument to get the warrant. Hell, the ring wasn’t in plain sight. So then what? Track down some of Pam Bichon’s family and play Twenty Questions?’


He squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his fingertips against his forehead. ‘I’m thinking of something of Pam’s that might be missing. Can y’all guess what that something might be? Mais non, I can’t just come right out and tell you. That would be against the fucking rules!’


‘Goddammit, Nick!’


Frustration pushed Gus to his feet and flooded his face with unhealthy color. Even his scalp glowed pink through the steel gray of his crew cut. He jammed his hands against his thick waist and glared at Fourcade leaning across his desk. At six-three he had a couple inches on the detective, but Fourcade was built like a light heavyweight boxer – all power and muscle and 3 percent body fat.


‘And while we were all chasing our tails, trying to follow the rules,’ Fourcade went on, ‘you don’t think Renard would be pitching that ring in the bayou?’


‘You could have left Stokes there and come back. And why hadn’t Renard pitched the ring already? We’d been to his house twice –’


‘Third time’s a charm.’


‘He’s smarter than that.’


Of all the things Nick had expected Gus Noblier to say to him, to insinuate, he hadn’t anticipated this. He felt blindsided, then foolish, then told himself it didn’t matter. But it did.


‘You think I planted that ring?’ he asked in a voice gone dangerously soft.


Gus blew a sigh between his lips. His narrow eyes glanced a look off Nick’s chin and ricocheted elsewhere. ‘I didn’t say that.’


‘You didn’t have to. Hell, you don’t think I’m smarter than that? You don’t think if I knew what I was gonna find before I went there, I woulda had sense enough to list the ring on the goddamn warrant?’


The sheriff scowled, accentuating the sagging lines of his big face. ‘I’m not the one who thinks you’re a rogue cop, Nick. That’s Kudrow’s game, and he’s got the press playing with him.’


‘And I’m supposed to give a shit?’


‘You, of all people. This case has folks spooked. They’re seeing killers in every shadow and they want someone put away.’


‘Renard-’


Gus held a hand up. ‘Save your breath. We all want a conviction on this. I’m just telling you how it can look. I’m just telling you how this thing can be twisted. Kudrow plants enough doubt, we’ll never get this creep. I’m telling you to mind your manners.’


Nick let out the breath he’d been holding and turned away from the cluttered desk, resuming his pacing with less energy. ‘I’m a detective, not a damn community relations officer. I’ve got a job to do.’


‘You can’t just do it all over Marcus Renard. Not now.’


‘So I’m supposed to do what? Have a gypsy conjure me up some more suspects? Cast suspicion on someone else, just to be fair? Buy into that bullshit theory this murder is the work of a serial killer everybody knows got his ticket punched for him four years ago?’


‘You can’t keep leaning on Renard, Nick. Not without some solid evidence or a witness or something. That’s harassment, and he’ll sue our asses eight ways from Sunday.’


‘Oh, well, God forbid he should sue us,’ Nick sneered. ‘A murderer!’


‘A citizen!’ Gus yelled, thumping the desktop between stacks of paperwork. ‘A citizen with rights and a damn good lawyer to make sure we respect them. This ain’t some lowlife dirtbag you’re dealing with here. He’s an architect, for Christ’s sake.’


‘He’s a killer.’


‘Then you nail him and you nail him by the book. I’ve got enough trouble in this parish with half the people thinking the Bayou Strangler’s been raised from the dead and half of them spoiling for a lynching – Renard’s, yours, mine. This fire’s burning hot enough, I don’t need you throwing gasoline on it. You don’t want to defy me on this, Nick. I’m telling you right now.’


‘Telling me what?’ Nick challenged. ‘To back off? Or you want me off the case altogether, Gus?’


He waited impatiently for Noblier’s reply. It frightened him a little, how much it mattered. The first murder he’d handled since leaving New Orleans and it had sucked him in, consumed his life, consumed him. The Bichon murder had taken precedence over everything else on his desk and in his head. Some would have called it an obsession. He didn’t think he had crossed that line, but then again maybe he was in the middle of the deep woods seeing nothing but trees. It wouldn’t have been the first time.


His hands had curled into fists at his sides. Holding on to the case. He couldn’t make himself let go.


‘Keep a low profile, for crying out loud,’ Gus said with resignation as he lowered himself into his chair. ‘Let Stokes take a bigger part of the case. Don’t get in Renard’s face.’


‘He killed her, Gus. He wanted her and she didn’t want him. So he stalked her. He terrorized her. He kidnapped her. He tortured her. He killed her.’


Gus cupped his hands together and held them up. ‘This is our evidence, Nick. Everybody in the state of Lou’siana can know Marcus Renard did it, but if we don’t get more than what we’ve got now, he’s a free man.’


‘Merde,’ Nick muttered. ‘Maybe I shoulda let Hunter Davidson shoot him.’


‘Then it’d be Hunter Davidson going on trial for murder.’


‘Pritchett’s filing charges?’


‘He doesn’t have a choice.’ Gus picked up an arrest report from his desk, glanced at it, and set it aside. ‘Davidson tried to kill Renard in front of fifty witnesses. Let that be a lesson to you if you’re fixing to kill someone.’


‘Can I go?’


Gus gave him a long look. ‘You’re not fixing to kill someone, are you, Nick?’


‘I got work to do.’


Fourcade’s expression was inscrutable, his dark eyes unreadable. He slipped on his sunglasses. Gus’s stomach called loudly for Mylanta. He jabbed a finger at his detective. ‘You keep that coonass temper in check, Fourcade. It’s already landed your butt in water hot enough to boil crawfish. Blaming the cops is in vogue these days. And your name is on the tip of everyone’s tongue.’


Annie loitered in the open doorway to the briefing room, a leaking Baggie of melting ice cubes pressed to the knot on the back of her head. She had changed out of her torn, dirty uniform into the jeans and T-shirt she kept in her locker. She strained to make out the argument going on in the sheriff’s office down the hall, but only the tone was conveyed. Impatient, angry.


The press had been speculating even before the evidentiary hearing that Fourcade would lose his job over the screwup on the warrant, but then the press liked to make noise and understood little of the intricacies of police work. They had written much about the public’s frustration with the SO’s failure to make an arrest, but they brushed off the frustration of the cops working the case. They all but called for a public hanging of the suspect based on nothing more than hearsay evidence, then spun around 180 degrees and pointed their fingers at the detective in charge of the case when he finally came up with something tangible.


No one had any evidence Fourcade had planted that ring in Renard’s desk drawer. It didn’t make sense that he would have planted evidence but not listed that evidence on the warrant. There was every possibility Renard had put the ring in that drawer himself, never imagining his house would be searched a third time. Perpetrators of sex-related homicides tended to keep souvenirs of their victims. Everything from pieces of jewelry to pieces of bodies. That was a fact.


Annie had attended the seminar on sexual predators at the academy in Lafayette three months before the Bichon murder. She took as many extra courses as she could in preparation for one day making detective. That was her goal – to work in plain clothes, dig deep into the mysteries of the crimes she now dealt with only at the outset of a case.


The crime-scene slides the class instructor had shown them had been horrific. Crimes of unspeakable cruelty and brutality. Victims tortured and mutilated in ways no sane person could ever have imagined in their worst nightmares. But then she no longer had to imagine. She had been the one to discover Pam Bichon’s body.


She had been off duty the weekend the real estate agent was reported missing. On routine patrol Monday morning, Annie had found herself drawn to a vacant house out on Pony Bayou. The place had been for sale for months, though the renters had moved out only five or six weeks previous. A rusted Bayou Realty sign had fallen over on one side of the overgrown drive. Something she had read in Police magazine made Annie turn in the driveway – an article about how many female real estate agents each year are lured to remote properties, then raped or murdered.


Hidden in the brambles behind the dilapidated house sat a white Mustang convertible, top up. She recognized the car from the briefing, but ran it to be certain. The plates came back to Pamela K. Bichon, no wants, no warrants, reported missing two days previous. And in the dining room of the old house it was Pam Bichon she found … or what was left of her.


She still saw the scene too often when she closed her eyes. The nails in her hands. The mutilation. The blood. The mask. The flashbacks still awakened her in the night, the images entwining with a nightmare four years old, forcing her to rush to the surface of consciousness like a swimmer coming up from the depths, running out of air. The smell still burned in her nostrils from time to time, when she least expected it. The putrid miasma of violent death. Cloying, choking, thick with the scent of fear.


A chill ran through her now, twisting and coiling in the bottom of her stomach.


The Baggie dribbled ice water down the back of her neck, and she flinched and swore under her breath.


‘Hey, Broussard.’ Deputy Ossie Compton sucked in his stomach and sidled past her through the doorway to the break room. ‘I heard you were a cold one. How come that ice is melting?’


Annie shot him a wry look. ‘Must be all your hot air, Compton.’


He gave her a wink, his grin flashing white in his dark face. ‘My hot charm, you mean.’


‘Is that what you call it?’ she teased. ‘Here I thought it was gas.’


Laughter rolled behind her, Compton’s included.


‘You got him again, Annie,’ Prejean said.


‘I quit keeping score,’ she said, glancing back down the hall toward the sheriff’s office. ‘It got to where it was just cruel.’


The shift would change in twenty minutes. Guys coming on for the evening wandered in to BS with the day shift before briefing. The Hunter Davidson incident was the hot topic of the day.


