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after my dreams when I’m too afraid to chase
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my world by simply existing.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Fluorescent lights charged the short hallway with a buzzing hum that vibrated beneath my skin. The urgent swish as my polyester uniform pants rubbed together made me wince, but each fixture I passed under carried me nearer to sweet, sweet freedom.


Three steps, two steps . . . Almost there.


“Hey, Boudreau,” John Rixton hollered at my retreating back. “I got something to show you.”


Hanging my head on a soft groan, I pulled up short of my goal and clenched my fingers over dead air, the exit door still a foot away. So much for my quick escape. “I haven’t fallen for that line since Joey Tacoma asked me to follow him behind the bleachers at my first football game.”


“Will you come here if I swear not to peer pressure you into showing me yours if I show you mine first?”


Pursing my lips in consideration, I checked the time and decided I could afford to humor him for a few minutes. “Promise you won’t show me yours, period, and you’ve got a deal.”


“Done and done.” Not even the hard pass on a private family-jewel viewing managed to douse the glee that had him bouncing on the balls of his feet. “Come on, Bou-Bou.”


I arranged my features into a cutting scowl that struck fear in the hearts of lesser men, usually those on the wrong side of a Mirandizing, and faced him. “Don’t ever call me that again.”


“Fine.” He waved me toward the break room. “Just get moving.”


Following a faint strain of tinny music, I paused beside him on the threshold leading into the blacked-out room. No fluorescent tubes flickered to life. Instead the area was lit by a single flickering candle. Not suspicious at all. “Do I have to do this?”


“Yes.” He tapped the back of my boot with the toe of his to get me moving. “You really do.”


Dragging my heels, I wandered over to inspect a cupcake of dubious origins. Definitely homemade. Its icing had gone flat from having been smeared on while the cake was still warm. Its foil-covered base had been used as a paperweight to pin open one of those fancy greeting cards that played music or allowed for voice recordings. I stood there a moment until the message looped back to the beginning in order to fully appreciate the torture being inflicted upon me by my friends and coworkers.


“Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday to you,” it sang cheerily. “Happy birthday dear—” here came the audience participation bit “—woohoo, Luce! Luce as a goose! It’s your birthday! Yeah! Birthday girl!” That done, the card played on. “Happy birthday to you.”


After snuffing out the candle with a put-upon sigh, I chucked the chocolatey lump across the room into the wastebasket. The dull thud when it landed mirrored the enthusiasm with which it had been thrown. Picking up the card, I ripped out the music box and crushed it under my booted heel. Then I tore the card down the center and waited.


“Twenty-one seconds,” Rixton crowed, flipping switches as he strutted into the room. “I win. Pay up, suckers.”


The suckers in question ought to know better than to bet against Rixton. He was smart, he played dirty, and he knew me better than most anyone. Being partners did that to people, and we’d been paired up going on four years. Rising from their hiding places, the handful of other cops who treated me as a person instead of a sideshow attraction reached for their wallets with good-natured groans aimed in my direction.


“I baked that cupcake from scratch, you heathen.” Maggie, dressed in a smart, white blouse smudged with blue finger paint and a swishy black skirt, reeled me in for a hug that made my ribs creak. She had serious muscle definition for a kindergarten teacher. Must come from wrangling six-year-olds all day. “Why are you an enemy of happiness?”


“You want happy, hire a clown.” I kept up my grumpy façade lest the others figure out my core was one hundred percent marshmallow fluff. “Or slap red lipstick on Rixton. He’s the next best thing.”


“I heard that.” He popped a rubber band around the thick wad of cash he had collected, mostly dollar bills, and tossed it to me, cackling when I caught the roll without taking my eyes off his. My reflexes amused him to no end. “The only lipstick you’ll find on me comes straight from the Mouth of God.”


Maggie choked on air. “Does Sherry know you call her that?”


“She’s still his wife, so that’s a no.”