‘Man, you shoulda seen Fourcade!’ Savoy said with a big grin. ‘He moves like a damn panther, him! Talk about!’


‘Yeah. He was on Davidson like that.’ Prejean snapped his fingers. ‘And there’s women screaming and the gun going off and nine kinds of hell all at once. It was a regular goddamn circus.’


‘And where were you during all this, Broussard?’ Chaz Stokes asked, turning his pale eyes on Annie.


Tension instantly rose inside her as she returned the detective’s stare.


‘At the bottom of the pile,’ Sticks Mullen snickered, flashing a small mouth overcrowded with yellow teeth. ‘Where a woman belongs.’


‘Yeah, like you’d know.’ She tossed her dripping ice bag into the trash. ‘You read that in a book, Mullen?’


‘You think he can read?’ Prejean said with mock astonishment.


‘Penthouse,’ someone suggested.


‘Naw,’ Compton drawled, elbowing Savoy. ‘He just looks at the pictures and milks his lizard.’


‘Fuck you, Compton.’ Mullen rose and headed for the candy machine, hitching up his pants on skinny hips and digging in his pocket for change.


‘Jesus, don’t fish it out here, Sticks!’


‘Christ,’ Stokes muttered in disgust.


He had the kind of looks that drew a woman’s eye. Tall, trim, athletic. An interesting combination of features hinted at his mixed family background – short dark hair curled tight to his head, skin that was just a shade more brown than white. He had a slim nose and a Dudley Do-Right mouth framed by a neat mustache and goatee.


His face would have looked good on a recruiting poster with its square jaw and chin, the light turquoise eyes piercing out from beneath heavy black brows. But Stokes wasn’t the type in any other respect. He cultivated a laid-back, free-spirit image advertised by his unconventional clothing, which today consisted of baggy gray janitor’s pants and a square-bottomed shirt printed with bucking broncos, Indian tipis, and cacti. He pulled his black straw snap-brim down at an angle over one eye.


‘You steal that off Chi Chi Rodriguez?’ Annie asked.


‘Come on, Broussard,’ he murmured with a sly smile. ‘You want me. You’re always looking at me. Am I right or am I right?’


‘You’re full of shit and you’re kind of hard to miss in that getup. So where were you during all the fun? You been working the Bichon case as much as Fourcade.’


He leaned a shoulder against the doorjamb, glancing out into the hall. ‘Nick’s the primary. I had to go to St. Martinville. They picked up my meth dealer on a DUI.’


‘And that required your personal attention?’


‘Hey, I’ve been working to nail that rat bastard for months.’


‘If they had him in their jail, what’s the big hurry?’


Stokes flashed his teeth. ‘Hey, no time like the present. You know what I’m saying. The warrants came out of this parish. I want Billy Thibidoux on my résumé ASAP.’


‘You left Fourcade swinging in the breeze so you could have Billy Thibidoux in your jacket. Yeah, I’d want to be your partner, Chaz,’ Annie said with derision.


‘Nicky’s a big boy. He didn’t need me. And you …’ His eyes hardened a bit, even though the smile stayed firmly in place. ‘I thought we’d already covered that ground, Broussard. You had your chance. But hey, I’m a generous guy. I’d be willing to give you another shot … out of uniform, so to speak.’


I’d rather mud wrestle alligators in the nude. But she kept the remark to herself, when she would have readily tossed it at any of her other co-workers. She knew from experience Chaz didn’t take rejection well.


He reached out unexpectedly and pressed his thumb against the darkening bruise along the crown of her left cheekbone. ‘You’re gonna have a shiner, Broussard.’ He dropped his hand as she pulled back. ‘Looks good on you.’


‘You’re such a jerk,’ she muttered, turning away, knowing she was the only one in the department who thought so. Chaz Stokes was everybody’s pal … except hers.


The door to the sheriff’s office swung open and Fourcade stormed out, his expression ominous, his tie jerked loose at the throat of his tan shirt. He dug a cigarette out of his breast pocket.


‘We’re fucked!’ he snapped at Stokes, not slowing his stride.


‘I heard.’


Annie watched them go down the hall. Stokes had worked the Bichon case when Pam was alive and claiming Renard was stalking her. He had missed the homicide call, but had worked the murder as Fourcade’s partner. They weren’t being held up to public scrutiny and ridicule as a team, however. It was Fourcade’s name in the papers. Fourcade, who had come to Partout Parish with a checkered past. Fourcade, who had come up with the ring. Stokes wouldn’t be raked over the coals after today’s court ruling. He had assured that by making himself scarce.


‘Billy Thibidoux, my ass,’ she grumbled under her breath.


Annie stayed late to finish her report on the Davidson incident. When she came out of the building at 5:06, the parking lot behind the law enforcement center was deserted except for a pair of trustees washing the sheriff’s new Suburban. The day-shift deputies had split for home or second jobs or stools in their favorite bars. The press had taken Smith Pritchett’s brief official statement on Hunter Davidson’s situation and gone off to meet their deadlines.


A sense of false peace held the moment. Any stranger walking through Bayou Breaux would have remarked on the lovely afternoon. Spring had arrived unusually early, filling the air with the perfume of sweet olive and wisteria. Window boxes on the second-floor galleries of the historic business district were bursting with color and overflowing greenery, ivy trailing down the wrought iron and wood railings. Store windows had been decorated for the upcoming Mardi Gras carnival. Down on the corner, old Tante Lucesse sat on a folding chair weaving a pine-needle basket and singing hymns for passersby.


But underlying the veneer of peace was something sinister. A raw nerve of disquiet. As the sun went down on Bayou Breaux, a killer sat somewhere in the gathering gloom. That knowledge tainted the shabby beauty here like a stain seeping across a tablecloth. Murder. Whether you believed Renard was the killer or not, a murderer was loose among them, free to do as he pleased.


It wasn’t the first time, which made it impossible to discount as an aberration. Death had stalked this patch of South Louisiana before. The memories had barely gone stale. The death of Pam Bichon had dredged them to the surface, had awakened fear and stirred up doubt.


Six women in five different parishes had died over an eighteen-month period between 1992 and 1993, raped, strangled, and sexually mutilated. Two of the victims had come from Bayou Breaux-Savannah Chandler and Annick Delahoussaye-Gerrard, whom Annie had known her entire life. The crimes had shocked the people of Louisiana’s French Triangle into a state of near panic, and the conclusion of the case had shocked them even more.


The murders had stopped with the death of Stephen Danjermond, son of a wealthy New Orleans Garden District shipping family. The investigation had revealed a long history of sexual sadism and murder, hobbies Danjermond had practiced since his college days. Trophies from his victims had been discovered during a search of his home. At the time of his death Danjermond had been serving his first term as Partout Parish district attorney.


The story had put Bayou Breaux in the spotlight for a short time, but the glare had faded and the horror was put aside. The case was closed. The evil had been burned out. Life had returned to normal. Until Pam Bichon.


Her death was too close for comfort, too similar. All the old fears had bubbled to the surface, divided, and multiplied. People wondered if Danjermond had been the killer at all, their new panic clouding the memory of the evidence against him. Killed in a fire, he had never publicly confessed to his crimes. Other folks were eager to embrace Renard as the suspect in the Bichon killing – better a tangible evil than a nebulous one. But even with a target to point their fingers at, the underlying fear remained: a superstition, a half-conscious belief that the evil was indeed a phantom, that this place had been cursed.


Annie felt it herself – an edginess, a low-frequency hum that skimmed along her nerves at night, an instinct that heightened the awareness of every sound, a sense of vulnerability. Every woman in the parish felt it, perhaps more so this time than the last. The Bayou Strangler’s victims had been women of questionable reputation. Pam Bichon had led a normal life, had a good job, came from a nice family … and a killer had chosen her. If it could happen to Pam Bichon …


Annie felt the uneasiness within her now, felt it press in around her as if the air had suddenly become more dense. The sense of being watched itched across the back of her neck. But when she turned around, it was no evil gargoyle staring at her. A small face with big sad eyes peered at her over the steering wheel of her Jeep. Josie Bichon.


‘Hey, Josie,’ she said, letting herself in on the passenger’s side. ‘Where y’at?’


The little girl laid her cheek against the steering wheel and shrugged. She was a beautiful child with straight brown hair that hung like a thick curtain to her waist and brown eyes too soulful for her years. In a denim jumper and floppy denim hat, the brim pinned up in front with a big silk sunflower, she could have been modeling for a GAP Kids fashion shoot.


‘You here on your own?’


‘No. I came with Grandma to see Grandpa. They wouldn’t let me go in.’


‘Sorry, Jose. They’ve got rules about letting kids into the jail.’


‘Yeah. Everybody’s got rules for everything when it comes to kids. I wish I could make a rule for once.’ She reached out and tapped her finger against the plastic alligator that hung from the rearview mirror. The gator wore sunglasses, a red beret, and a leering grin designed to amuse, but Josie was in a place beyond amusement. ‘Rule number one: No treating me like a baby, ’cause I’m not. Rule number two: No lying to me for my own good.’


‘You heard about what happened in front of the courthouse?’ Annie asked gently.


‘It was on the radio when we were having art class. Grandpa tried to shoot the man that killed my mom, and he was arrested. At first, Grandma tried to tell me he just tripped and fell down the courthouse steps. She lied to me.’


‘I’m sure she didn’t mean it to be a lie, Josie. Imagine how scared she must have been. She didn’t want to scare you too.’


Josie gave her an expression that spoke eloquently of her feelings on the subject. From the moment her family had been notified of her mother’s death, Josie had been fed half-truths, gently pushed aside while the adults whispered concerns and secrets. Her father and her grandparents and aunts and uncles had done their best to wrap her in an insulation of misinformation, never imagining that what they were doing only hurt her more. But Annie knew.


‘Mama, Mama! We’re home! Look what Uncle Sos got me at Disney World! It’s Minnie Mouse!’


The kitchen door banged shut and she stopped in her tracks. The person sitting at the kitchen table wasn’t her mother. Father Goetz rose from the chrome-legged chair, his face grave, and Enola Meyette, a fat woman who always smelled of sausage, came away from the sink drying her hands on a red checked towel.


‘Allans, chérie,’ Mrs Meyette said, holding out one dimpled hand. ‘We go down the store. Get you a candy, oui?’


Annie had known right then something was terribly wrong. The memory still brought back the same sick twisting in her stomach she had felt that day as Enola Meyette led her from the kitchen. She could see herself clearly at nine, eyes wide with fear, a choke hold on her new stuffed Minnie Mouse, as she was pulled away from the truth Father Goetz had come to deliver: that while Annie was on her first-ever vacation trip with Tante Fanchon and Uncle Sos, Marie Broussard had taken her own life.


She remembered the gentle lies of well-meaning people, and the sense of isolation that grew with each of those lies. An isolation she had carried inside her for a long, long time.


Annie had taken it upon herself to answer Josie’s questions when the sheriff’s office had sent its representatives to break the news to Hunter Davidson and his wife. And Josie, perhaps sensing a kindred spirit, had made an instant and yet-to-be-severed connection.


‘You could have come to the sheriff’s office and asked for me,’ Annie said.


Josie tapped the alligator again and watched it swing. ‘I didn’t want to be with people. Not if I couldn’t see Grandpa Hunt and ask him what really happened.’


‘I was there.’


‘Did he really try to kill that guy?’


Annie chose her words with care. ‘He might have if Detective Fourcade hadn’t seen the gun in time.’


‘I wish he had shot him dead,’ Josie declared.


‘People can’t take the law into their own hands, Jose.’


‘Why? Because it’s against the rules? That guy killed my mom. What about the rules he broke? He should have to pay for what he did.’


‘That’s what the courts are for.’


‘But the judge let him go!’ Josie cried, frustration and pain tangling in a knot in her throat. The same frustration and pain Annie had heard in Hunter Davidson’s broken sobs.


‘Just for now,’ Annie said, hoping the promise wasn’t really as empty as it felt to her. ‘Just until we can get some better evidence against him.’


Tears welled up in Josie’s eyes and spilled over. ‘Then why can’t you find it? You’re a cop and you’re my friend. You’re supposed to understand! You said you’d help! You’re supposed to make sure he gets punished! Instead, you put my grandpa in jail! I hate this!’ She hit her hand against the steering wheel, blasting the horn. ‘I hate everything!’


Josie scrambled from the driver’s seat and dashed toward the law enforcement center. Annie hopped out of the Jeep and started after her. But she pulled herself up short as she caught sight of Belle Davidson and Thomas Watson, the Davidsons’ attorney, coming out the side door.


Belle Davidson was a formidable woman in a demure sweater-and-pearls disguise. A steel magnolia of the first order. The woman’s lips thinned as her gaze lit on Annie. She disconnected herself from Josie’s embrace and started across the lot.


‘You have an awful nerve, Deputy Broussard,’ she declared. ‘Throwing my husband in jail instead of my daughter’s murderer, then playing up to my granddaughter as if you have a right to her devotion.’


‘I’m sorry you feel that way, Mrs Davidson,’ Annie said. ‘But we couldn’t let your husband shoot Marcus Renard.’


‘He wouldn’t have been driven to such desperation if not for the incompetence of you people in the sheriff’s department. You let a guilty man run free all over town due to carelessness and oversight. By God, I’ve got half a mind to shoot him myself.’


‘Belle!’ the lawyer whined as he caught up with his client. ‘I told you, you hadn’t ought to say that in front of people!’


‘Oh, for God’s sake, Thomas. My daughter has been murdered. People would think it strange if I didn’t say these things.’


‘We’re doing the best we can, Mrs Davidson,’ Annie said.


‘And what have you come up with? Nothing. You’re a disgrace to your uniform – when you’re wearing one.’


She gave Annie’s faded T-shirt a sharply dubious look that had likely sent many a Junior Leaguer home in tears.


‘I’m not working your daughter’s case, ma’am. It’s up to Detectives Fourcade and Stokes.’


Belle Davidson’s expression only hardened. ‘Don’t make excuses, Deputy. We all have obligations in this life that go beyond boundaries. You found my daughter’s body. You saw what –’ She cut herself off, glancing down at Josie. When she turned back to Annie, her dark eyes glittered with tears. ‘You know. How can you turn your back on that? How can you turn your back on that and still show your face to my granddaughter?’


‘It’s not Annie’s fault, Grandma,’ Josie said, though the gaze she lifted to Annie’s face was tainted with disappointment.


‘Don’t say that, Josie,’ Belle admonished softly as she slipped an arm around her granddaughter’s shoulders and pulled her close. ‘That’s what’s wrong with the world today. No one will take responsibility for anything.’


‘I want justice, too, Mrs Davidson,’ Annie said. ‘But it has to happen within the system.’


‘Deputy, the only thing we’ve gotten within the system so far is injustice.’


As they walked away, Josie looked back over her shoulder, her brown eyes huge and sad. For an instant Annie felt as if she were watching herself walking away into the painful haze of her past, the memory pulling out from the core of her like a string.


‘What happened, Tante Fanchon? Where’s Mama?’


‘Your maman, she’s in heaven, ma ’tite fille.’


‘But why?’


‘It was an accident, chèrie. God, He looked away.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘Non, chère ’tite bête. Someday. When you get older …’


But she had hurt right then, and promises of later had done nothing to soothe the pain.
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We’ll get him one way or another, Slick.’


Fourcade cast Chaz Stokes a glance out the corner of his eye as he raised his glass. ‘There’s plenty of people who think we already tried “another.”’


‘Fuck ’em,’ Stokes declared, and tossed back a shot. He stacked the glass on the bar with the half dozen others they had accumulated. ‘We know Renard’s our man. We know what he did. The little motherfucker is wrong. You know it and I know it, my friend. Am I right or am I right?’


He clamped a hand on Fourcade’s shoulder, a buddy gesture that was met with a stony look. Camaraderie was the rule in police work, but Fourcade didn’t have the time or the energy to waste on it. His focus was, by necessity, on his caseload and himself – getting himself back on the straight and narrow path he had fallen from in New Orleans.


‘The state ought to plug his dick into a socket and light him up like a goddamn Christmas tree,’ Stokes muttered. ‘Instead, the judge lets him walk on a fucking technicality, and Pritchett throws Davidson in the can. The world’s a fucking loony bin, but I guess you already knew that.’


Par for the damn course, Nick thought, but he kept it to himself, choosing to treat Stokes’s invitation to share as a rhetorical remark. He didn’t talk about his days in the NOPD or the incident that had ultimately forced him out of New Orleans. As far as he had ever seen, the truth was of little interest to most people, anyway. They chose to form their opinions based on whatever sensational tidbit of a story took their fancy. The fact that he had been the one to find Pamela Bichon’s small amethyst ring, for instance.


He wondered if anyone would have suspected Chaz Stokes of planting the ring, had Stokes been the one to discover it. Stokes had come to Bayou Breaux from somewhere in Crackerland, Mississippi, four years ago, a regular Joe with no past to speak of. If Stokes had found the ring, would the focus now be solely on the injustice of Renard walking free, or would the waters of public opinion have been muddied anyway? Lawyers had a way of stirring up the muck like catfish caught in the shallows, and Richard Kudrow was kingfish of that particular school of bottom feeders.


Nick had to think Kudrow would have cast aspersions on the evidence regardless of who had recovered it. He didn’t want to think that his finding it had tainted it, didn’t want to think that his presence on the case would block Pam Bichon from getting justice.


Didn’t want to think. Period.


Stokes poured another shot from the bottle of Wild Turkey. Nick tossed it back and lit another cigarette. The television hanging in one corner of the dimly lit lounge was showing a sitcom to a small, disinterested audience of businessmen who had come in from the hotel next door to bullshit over chunky glasses of Johnnie Walker and Cajun Chex mix served in plastic ashtrays.


There were no other customers, which was why Stokes had suggested this place over the usual cop hangouts. Nick would have sooner done his brooding in private. He didn’t want questions. He didn’t want commiseration. He didn’t want to rehash the day’s events. But Stokes was his partner on the Bichon case, and so Nick made this concession – to pound down a few together, as if they had something more in common than the job.


He shouldn’t have been drinking at all. It was one of the vices he had tried to leave in New Orleans, but it and some others had trailed after him to Bayou Breaux like stray dogs. He should have been home working through the intricate and consuming moves of the Tai Chi, attempting to cleanse his mind, to focus the negative energy and burn it out. Instead, he sat here at Laveau’s, stewing in it.