I screwed up my face at him. “Mouth of God? Really? You’re lucky she doesn’t sew yours shut.”


“Why do you call her that anyway?” Maggie walked over and toed the trash can as though she were mentally pro/conning going dumpster diving. Possible cooties versus guaranteed chocolate. Even I could do that math. But the fact she even considered mounting a rescue mission was telling. She had spent so much time enforcing the five-second rule that she might have actually started believing in honor among bacteria. “That’s weird, even for you.”


“Trust me.” Cartoon hearts all but burst in his eyes. “If she ever put her mouth on you, you’d know how she got the nickname.”


Pressing a fist against her lips, Maggie puffed out her cheeks. “I just threw up a little in my mouth.”


She wasn’t the only one left tasting acid. Granted, my reflux was one part TMI and two parts anxiety as my internal clock ticked down the minutes until midnight. Either way, I could do with a couple of Rolaids and a Pepto chaser right about now.


“On that note, I’m out.” I waved to the room at large. “Thanks, guys. You’re all the best. Each and every one of you. Don’t let anyone tell you any different.”


“Leaving so soon?” Maggie accepted a kiss from me on the cheek, an apology for not saving the cupcake for her, but I had a hard-ass, birthday-hating rep to protect. Plus, watching my greeting-card-fueled rampages had become somewhat of a departmental tradition. “You never want to hang on your b-day.”


“We can do something tomorrow.” I patted Rixton’s shoulder, mostly in sympathy for his long-suffering wife. “All four of us.”


“It’s a date.” He tapped my rubber-banded haul with his fingertip. “Your treat?”


“Make you a deal. Keep your grubby mitts off my cheeseburger fund, and I won’t tell Sherry about the nickname.” I thumped his knuckle when he faked having trouble letting go. “Old Sherry might have laughed it off, but Pregnant Sherry is hormonal and a teensy bit frightening.”


“I’ll remember this when we’re naming godparents,” he groused.


“Ignore him. Go home. Do whatever it is you do on birthdays that best friends aren’t allowed to know about, despite the double pinky swear I gave in fourth grade to keep all your secrets.” Maggie buffed her nails on her blouse. “A vow I have yet to break, thank you very much.”


A groan eased past my lips. “Mags . . . ”


“Don’t Mags me. That old rotary phone was on the kitchen counter when I dropped off those cake samples yesterday. The ones my maid of honor is supposed to help me narrow down to a favorite? Then today, when I left the swatches for bridesmaid dresses with your dad, it was on the coffee table. That means someone is carrying it around with them like a security blanket. Kind of like they did when we were kids.”


I spluttered a denial, but Maggie, being a teacher, was immune to both spittle and protestations of innocence.


“You spiral on your birthday, Luce. I would have to be blind or stupid not to notice, and despite what my kindergarteners think, I’m neither.” The toe of her pumps started tapping, and had I been a student, I might have caved under her expectant stare. “You get twitchy the week before your birthday and start hovering over that relic like a bee waiting on a particularly ugly flower to open its avocado green petals. After your big day, you’re back to normal, and it’s back where it goes. Does it even work?”


“That old thing?” Heart thudding against my ribs, I forced out a laugh so tight it squeaked and inched toward the exit. “It’s got sentimental value, that’s all.”


“Play you for answers.” She held out her fist and waited for me to accept her challenge. “Real ones.”


“I’m not going to rock, paper, scissors away my secrets.” I bit the inside of my cheek. “Not that I’m admitting I have any worth winning.”


Nose wrinkling like she smelled the lie on my breath, Maggie decided to let it—and me—go. “See you tomorrow, Lucey-goosey.”


“How is that fair?” Rixton pouted. “I can’t call you Bou-Bou, but she can call you Lucey-goosey?”


“Tuck in your bottom lip before you trip over it.” Maggie flung out her arm, barring the door and corralling Rixton in the break room. “It’s a nickname her dad gave her.”