The whiskey simmered in his belly and in his veins, and he decided he was just about past caring where he was. Well on his way toward oblivion, he thought. And he’d be damn glad when he got there. It was the one place he might not see Pam Bichon lying dead on the floor.


‘I still think about what he did to her,’ Stokes murmured, fingers absently peeling away strips of the label from his beer bottle. ‘Don’t you?’


Day and night. During consciousness and what passed for sleep. The images stayed with him. The paleness of her skin. The wounds: gruesome, hideous, so at odds with what she had been like in life. The expression in her eyes as she stared up through the mask – stark, hopeless, filled with a kind of tenor that couldn’t be imagined by anyone who hadn’t faced a brutal death.


And when the images came to him, so did the sense of violence that must have been thick in the air at the time of her death. It hit him like a wall of sound, intense, powerful, poisonous rage that left him feeling sick and shaken.


Rage was no stranger. It boiled inside him now.


‘I think about what she went through,’ Stokes said. ‘What she must have felt when she realized … what he did to her with that knife. Christ.’ He shook his head as if to shake loose the images taking root there. ‘He’s gotta pay for that, man, and without that ring we got shit for a bill. He’s gonna walk, Nicky. He’s gonna get away with murder.’


People did. Every day. Every day the line was crossed and souls disappeared into the depths of an alternate dimension. It was a matter of choice, a battle of wills. Most people never came close enough to the edge to have any knowledge of it. Too close to the edge and the force could pull you across like an undertow.


‘He’s probably sitting in his office thinking that right now,’ Stokes went on. ‘He’s been working nights, you know. The rest of his firm can’t stand to have him around. They know he’s guilty, same as we do. Can’t stand looking at him, knowing what he did. I’ll bet he’s sitting there right now, thinking about it.’


Right across the alley. The architectural firm of Bowen & Briggs was housed in a narrow painted brick building that faced the bayou; flanked by a shabby clapboard barbershop and an antiques store. The same building that housed Bayou Realty on the first floor. Bowen & Briggs was likely the only place on the block inhabited tonight.


‘You know, man, somebody ought to do Renard,’ Stokes whispered, cutting a wary glance at the bartender. He stood at the end of the bar, chuckling over the sitcom.


‘Justice, you know,’ Stokes said. ‘An eye for an eye.’


‘I shoulda let Davidson shoot him,’ Nick muttered, and wondered again why he had not. Because there was still a part of him that believed the system was supposed to work. Or maybe he hadn’t wanted to see Hunter Davidson sucked over to the dark side.


‘He could have an accident,’ Stokes suggested. ‘It happens all the time. The swamp is a dangerous place. Just swallows people up sometimes, you know.’


Nick looked at him through the haze of smoke, trying to judge, trying to gauge. He didn’t know Stokes well enough. Didn’t know him at all beyond what they had shared on the job. All he had were impressions, a handful of adjectives, speculation hastily made because he didn’t care to waste his time on such things. He preferred to concentrate on focal points; Stokes was part of the periphery of his life. Just another detective in a four-man department. They worked independently of one another most of the time.


Stokes’s mouth twisted up on one corner. ‘Wishful thinking, pard, wishful thinking. Idn’ that what they do down in New Orleans? Pop the bad guys and dump ’em in the swamp?’


‘Lake Pontchartrain, mostly.’


Stokes stared at him a moment, uncertain, then decided it was a joke. He laughed, drained his beer, and slid off the stool, reaching into his hip pocket for his wallet. ‘I gotta split. Gotta meet with the DA on Thibidoux in the morning.’ The grin flashed again. ‘And I got a hot date tonight. Hot and sweet between the sheets. If I’m lyin’, I’m dyin’.’


He dropped a ten on the bar and clamped a hand on Nick’s shoulder one last time. ‘Protect and serve, pard. Catch you later.’


Protect and serve, Nick thought. Pamela Bichon was dead. Her father was sitting in jail, and the man who had killed her was free. Just who had they protected and what purpose had been served today?


‘Pritchett’s fit to kill somebody.’


‘I’d suggest Renard,’ Annie muttered, scowling at her menu.


‘More apt to be your idol, Fourcade.’


She caught the sarcasm, the jealousy, and rolled her eyes at her dinner partner. She had known A.J. Doucet her whole life. He was one of Tante Fanchon and Uncle Sos’s brood of actual nephews and nieces, related by blood rather than by serendipity, as she was. As children, they had chased each other around the big yard out at the Corners – the café/boat landing/convenience store Sos and Fanchon ran south of town. During their high school years, A.J. had taken on the often unappreciated role of protector. Since then he had gone from friend to lover and back as he proceeded through college and law school and into the Partout Parish District Attorney’s Office.


They had yet to agree on a description for their current relationship. The attraction that had come and gone between them over the years seemed never to come or go for both of them at the same time.


‘He’s not my idol,’ she said irritably. ‘He happens to be the best detective we’ve got, that’s all. I want to be a detective. Of course I watch him. And why should you care? You and I are not, I repeat, not an item, A.J.’


‘You know how I feel about that too.’


Annie blew out a sigh. ‘Can we skip this argument tonight? I’ve had a rotten day. You’re supposed to be my best friend. Act like it.’


He leaned toward her across the small white-draped table, his brown eyes intense, the hurt in them cutting at her conscience. ‘You know there’s more there than that, Annie, and don’t give me that “we’re practically related” bullshit you’ve been wading in recently. You are no more related to me than you are related to the President of the United States.’


‘Which I could be, for all I know,’ she muttered, sitting back, retreating in the only way she could without making a scene.


As it was, they had become the object of speculation for another set of diners across the intimate width of Isabeau’s. She suspected it was her blackening eye that had caught the other woman’s attention. Out of uniform, she supposed she looked like an abused partner rather than an abused cop.


‘It’s not the cops Pritchett should be pissed at,’ she said. ‘Judge Monahan made the ruling. He could have let that ring in.’


‘And left the door open for appeal? What would be the point of that?’


The waitress interrupted the discussion, bringing their drinks, her gaze cutting from Annie’s battered face to A.J.


‘She’s gonna spit in your étouffée, you know,’ Annie remarked.


‘Why should she assume I gave you that shiner? I could be your high-priced, ass-kicking divorce lawyer.’


Annie sipped her wine, dismissing the subject. ‘He’s guilty, A.J.’


‘Then bring us the evidence – obtained by legal means.’


‘By the rules, like it’s a game. Josie wasn’t far wrong.’


‘What about Josie?’


‘She came to see me today. Or, rather, she came with her grandmother to see Hunter Davidson in jail.’


‘The formidable Miss Belle.’


‘They both tore into me.’


‘What for? It’s not your case.’


‘Yeah, well …’ she hedged, sensing that A.J. wouldn’t understand the strong pull she was feeling. Everything in its place – that was A.J. Every aspect of life was supposed to fit into one of the neat little compartments he had set up, while everything in Annie’s life seemed to be tossed into one big messy pile she was continually sorting through, trying to make sense of. ‘I’m tied to it. I wish I could do more to help. I look at Josie and …’


A.J.’s expression softened with concern. He was too handsome for his own good. Curse of the Doucet men with their square jaws and high cheekbones and pretty mouths. Not for the first time, Annie wished things between them could have been as simple as he wanted.


‘The case has been hell on everyone, honey,’ he said. ‘You’ve done more than your part already.’


Therein lay the problem, Annie thought as she picked at her dinner. What exactly was her part? Was she supposed to draw the boundary at duty and absolve herself of any further responsibility?


‘We all have obligations in this life that go beyond boundaries.’


She had already gone above and beyond the call involving herself with Josie. But, even without Josie, she would have felt this case pulling at her, would have felt Pam Bichon pulling at her from that limbo inhabited by the restless souls of victims.


With all the controversy swirling around the case, Pam was being pushed out of view little by little. No one had helped her when she was alive and believed that Marcus Renard was stalking her, and now that she was dead, attention was being diverted elsewhere.


‘Maybe there wouldn’t be a case if Judge Edmonds had taken Pam seriously in the first place,’ she said, setting her fork down and abandoning her meal. ‘What’s the point of having a stalking law if judges are just gonna blow off every complaint that comes their way as “boys will be boys” –’ 


‘We’ve had this conversation,’ A.J. reminded her. ‘For Edmonds to have granted that restraining order, the law would have to be worded so that looking crossways at a woman would be considered criminal. What Pam Bichon brought before the court did not constitute stalking. Renard asked her out, he gave her presents –’ 


‘He slashed her tires and cut her phone line and –’ 


‘She had no proof the person doing those things was Marcus Renard. He asked her out, she turned him down, he was unhappy. There’s a big leap from unhappy to psychotic.’


‘So said Judge Edmonds, who probably still thinks it’s okay for men to hit women over the head with mastodon bones and drag them into caves by their hair,’ Annie said with disgust. ‘But then that makes him about average around here, doesn’t it?’


‘Hey, objection!’


She broke her scowl with a look of contrition. ‘It goes without saying, you’re above average. I’m sorry I’m such poor company tonight. I’m gonna pass on the movie, go home, soak in the tub, go to bed.’


A.J. reached across the table and hooked a fingertip inside the simple gold bracelet she wore, caressing the tender skin of her inner wrist. ‘Those aren’t necessarily solitary pursuits,’ he whispered, his eyes rich with a warm promise he had fulfilled from time to time in the past when the currents of their attraction had managed to cross paths.