Grateful for the intervention, I mouthed Bless you then hit the hall at a brisk walk. I kept my head down, gaze trained on the grungy linoleum tiles, but I couldn’t leave. Not yet. I had come this far, I might as well go the rest of the way.


Chief Timmons believed in a literal open-door policy, so all I had to do was stroll into his office and circle his desk to complete my birthday ritual.


A framed news clipping hung on the wall behind his chair, mixed in with the awards and commendations he’d received during his tenure. The article I’d come to visit had been printed fifteen years ago, and age had yellowed the paper. The caption read Hero Cop Adopts Wild Child Foundling. But the grainy portrait wasn’t of a young girl wearing her Sunday best, long sleeves covering her arms despite the heat, her hair in ringlets, her tiny hand clasping the much bigger one belonging to the man who had claimed her as his daughter. No. The feature highlighted a feral child shown waist-deep in murky swamp water, hair matted against her scalp, her thin frame caked with muck that concealed her peculiar markings as she gnashed her teeth at a uniformed man, one Edward Boudreau, who extended his arms toward her.


This journalistic gem had been one of many such features responsible for launching Wild Child Mania, and the temptation to disappear it into an evidence locker under a false ID was strong tonight.


The chief had packed away the reminder during the nineteen weeks I’d attended the Canton Police Academy as a fresh-faced twenty-one-year-old on account of all the naked mud-wrestling jokes cracked at my expense. But he’d rehung it on graduation day in a special ceremony aimed at whipping the media circus that was sometimes my life. And here I stood, fifteen years from the printed date, watching the shrine to my otherness gather dust in its place of honor.


Maybe the hype wouldn’t have escalated to this point if I hadn’t been found in Canton, Mississippi. The sign posted on Peace Street calls Canton the City of Lights, but the description of “City of Lights, Camera, Action!”, used on the town’s website, feels more accurate. We’re also called the film capital of Mississippi, and despite the small-town atmosphere and Southern charm oozed by the locals, some folks kept glitz and glitter in their eyes long after the film crews left.


I caught my reflection in the glass and winced. The woman staring back at me looked older than twenty-five, and there was nothing glamourous about her. Maybe it was the severe French braid tasked with keeping her unruly chocolate-cherry hair tamed. Or the weight of too many things seen churning storms in her sea-glass-blue eyes. Or maybe it was the fact I didn’t know for sure she was twenty-five at all. Foundlings didn’t exactly come with a manufactured date stamped on their heels.


“Happy birthday, Luce,” I murmured to my mirror image. “Whoever you are.”


I spun on my heel to leave as a partial seizure locked my knees and sent golden flecks crawling across my vision. Deep muscle contractions twitched through my arms and shoulders, chased by a localized burn that sizzled in concentric rings from my wrists up to my nape. As fast as it attacked, it retreated, and I sucked in lungfuls of air stained by the chief’s favorite cologne.


Inhale. Exhale. Rinse and repeat. Easy as, well, breathing.


I shuffled into the hall, my feet weighing a hundred pounds each, and tugged the long sleeves of my uniform down my wrists until the fabric brushed the heels of my palms. Habit curled my fingertips over the cuffs to pin them in place. I held on so tight as I battled the receding tide of nausea, I winced at the sting as my fingernails bit into my skin.


At the other end of the building Maggie and Rixton chattered on as though no time had passed, their familiar voices carrying out the break-room door, and snatches of their conversation grounded me.


“Boo-boo? Ah. I get it. B-o-u. Not B-o-o.” Maggie’s snort rang out behind me. “Bou-Bou Boudreau sounds like a hooker name.” At his offended gasp, she amended, “But a classy one.”


“Right? That’s what I’m saying.” The squeal of his boots as they twisted on the linoleum was a familiar sound. He was dancing. Or trying to at any rate. Most of his moves resembled a plucked chicken in its death throes. “Slap me some skin, Magpie.”


“That is not going to be my new nickname.”