Annie drew her hand back on the excuse of reaching for her pocketbook. ‘Not tonight, Romeo. I have a concussion.’


They said their goodbyes in the tiny parking lot alongside the restaurant, Annie offering her cheek for A.J.’s goodnight kiss when he aimed for her lips. Their parting only added to the restlessness she had been feeling all day, as if everything in the world were just a half beat out of sync. She sat behind the wheel of the Jeep, listening with one ear to the radio as A.J. drove out onto La Rue Dumas and turned south.


‘You’re on KJUN, all talk all the time. Home of the giant jackpot giveaway. This is your Devil’s Advocate, Owen Onofrio. Our topic tonight: today’s controversial decision in the Renard case. I’ve got Ron from Henderson on line one. Go ahead, Ron.’


‘I think it’s a disgrace that criminals have all the rights in the courts anymore. He had that woman’s ring in his house. By God, that oughta be all she wrote right there. Strap him down and light him up!’


‘But what if the detective planted the evidence? What happens when we can’t trust the people sworn to protect us? Jennifer in Bayou Breaux on line two.’


‘Well, I’m just scared sick by all of it. What’s anyone supposed to think? I mean, the police are all over this Renard fella, but what if he didn’t do it? I heard they have secret evidence that links this murder to those Bayou Strangler murders. I’m a woman lives alone. I work the late shift down at the lamp factory –’ 


Annie switched the radio off, not in the mood. She often listened to the talk station to get a feel for public opinion. But opinions on this case spanned the spectrum. Only the emotions were consistent: anger, fear, and uncertainty. People were nervous, easily spooked. Reports of prowlers and Peeping Toms had tripled. The waiting lists for home alarm systems were long. Gun shops in the parish were doing a brisk, grim business.


The feelings were no strangers to Annie. The lack of closure, of justice, was driving her crazy. That and her own minimal role in the drama. The fact that, even though she had been in it at the beginning, she had been relegated to bystander. She knew what role she wanted to play. She also knew no one would ever invite her into the game. She was just a deputy, and a woman deputy at that. There was no affirmative-action fast track in Partout Parish. A considerable span of rungs ran up the ladder from where she was to where she wanted to be.


She was supposed to wait her turn, earn her stripes, and meanwhile … Meanwhile the need that had pushed her to become a cop simmered and churned inside her … and Pam Bichon got lost in the shuffle … and a killer lay watching, waiting, free to slip away or kill again.


Night had crept in over the town and brought with it a damp chill. Sheer wisps of fog were floating up off the bayou and drifting through the streets like ghosts. Across the street from where Annie sat the black padded door to Laveau’s swung open and Chaz Stokes stepped out, blue neon light washing down on him. He stood on the deserted sidewalk for a moment, smoking a cigarette, looking up one side of the street and down the other. He tossed the cigarette in the gutter, climbed into his Camaro, and drove away, turning down the side street that led to the bayou, leaving an empty space at the curb in front of a weathered black pickup. Fourcade’s pickup.


It struck Annie as odd. Another piece out of place. No one hung out at Laveau’s. The Voodoo Lounge was the usual spot for cops in Bayou Breaux. Laveau’s was the mostly empty companion to the mostly empty Maison Dupré hotel next door.


Out of place. It was that thought that pushed her out of the Jeep. Even as she told herself that lie, she could clearly see A.J.’s accusatory face in her mind. He thought she had the hots for Fourcade, for all the good that would have done her. Fourcade treated her like a fixture. She could have been a lamp or a hat rack, with all the sexual allure of either. He didn’t resent her, didn’t harass her, didn’t joke around with her. He had no interest in her whatsoever. And her only interest was in the case. She jaywalked across Dumas to the bar.


Laveau’s was a cave of midnight blue walls and mahogany wood black with age. If it hadn’t been for the television in the far corner, Annie would have thought she had gone blind walking into the place. The bartender flicked a glance at her and went back to pouring a round of Johnnie Walker for the only table of patrons – a quartet of men in rumpled business suits.


Fourcade sat at the end of the bar, shoulders hunched inside his battered leather jacket, his gaze on the stack of shot glasses before him. He blew a jet stream of smoke at them and watched it dissipate into the gloom. He didn’t turn to look at her, but as she approached Annie had the distinct feeling that he was completely conscious of her presence.


She slipped between a pair of stools and leaned sideways against the bar. ‘Tough break today,’ she said, blinking at the sting of the smoke.


The big dark eyes were on her instantly, staring out from beneath a heavy sweep of brows. Clear, sharp, showing no foggy effects from the whiskey he had consumed, burning with a ferocious intensity that seemed to emanate from the very core of him. He still didn’t turn to face her, presenting her with a profile that was hawkish. He wore his black hair slicked back, but a shock of it had tumbled down across his broad forehead.


‘Broussard,’ Annie said, feeling awkward. ‘Deputy Broussard. Annie.’ She brushed her bangs out of her eyes in a nervous gesture. ‘I – ah – was on the courthouse steps. We took down Hunter Davidson. I was the one at the bottom of the pile.’


The gaze slid down from her face past the open front of her denim jacket and the thin white T-shirt beneath it to the flower-sprigged skirt that hit her mid-calf to the Keds she wore on her feet … and eased back up like a long caress.


‘You out of uniform, Deputy.’


‘I’m off duty.’


‘Are you?’


Annie blinked at his response and at the smoke, not quite sure what to make of the first. ‘I was the first officer on the scene at the Bichon homicide. I –’ 


‘I know who you are. What you think, chère, that this little bit o’ whiskey pickled my brain or something?’ He arched a brow and chuckled, tapping his cigarette into a plastic ashtray bristling with butts. ‘You grew up here, enrolled in the academy August 1993, got hired into the Lafayette PD, came to the SO here in ’95. You were the second woman deputy on patrol in this parish – the first having lasted all of ten months. You got a good record, but you tend to be nosy. Me, I think that’s maybe not such a bad thing if you gonna do the job, if you looking to move up, which you are.’


Astonished, Annie gaped at him. In the months Fourcade had been in the department she had never heard him volunteer a sentence of more than ten words. She had certainly never dreamed that he knew enough about her to do so. That he seemed to know quite a lot about her was unnerving – a reaction he read without effort.


‘You were the first deputy on the scene. I needed to know if you were any good, or if you mighta screwed up, or if maybe you knew Pam Bichon. Maybe you had the same boyfriend. Maybe she sold you a house with snakes under the floors. Maybe she beat you out for head cheerleader back in high school.’


‘You considered me a suspect?’


‘Me, I consider ever’body a suspect ’til I can find out different.’


He took a long pull on his smoke and watched her as he exhaled. ‘Does this bother you?’ he asked, making a small gesture with the cigarette.


She tried without success not to blink. ‘No.’


‘Yes, it does,’ he declared as he stubbed it out in the overflowing ashtray. ‘Say so. Ain’t nobody in this world gonna speak up for you, chère.’


‘I’m not afraid to speak up.’


‘No? You afraid of me?’


‘If I were afraid of you, I wouldn’t be standing here.’


His lips twisted in a faint smirk and he gave a very French shrug that said, Maybe, maybe no. Annie felt her temper spike a notch.


‘Why should I be afraid of you?’


His expression darkened as he turned a shot glass on the bar. ‘You don’t listen to gossip?’


‘I take it for what it’s worth. Half-truths, if that.’


‘And how you decide which half is true?’ he asked. ‘There is no justice in this world,’ he said softly, staring into his whiskey. ‘How’s that for a truth, Deputy Broussard?’


‘It’s all in your perception, I suppose.’


‘“One man’s justice is another man’s injustice … one man’s wisdom another’s folly.”’ He sipped at the whiskey. ‘Emerson. No reporter will sum up today’s events as well … or with such truth.’


‘What they say doesn’t change the facts,’ Annie said. ‘You found Pam’s ring in Renard’s house.’


‘You don’t think I put it there?’


‘If you had put it there, it would have been listed on the warrant.’


‘C’est vrai. True enough, Annie.’ He gave her a pensive look. ‘Annie – that’s short for something?’


‘Antoinette.’


He sipped his whiskey. ‘That’s a beautiful name, why you don’t use it?’


She shrugged. ‘I – well – everyone calls me Annie.’


‘Me, I’m not ever’body, ’Toinette,’ he said quietly.


He seemed to have gotten closer or loomed larger. Annie thought she could feel the heat of him, smell the old leather of his jacket. She knew she could feel his gaze holding hers, and she told herself to back away. But she didn’t.


‘I came here to ask you about the case,’ she said. ‘Or did Noblier pull you off?’


‘No.’


‘I’d like to help if I can.’ She blurted the words, forced the idea out before she could swallow it back. She held up one hand to stave off his reply and gestured nervously with the other. ‘I mean, I know I’m just a deputy, and technically it isn’t my case, and you’re the detective, and Stokes won’t want me involved, but –’ 


‘You’re a helluva salesman, ’Toinette,’ Fourcade remarked. ‘You telling me every reason to say no.’


‘I found her,’ Annie said simply. The image of Pam Bichon’s body throbbed in her memory, a dead thing that was too alive, that would give her no rest. ‘I saw what he did to her. I still see it. I feel … an obligation.’


‘You feel it,’ Fourcade whispered. ‘Shadow of the dead.’


He raised his left hand, fingers spread, and reached out, not quite touching her. Slowly he passed his hand before her eyes, skimmed around the side of her head, just brushing his fingertips against her hair. A shiver rippled down her body.


‘It’s cold there, no?’ he whispered.


‘Where?’ Annie murmured.


‘In Shadowland.’


She started to draw a breath, to tell him he was full of shit, to defuse the prickly sensation that had come to life inside her and between them, but her lungs didn’t seem to function. She was aware of a phone ringing somewhere, of the canned laughter coming from the television. But mostly she was aware of Fourcade and the pain that shone in his eyes and came from somewhere deep in his soul.


‘You Fourcade?’ the bartender called, holding up the telephone receiver. ‘You got a call.’


He slid off his stool and moved down the bar. Air rushed into Annie’s lungs as he walked away, as if his aura had been pressing down on her chest like an anvil. With an unsteady hand, she raised his glass to her lips and took a drink. She stared at Fourcade as he hunched over the bar and listened to the telephone receiver. He had to be drunk. Everyone knew he wasn’t quite right at his most sober.


He hung up the phone and turned toward her.


‘I gotta go.’ He pulled a twenty out of his wallet and tossed it on the bar.


‘Stay away from those shadows, ’Toinette,’ he warned her softly, the voice of too much experience. With one hand he reached up and cradled her face, the pad of his thumb brushing the corner of her mouth. ‘They’ll suck the life outta you.’
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Nick walked along the boulevard between the road and the bayou. Gloved hands in the pockets of his leather jacket. Shoulders hunched against the damp chill of the night. Fog skimmed off the water and floated past like clouds of perfume, redolent with the scents of rotting vegetation, dead fish, and spider lilies. Something broke the surface with a pop and a splash. A bass snatching a late dinner. Or someone with a heavy case of boredom, tossing rocks.


Pausing by the trunk of a live oak, he stared out past the branches hung with tattered scraps of Spanish moss and looked up and down the bank. There was no one, no foot traffic, no cars crossing the little drawbridge that spanned the bayou to the north. House lights glowed amber in windows beyond the east bank. The night air had gone heavy with a thick mist that was threatening to become rain. A rainy night did nothing to entice folks outdoors without a purpose.


And my purpose?


That remained unclear.


He was close to drunk. He had given himself the excuse of dulling the pain, but instead had only fueled it. The frustration, the injustice – they were like fire under his skin. They would consume him if he didn’t do something to burn them out.


He closed his eyes, took a breath, and released it, attempting to find his center – that core of deep calm within that he had spent so much time and effort building. He had worked so hard to control the rage, and it was slipping through his grasp. He had worked so hard on the case, and it was crumbling around him. He felt the chill pass over him, through him. The shadow of the dead. He felt the need pull at him. And a part of him wanted very badly to go where it would lead him.


He wondered if Annie Broussard felt that same pull or if she would even recognize it. Probably not. She was too young. Younger than he had been at twenty-eight. Fresh, optimistic, untainted. He had seen the doubt in her eyes when he had spoken of the shadows. He had also seen the naked truth when she spoke of the obligation she felt to Pam Bichon.


The key to staying sane in homicide was keeping a distance. Don’t let it get personal. Don’t get involved. Don’t take it home with you. Don’t cross the line.


He had never been good at taking any of that advice. He lived the job. The line was always behind him.


Had the shadows drawn Pam Bichon? Had she seen Death’s phantom coming, felt its cold breath on her shoulders? He knew the answer.


She had complained to friends about Renard’s persistent, if subtle advances. Despite her rebuffs, he had begun sending her gifts. Then came the harassment. Small acts of vandalism against her car, her property. Items stolen from her office – photographs, a hairbrush, work papers, her keys.


Yes, Pam had seen the phantom coming, and no one had listened when she tried to tell them. No one had heard her fear any more than they had heard her tortured screams that night out on Pony Bayou.


‘I still think about what he did to her,’ Stokes said. ‘Don’t you?’


All the time. The details had saturated his brain like blood.


With his back against the tree trunk, Nick lowered himself to sit on his heels and stared across the empty street at the building that housed Bowen & Briggs. A light burned on the second floor. A desk lamp. Renard worked at the third drafting table back and on the south side of the big room there. Bowen & Briggs designed both small commercial and residential buildings, with their commercial work coming out of New Iberia and St Martinville as well as Bayou Breaux.


Renard was a partner in the firm, though his name was not on the logo. He preferred designing residential buildings, especially single-family homes, and had a liking for historical styles. His social life was quiet. He had no long-term romantic involvement. He lived with his mother, who collected Mardi Gras masks and created costumes for Carnival revelers, and his autistic brother, Victor, the elder by four years. Their home was a modest, restored plantation house – less than five miles by car from the scene of Pam Bichon’s murder. Nearer by boat.


According to the descriptions of the people who worked with and knew Marcus Renard, he was quiet, polite, ordinary, or a touch odd – depending on whom you asked. But other words came to Nick’s mind. Meticulous, compulsive, obsessive, repressed, controlling, passive-aggressive.


Behind the mask of ordinariness, Marcus Renard was a very different man from the one his co-workers saw every day sitting at his drafting table. They couldn’t see the core component Nick had sensed in him from their first meeting – rage. Deep, deep inside, beneath layers and layers of manners and mores and the guise of mild apathy. Rage, simmering, contained, hidden, buried.


It was rage that had driven those spikes through Pam Bichon’s hands.


Rage was no stranger.


The light went out in the second-story window. Out of old habit, Nick checked his watch – 9:47 P.M. – and scanned the street in both directions – all clear. Renard’s five-year-old maroon Volvo sat in the narrow parking area between the Bowen & Briggs building and the antiques shop next door, an area poorly lit by a seventy-five-watt yellow bug light over the side door.


Renard would emerge from that door, climb in his car, and go home to his mother and his brother and his hobby of designing and building elaborate dollhouses. He would sleep in his bed a free man tonight and dream the sinister, euphoric dreams of someone who had gotten away with murder.


He wasn’t the first.


‘Protect and serve, pard.…’


The rage built.…


‘Case dismissed.’


… and burned hotter …


‘I still think about what he did to her. …’


‘I saw what he did to her.… I still see it.…’


‘Don’t you?’


Blood and moonlight, the flash of the knife, the smell of fear, the cries of agony, the ominous silence of death. The cold darkness as the phantom passed over.


The chill collided violently with the fire. The explosion pushed him to his feet.


‘He’s gonna walk, Nicky. He’s gonna get away with murder.…’


Nick crossed the street, hugged the wall of the Bowen & Briggs building, out of sight from the elevated first-floor windows. Pulling a handkerchief from his pocket, he hopped silently onto the side stoop, doused the bug light with a twist of his wrist, and dropped down on the far side of the steps.


He heard the door open, heard Renard mutter something under his breath, heard the click, click, click of the light switch being tried. Footsteps on the concrete stoop. A heavy sigh. The door closed.


He waited, still, invisible, until Renard’s loafers hit the blacktop and he had stepped past Nick on his way to the Volvo.


‘It’s not over, Renard,’ he said.


The architect shied sideways. His face was waxy white, his eyes bulged like a pair of boiled eggs.


‘You can’t harass me this way, Fourcade,’ he said, the tremor in his voice mocking his attempt at bravado. ‘I have rights.’


‘Is that a fact?’ Nick stepped forward, his gloved hands hanging loose at his sides. ‘What about Pam? She didn’t have rights? You take her rights away, tcheue poule, and still you think you got rights?’


‘I didn’t do anything,’ Renard said, glancing nervously toward the street, looking for salvation that was nowhere in sight. ‘You don’t have anything on me.’


Nick advanced another step. ‘I got all I need on you, pou. I got the stink of you up my nose, you piece of shit.’


Renard lifted a fist in front of him, shaking so badly his car keys rattled. ‘Leave me alone, Fourcade.’


‘Or what?’


‘You’re drunk.’


‘Yeah.’ A grin cut across his face like a scimitar. ‘I’m mean too. What you gonna do, call a cop?’


‘Touch me and your career is over, Fourcade,’ Renard threatened, backing toward the Volvo. ‘Everybody knows about you. You got no business carrying a badge. You ought to be in jail.’


‘And you oughta be in hell.’


‘Based on what? Evidence you planted? That’s nothing you haven’t done before. You’ll be the one in prison over this, not me.’


‘That’s what you think?’ Nick murmured, advancing. ‘You think you can stalk a woman, torture her, kill her, and just walk away?’


The nightmare images of murder. The false memories of screams.


‘You got nothing on me, Fourcade, and you never will have.’


‘Case dismissed.’


‘You’re nothing but a drunk and a bully, and if you touch me, Fourcade, I swear, I’ll ruin you.’


‘He’s gonna walk, Nicky. He’s gonna get away with murder ….’


A face from his past loomed up, an apparition floating beside Marcus Renard. A mocking face, a superior sheer.


‘You’ll never pin this on me, Detective. That’s not the way the world works. She was just another whore.…’


‘You killed her, you son of a bitch,’ he muttered, not sure which demon he was talking to, the real or the imagined.


‘You’ll never prove it.’


‘You can’t touch me.’


‘He’s gonna get away with murder.…’


‘The hell you say.’


The rage burned through the fine thread of control. Emotion and action became one, and restraint was nowhere to be found as his fist smashed into Marcus Renard’s face.