The sound of their good-natured bickering trailed me into the parking lot. I made it all of two steps before a buzz in my back pocket had me reaching for my cell. I read the brief text and put Dad’s favorite swear to use. “Sunday witch.”


Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t above using the alternative. Once in a while an earnest son of a bitch really hit the spot. But Dad had raised me in grand Boudreau tradition, meaning there was a bar of soap kept in the medicine cabinet for washing dirty words out of clean mouths, and living at home again meant falling back on old habits.


Staring at the phone’s screen didn’t change the message. The echo of Rixton’s laughter still rang in my ears when I forwarded him the bad news that our only lead on the missing person case dumped on our desks yesterday had dead-ended.


I loved being a cop, wearing the badge, making a difference. But some nights, like this one, when a case was a ticking time bomb, and it felt like I had a brick of C-4 strapped to my chest instead of a badge, I questioned what had convinced me that one person could make a difference in this world. The answer, of course, was more of a who.


Sergeant Edward Boudreau.


The blip of a siren had me turning as a dusty cruiser pulled in the lot and ejected two of my favorite guys on the force.


Speak of the devil.


“Hey, Dad.” I propped my lips in a smile for him, then winked at the wiry black man beside him. “Hey, Uncle Harold.”


Harold Trudeau wasn’t Dad’s brother by blood, but they had been partners for over twenty-five years, and that made us family. We all started walking at the same time and met on the sidewalk beside a sleeping anthill. I was average height in bare feet, but I had inches on them in boots. They blamed osteoporosis. Swore up and down if I’d met them twenty years earlier I would have had to tip my head back to meet their gazes.


But twenty years ago I hadn’t existed. Luce Boudreau was a twenty-five-year-old woman with a fifteen-year-old identity.


“Hey, birthday girl.” Dad hesitated a moment then wet his lips like he wasn’t sure he wanted an answer to his next question. “You heading home?”


Home was a farmhouse situated on a few dozen acres outside town. After Dad suffered a transient ischemic attack last year, a mini-stroke, I had taken up residence in my old room. Someone had to keep an eye on him. Uncle Harold was a shameless enabler with a heavy hand when it came to mayonnaise.


“Yeah.” I wrapped Dad in a hug meant to reassure. Not once had he ever asked me outright what I got up to with that old rotary phone of his, the one that hadn’t tasted a live dial tone since the seventies. I had slept with it as a child and given it a place of honor on my nightstand as a woman, and that told him it meant something to me. He just wasn’t sure what. “Be safe out there. Love you.”


“Love you too, Lucey-goosey.” He held on longer than he ought to have, and we both knew it, but I didn’t rush him. His health scare had served as a reminder of how little time any of us have on this earth, and we seemed to have decided by mutual, unspoken agreement, to love each other that much harder until we ran out. “Call if you need me.”


I murmured assurances that I would and extricated myself from his grasp before he noticed the cold sweat gluing my shirt against my spine.


“There’s a checkpoint on Natchez Trace Parkway.” Harold planted a kiss on my damp forehead. “Watch your speed on the way home, dumplin’.”


“Will do.” I waved them off then trotted across the lot. “Night, fellas.”


Alone at last, I caved to the pressure mounting under my skin. I couldn’t climb behind the steering wheel of my Bronco fast enough, punch the gas pedal hard enough, I couldn’t freaking breathe until my tires skidded on the unpaved road leading home.


I sucked in a few of those calming breaths recommended by the self-help books Dad had dog-eared during what remained of my childhood. No dice. The next bolt of agony zinged from my nape down my arms, and my hands spasmed open around the steering wheel. I regained motor control through force of will, righting the Bronco before it bumped off the shoulder into a water-filled ditch.


I flicked my gaze to the radio display as the eleven dissolved into a twelve with two trailing zeroes. Gravel pinged the undercarriage as I hit our driveway. I parked in a spray of loose stones and stumbled out, squeezing the lock button on my key fob as I ran across the yard then leapt onto the low porch.