Annie walked out of Quik Pik with a pint of chocolate chip ice cream in a bag and a little mouse chewing at her conscience. She could have picked up the treat at the Corners, but she’d had her fill of people for one day, and a prolonged grilling by Uncle Sos was too much to face. The politics of the Renard case had him in a lather. She knew for a fact he had bet fifty dollars on the outcome of the evidentiary hearing – and lost. That, coupled with his opinion of her current platonic relationship with A.J., would have him in rare form tonight.


‘Why you don’ marry dot boy, ’tite chatte? Andre, he’s a good boy, him. What’s a matter wit’ you, turnin’ you purty nose up? You all the time chasin’ you don’ know what, éspèsces de tête dure.’


Just the imagined haranguing was enough to amplify the thumping in her head. The whole idea of buying ice cream was to be nice to herself. She didn’t want to think about A.J. or Renard or Pam Bichon or Fourcade.


She had heard the stories about Fourcade. The allegations of brutality, the rumors surrounding the unsolved case of a murdered teenage prostitute in the French Quarter, the unsubstantiated accusations of evidence tampering.


‘Stay away from those shadows, ’Toinette.… They’ll suck the life outta you.’


Good advice, but she couldn’t take it if she wanted in on the case. They were a package deal, Fourcade and the murder. They seemed to go together a little too well. He was a scary son of a bitch.


She started the Jeep and turned toward the bayou, flicking the wipers on to cut the thick mist from the windshield. On the radio, Owen Onofrio was still prodding his listeners for reactions to the scene at the courthouse.


‘Kent in Carencro, you’re on line two.’


‘I think that judge oughta be unpoached –’ 


‘You mean impeached?’


As she slowed for a stop sign, her eyes automatically scanned for traffic … and hit on a black Ford pickup with a dent in the driver’s-side rear panel. Fourcade’s truck, parked in front of a shoe repair place that had gone out of business two years ago.


Annie doused her lights and sat there, double-parked, engine grumbling. This was not a residential street. There were no businesses open. A third of the places on this stretch of road were vacant … but the offices of Bowen & Briggs were located two blocks south.


She put the Jeep in gear and crept forward. She could see the building that housed Bayou Realty and Bowen & Briggs. There were no lights. There were no cars parked on the street. The sheriff had pulled the surveillance on Renard after the hearing, hoping the press would back off. Renard had been working evenings for the same reason. Fourcade was parked two blocks away.


‘“One man’s justice is another man’s injustice … one man’s wisdom another’s folly.”’


Annie pulled to the curb in front of Robichaux Electric, cut the engine, and grabbed her big black flashlight from the debris on the floor behind the passenger’s seat. Maybe Fourcade was taking it upon himself to continue the surveillance. But if that were the case, he wouldn’t park two blocks away or leave his vehicle.


She pulled her Sig P-225 out of her duffel bag and stuck the gun in the waistband of her skirt, then climbed out of the Jeep. Keeping the flashlight off, she made her way down the sidewalk, her sneakers silent on the damp pavement.


‘There is no justice in this world. How’s that for a truth, Deputy Broussard?’


‘Shit, shit, shit,’ she chanted under her breath, her step quickening at the first sound from the direction of Bowen & Briggs. A scrape. A shoe on asphalt. A thump. A muffled cry.


‘Shit!’ Pulling the gun and flicking the switch on the flashlight, she broke into a run.


She could hear the sound of flesh striking flesh even before she entered the narrow parking lot. Instinct rushed her forward, overruling procedure. She should have called it in. She didn’t have any backup. Her badge was in her pocketbook in the Jeep. Not one of those facts slowed her step.


‘Sheriff’s office, freeze!’ she yelled, sweeping the bright halogen beam across the parking area.


Fourcade had Renard up against the side of a car, swinging at him with the rhythm of a boxer at a punching bag. A hard left turned Renard’s face toward Annie, and she gasped at the blood that obscured his features. He lunged toward her, arms outstretched, blood and spittle spraying from his mouth in a froth as a wild animal sound tore from his throat and his eyes rolled white. Fourcade caught him in the stomach and knocked him back into the Volvo.


‘Fourcade! Stop it!’ Annie shouted, hurling herself against him, trying to knock him away from Renard. ‘Stop it! You’re killing him! Arrète! C’est assez!’


He shrugged her off like a mosquito and cracked Renard’s jaw with a right.


‘Stop it!’


Using the big flashlight like a baton, she swung it as hard as she could into his kidneys, once, twice. As she drew back for a third blow, Fourcade spun toward her, poised to strike.


Annie scuttled backward. She turned the full beam of the flashlight in Fourcade’s face. ‘Hold it!’ she ordered. ‘I’ve got a gun!’


‘Get away!’ he roared. His expression was feral, his eyes glazed, wild. One corner of his mouth curled in a snarl.


‘It’s Broussard,’ she said. ‘Deputy Broussard. Step back, Fourcade! I mean it!’


He didn’t move, but the look on his face slipped toward uncertainty. He glanced around with the kind of hesitancy that suggested he had just come to and didn’t know where he was or how he had gotten there. Behind him, Renard dropped to his hands and knees on the blacktop, vomited, then collapsed.


‘Jesus,’ Annie muttered. ‘Stay where you are.’


Squatting beside Renard, she stuck her gun back in her waistband and felt for the carotid artery in his neck, her fingers coming away sticky with blood. His pulse was strong. He was alive but unconscious, and probably glad for it. His face looked like raw hamburger, his nose was an indistinct mass. She wiped the blood from her hand on his shoulder, pulled the Sig again, and stood, her knees shaking.


‘What the hell were you thinking?’ she asked, turning toward Fourcade.


Nick stared down at Renard lying in his own puke as if seeing him for the first time. Thinking? He couldn’t remember thinking. What he did remember didn’t make sense. Echoes of voices from another place … taunts … The red haze was slowly dissipating, leaving him with a sick feeling.


‘What were you gonna do?’ Annie Broussard demanded. ‘Kill him and dump him in the swamp? Did you think nobody would notice? Did you think nobody would suspect? My God, you’re a cop! You’re supposed to uphold the law, not take it into your own hands!’


She hissed a breath through her teeth. ‘Looks like I believed the wrong half of those rumors about you, after all, Fourcade.’


‘I – I came here to talk to him,’ he muttered.


‘Yeah? Well, you’re a helluva conversationalist.’


Renard groaned, shifted positions, and settled back into oblivion. Nick closed his eyes, turned away, and rubbed his gloved hands over his face. The smell of Renard’s blood in the leather gagged him.


‘C’est ein affaire à pus finir,’ he whispered. It is a thing that has no end.


‘What are you talking about?’ Broussard demanded.


Shadows and darkness, and the kind of rage that could swallow a man whole. But she knew of none of these things, and he didn’t try to tell her.


‘Go call an ambulance,’ he said with resignation.


She looked to Renard and back, weighing the options.


‘It’s all right, ’Toinette. I promise not to kill him while you’re gone.’


‘Under the circumstances, you’ll forgive me if I don’t believe a word you say.’ Annie glanced at Renard again. ‘He’s not going anywhere. You can come with me. And by the way,’ she added, gesturing him toward the street with her gun, ‘you’re under arrest. You have the right to remain silent …’
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You can’t arrest Fourcade. He’s a detective, for Christ’s sake!’ Gus ranted, pacing behind his desk.


The desk sergeant had called him in from a Rotary Club dinner where he had been ingesting calories in the liquid form, trying to dull the barbed comments of Rotarians unhappy with the day’s court ruling. The civic leaders of Bayou Breaux had wanted Renard’s indictment as something extra to celebrate for Mardi Gras. Even with half a pint of Amaretto in him, Gus felt as if his blood pressure just might cause his head to explode.


‘What the hell were you thinking, Broussard?’ he demanded.


Annie’s jaw dropped. ‘I was thinking he committed assault! I saw him with my own eyes!’


‘Well, there’s got to be more to this story than what you know.’


‘I saw what I saw. Ask him yourself, Sheriff. He won’t deny it. Renard looks like he put his face in a Waring blender.’


‘Fuck a duck,’ Gus muttered. ‘I told him, I told him! Where’s he at now?’


‘Interview B.’


It had been a fight getting him in there. Not that Fourcade had resisted in any way. It was Rodrigue, the desk sergeant, and Degas and Pitre – deputies just hanging around. ‘Arresting Fourcade? Naw. Must be some mistake. Quit screwing around, Broussard. What’d he do – pinch your ass? We don’t arrest our own. Nick, he’s part of the Brotherhood. Whatsa matter with you, Broussard – you on the rag or somethin’? He beat up Renard? Christ, we oughta get him a medal! Is Renard dead? Can we throw a party?’


In the end, Fourcade had pushed past them through the doorway and let himself into Interview B.


The sheriff stalked past Annie and out the door. She hustled after him, a choke hold on her temper. If she’d hauled in a civilian, no one would have questioned her judgment or her perception of facts.


The door to the interview room was wide open. Rodrigue stood with one hand on the frame and one eye on his abandoned desk, grinning as he traded comments with someone inside the room, his mustache wriggling like a woolly caterpillar on his upper lip.


‘Hey, Sheriff, we’re thinking maybe Nick oughta get a ticker-tape parade.’