Briiiiiiing.


“Hold on, hold on, hold on,” I chanted under my breath. “I’m coming.”


The blip of silence between that first shrill and the next had me blinking perspiration from my eyes. Quick as my shaky fingers allowed, I jammed house keys into their corresponding locks on the front door. Frantic by the third trill, I contemplated breaking a window on the fourth. The stubborn door swung open on the fifth, and I raced up the stairs to my bedroom. By the sixth ring, I had lunged for the phone on my nightstand and gripped the old-fashioned handset in a bloodless fist. I mashed it to the side of my head so hard I sealed the shell of my ear on the receiver. “Hello?”


Heavy silence roared until I got lightheaded from waiting. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t—


“Luce,” Ezra husked, my name a benediction on his lips. “I thought you had forgotten our date.”


And just like that, my world righted.





CHAPTER TWO



[image: Illustration]


The harsh rasp of his words abraded my senses and sloughed away the persistent ache in my arms and shoulders, leaving my nerves raw, my skin sensitized. Relieved tears washed the day’s grit from my eyes as the throbbing receded. For the first time since waking, I unclenched my teeth.


“That’s enough.” I blinked to clear the golden flecks twinkling on my periphery. “I’m good.”


“Don’t fight me.” The order lashed across my senses. “You need this.”


As much as he did?


Before the peculiar thought took root, a second wave of power hit me low in the gut and shorted out my brain. Tingling awareness crashed over me, lifting me onto my tiptoes as though a part of me feared I might drown in his voice and struggled to rise above it. His energy surged, crested within me, then drained through my heels as my boots smacked the hardwood floor.


Impact buckled my knees, and I sagged onto the foot of my bed, flopping backward in a sprawl on the comforter where I shut my eyes for an unguarded moment and basked in the afterglow of my healing. Smoke tickled my nose, and I hoped it wasn’t pouring out of my ears.


“You’re getting better at this,” I breathed against the cool, plastic receiver.


A pleased masculine sound bordering on a growl filled his end of the line in answer.


“It’s like I’m going through withdrawals.” Seizures, hot flashes, sweating, nausea, restlessness, all illustrated the portrait of a junkie. “I don’t use anything stronger than aspirin. What could I be addicted to, do you think?”


He didn’t enlighten me.


“The symptoms worsen each year.” As though I were a longtime user surging toward an inevitable end. “Tell me what’s wrong. Explain how to fix it. You must have an idea. It’s your hoodoo that patches me up each time before I crawl out of my skin.”


“No.” Firm. Hard. This was his line in the sand. Always. It never budged, not even an inch. “You need me for that.”


So much for unclenching my teeth.


“Yeah, well—” a bitter laugh lodged in my throat “—you make sure of that, don’t you?”


That reliance chaffed worse than wearing wet cutoff shorts on a long walk home in the sweltering summer heat. I might be the junkie in this scenario, but he was my dealer, and I had no idea if what he dished out cured me or fed my dependency.


His low sigh tickled my ear. “I’ve upset you.”


Seconds fraught with electric tension lapsed while I thought up and discarded possible responses.


“Forgive me,” he breathed low. “I’ll leave you to enjoy the rest of your night.”


Slipping away. He was slipping away, and it would be another three hundred and sixty-five days until I feasted on the scraps of our conversation again. Ezra was the only lead I had on my real identity. I couldn’t afford to let my anger off its leash. I couldn’t risk spooking him. I had to keep him talking.


“Why did you?” I hated how much the answer mattered. “Call, I mean.”


“You know why.” A lick of wry amusement wiped away the sting of his denial. “The same reason you did eighty in a twenty-five zone to get home in time to pick up that phone you’re cradling in your arms.”