‘Shut up,’ Gus barked as he bulled his way past the desk sergeant and into the room where Degas and Pitre had sprawled into chairs. Coffee cups sat steaming on the small table. Fourcade sat on the far side, smoking a cigarette and looking detached.


Gus cut a scathing look at his deputies. ‘Y’all don’t have nothing better to do, then why are you on my payroll? Get outta here! You too!’ he snapped at Annie. ‘Go home.’


‘Go home? But – but, Sheriff,’ she stammered, ‘I was there. I’m the –’ 


‘So was he.’ He pointed at Fourcade. ‘I talked to you, now I’m gonna talk to him. You got a problem with that, Deputy?’


‘No, sir,’ Annie said tightly. She looked at Fourcade, wanting him to meet her eyes, wanting to see … what? Innocence? She knew he wasn’t innocent. Apology? He didn’t owe her anything. He took a drag on his cigarette and focused on the stream of smoke.


Gus planted his hands on the back of a vacant chair and leaned on it, waiting to hear the door close behind him. And when the door closed, he waited some more, wishing he would come to in his own cozy bed with his plump, snoring wife and realize this day had all been a bad dream and nothing more.


‘What do you have to say for yourself, Detective?’ he asked at last.


Nick stubbed out the butt in the ashtray Pitre had obligingly fetched him. What was he supposed to say? He had no explanation, only excuses.


‘Nothing,’ he said.


‘Nothing. Nothing?’ Noblier repeated, as if the word were foreign to his tongue. ‘Look at me, Nick.’


He did so and wondered which was the better choice: to allow himself an emotional response to the disappointment he saw or to block it. Emotion was what unfailingly landed him in trouble. He had spent the last year of his life learning to hold it in an iron fist deep within him. Tonight it had broken free, and here he sat.


‘I took a big chance bringing you on board here,’ Gus said quietly. ‘I did it because I knew your papa, and I owed him something from way back. And because I believed you about that business in New Orleans, and I thought you could do a good job here.


‘This is how you pay me back?’ he asked, voice rising. ‘You screw up an investigation and beat the hell out of a suspect? You better have something more than nothing to say for yourself, or, by God, I’ll throw your ass to the wolves!


‘Why’d you go near Renard when I told you not to? Why’d you have to get in his face? Jesus Christ, do you have any idea what him and that anorexic lawyer of his are gonna do to this office? Tell me you had some kind of cause to go near him. What were you even doing in that part of town?’


‘Drinking.’


‘Oh, great! Good answer! You left my office in a flaming temper and went and threw alcohol on it!’


He shoved the chair into the table. ‘Damage control,’ he muttered. ‘How the fuck do we spin this? I can say you were on surveillance.’


‘You told the press you pulled the surveillance.’


‘Fuck the press. I tell ’em what I want ’em to think. Renard is still a suspect. We got reason to watch him. That gives you cause to be there, and it shows I believe in your innocence on that evidence-tampering bullshit Kudrow’s trying to stir up. So then what? Did he provoke you?’


‘Does it matter?’ Nick asked. ‘Never mind that he’s a murderer, and the goddamn court shoulda punched his ticket for him –’ 


‘Yeah, the court should have, but it didn’t. Then Hunter Davidson tried to and you stopped him. It looks like you just wanted the job all for yourself.’


‘I know what it looks like.’


‘It looks like assault, at the very least. Broussard thinks I should throw your ass in jail.’


Broussard. Nick pushed to his feet, the anger stirring anew. Broussard, who hadn’t said ten words to him in the six months he’d been in Bayou Breaux. Who suddenly sought him out at Laveau’s. Who appeared out of nowhere with a gun and the power to arrest him.


‘Will you?’ he asked.


‘Not if I don’t have to.’


‘Renard’ll press charges.’


‘You bet your balls he will.’ Gus rubbed a hand over his face and secretly wished he’d stayed in geology all those years ago. ‘He’s no shit-for-brains lowlife you can stick his head in a toilet and flush a confession outta him and won’t nobody listen to him when he screams about it. Kudrow’s been threatening a lawsuit all along. Harassment, he says. Unlawful arrest, he says. Well, I sure as hell know what he’ll say about this.’


He dropped down onto a chair. ‘All in all, I think I’m gonna wish you’d finished the job and fed Renard to the gators.’


What you hanging around for, Broussard?’ Rodrigue asked. Blocky and nearly bald, he stood behind his desk shuffling papers with an air of false importance, as if he hadn’t been kicked out of the interview room himself.


Annie gave the sergeant a defiant glare. ‘I’m the arresting officer. I’ve got a suspect to book, a report to file, and evidence to log in.’


Rodrigue snorted. ‘There ain’t gonna be no arrest, darlin’. Fourcade, he didn’t do nothing ever’body in this parish hasn’t wanted to do.’


‘Last time I looked, assault was against the law.’


‘Dat wasn’t no assault. Dat was justice. Oh, yeah.’


‘Yeah,’ Degas chimed in. ‘And you interrupted it, Broussard. There’s the crime. Why didn’t you let him finish the job?’


Because that would have been murder, Annie thought. That Renard deserved killing didn’t enter into it. The law was the law, and she was sworn to uphold it, as were Fourcade and Rodrigue and Degas, and Gus Noblier.


‘That’s right,’ Pitre said, swaggering toward her, pulling the handcuffs off his belt. ‘Maybe we oughta be arresting you, Broussard. Obstruction of justice.’


‘Interfering with an officer in the performance of his duty,’ Degas added.


‘I think a strip search is in order here,’ Pitre suggested, reaching for her arm.


‘Fuck you, Pitre,’ she snapped, jerking away from him.


A salacious sneer lit his face. ‘I’m up for it, sugar, if you think it’ll help your case.’


‘Go piss up a rope.’


‘The sheriff told you to go home, Broussard,’ Rodrigue said. ‘You’re disobeying an order. You wanna go on report?’


Annie shook her head in disbelief. He would condone brutality, and write her up for loitering. She looked at the door to the interview room, uncertain. Procedure dictated one course of action, her sheriff had ordered another. She would have given anything to know what was being said on the other side of that door, but no one was going to let her in either literally or figuratively. Gus had taken over, and Gus Noblier was absolute ruler of the Partout Parish Sheriff’s Office, if not of Partout Parish itself.


‘Fine,’ she said grudgingly. ‘I’ll do the paperwork in the morning.’


She felt their eyes burning into her back all the way to the door, their hostility a tangible thing. The sensation made her feel ill. These were men she had known for two years, men she had joked with.


The mist had evolved into a steady, cold rain. Annie pulled her denim jacket up over her head and ran to the Jeep, where her ice cream had melted and was seeping through the carton into a milky puddle on the driver’s side floor. A fitting end to her evening.


She sat behind the wheel, trying to imagine what would happen tomorrow, but nothing came. She had no frame of reference. She had never arrested a fellow officer.


‘We don’t arrest our own. Nick, he’s part of the Brotherhood.’


The Brotherhood. The Code.


I broke the Code.


‘Well, what the hell was I supposed to do?’ she asked aloud.


The plastic alligator that hung from the mirror stared back at her with a mocking leer. Annie snapped at him with a forefinger and sat back as he danced on the end of his tether. She glanced at the paper bag she had tucked between the bucket seats. The bag her ice cream had come in. The bag she had used to collect Fourcade’s bloody gloves. Each glove should have been bagged individually, but she’d made do with what she had on hand, slipping one glove in, then folding the bag and inserting the other in the top pocket created by the fold. Procedure dictated she log in the evidence, see to it that it was secured in the evidence room. Instinct kept her from running back into the station with the bag. She could still feel the burning gazes of Rodrigue and Degas and Pitre boring into her. She had broken the Code.


And yet, she had bent rules, had made concessions for Fourcade she wouldn’t have made with a civilian. She should have called a unit to the scene, but she hadn’t. The jurisdiction was City of Bayou Breaux, not Partout Parish, but it seemed like betrayal to turn Fourcade over to another department. She had called an ambulance for Renard, explained nothing to the paramedics, and hauled Fourcade to the station in her own vehicle. She hadn’t even called in to dispatch to warn them, because she didn’t want it on the radio.


She had made concessions to Fourcade because he was a cop, and still she was being made the heavy. Men she would have joked with last night suddenly looked at her as if she were a hostile and unwelcome stranger.


She started the Jeep and rolled out of the parking lot as two cars turned in. Deputies coming on for the midnight shift. The news of Fourcade’s run-in would spread like hot oil in a skillet. Her world had suddenly turned 180 degrees. Everything simple had become complex. Everything familiar had become unfamiliar. Everything light had gone dark. She looked at the rain and remembered Fourcade’s whispered word: Shadowland.


The streets were deserted, making the traffic lights seem an extravagance. The majority of Bayou Breaux’s seven thousand residents were working-class people who went to bed at a decent hour weeknights and saved their hell-raising for the weekends. Commercial fishermen, oil workers, cane farmers. What industry there was in town supported those same professions.


The core of Bayou Breaux was old. A couple of the buildings on La Rue Dumas had been standing there since before the first Acadians got off the boats from le grand dérangement in the eighteenth century, when the British confiscated their property in Nova Scotia and kicked them out. Many more buildings dated to the nineteenth century – some clapboard, some brick with false fronts, some in good shape, some not. Annie drove past them, temporarily oblivious to their history.
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To catch a killer she must
become the next victim...
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