I glanced down and dang if he wasn’t right. I had curled around the base like a child cuddling a teddy bear. How had he known? What kind of surveillance had he installed in my room that he could watch over me? Or was he reliant on tech at all? Our relationship was hardly normal. More like paranormal. I had no idea of the limits of his powers. Who was to say they didn’t extend to astral projection or some other metaphysical chicanery? I had long ago accepted that if the man worked magic through an unplugged phone, then he wasn’t limited by the laws of physics like the rest of us.


“I can’t help myself,” I admitted after too long of a pause. I needed this, needed him. End of story.


I had no idea who he was, not really. Ezra was the name he had given me exactly once, his first and only mistake, and I had clung to that fragile lead on his real identity with bloodless fingers all these years.


Starting the September after I was found, he called each year on my legal birthday. My found day. The pain that morning had left me curled up in bed, so Dad let me stay home from school. Feverish, I’d drifted in and out of sleep for hours until I heard distant ringing. At first I thought it was a new symptom and ignored it, but its persistence urged me to my feet.


The sound originated in the attic, which Dad had forbidden me to enter after finding a black widow on one of the boxes of sheets he’d hauled down for me to use, but it kept ringing and ringing and ringing until I broke the rules to get relief. Eleven-year-old me had sobbed as Ezra shattered and remade her that first time. He had apologized over and over for the hurt while promising it was necessary, and I’d thought that made him my friend.


These days, though he was as good as his word and had perfected his methods, I wasn’t as sure.


“Come inside.” Despite the mystical possibilities, my gut told me he’d want front row seats for this experience. “Just this once give me what I wished for when I blew out the damn candle.”


So much for falling back on old habits. Sorry about the potty mouth, Granny Boudreau.


“Don’t ask for what I can’t give.”


Spinning the rotary wheel this way and that, I couldn’t help pushing. “Can’t or won’t?”


“Sometimes the two are the same. Goodnight, Luce.”


“Stay with me until I fall asleep.” I fell back on our oldest bargain, the plea dating back to that first phone call. Rolling onto my stomach, I groped under the bed until my fingers brushed against a plastic case. I had pushed too hard, he was done talking, but I wasn’t through with him yet. “In case the pain returns.”


The olive branch dangled there for painful seconds while I hauled out the boxy yellow Geiger counter I’d borrowed from a friend who worked for the CDC from under the bed. Char blackened the sides of the unit, and the glass covering the dial had shattered. Great. That explained the smoke I’d smelled.


Its negative radiation reading, however, left me as stumped as usual about the nature of Ezra’s magic.


Fabric rustled in the background as though he were making himself comfortable. “I shouldn’t.”


Triumph kicked my lips up into a fierce grin as I reached in my pocket for the voice recorder I used to make case notes on the go and positioned it near the mouthpiece. “But you will.”


He let the ambient noise soundtrack he played in the background of all our calls answer for him.


One minor detail, one tiny slip-up, and I would have hunted him down and gotten my questions answered. He knew it too. And I’ll admit I was flattered that he paid me the high compliment of respecting my determination enough to be wary of me. He had no idea the lengths I would go to in order to solve the mystery of him. Then again, maybe he did. After all, he hadn’t fed me one scrap I could use against him in all these years.


Ezra. Do you know how many guys named Ezra live in Mississippi? In the US? In the world? Factor in its use as a surname too and . . .


A muffled bzz bzz hummed through my right butt cheek like I had bees trapped in my pants.


I set aside the recorder and reached behind me to palm my cellphone. The number flashing on the display was one I recognized. Rixton. He wouldn’t call unless it was important, but I hesitated so long the call ended.


“I have to call my partner.” I punched redial before Ezra could answer. “Will you wait?”


The noise droned on, reminding me of a chorus of box fans, which I took as a yes.


“Rixton?” I lay there, a phone held to each ear, one modern and mundane, the other old and otherworldly. As ridiculous as I must look, trapped between the present and the past, the contrast felt right. “Everything okay with Sherry?”


“Report came in ten minutes ago,” he panted. “Body found in Cypress Swamp. Can’t get to her. Something’s in the water.”


Dread glazed my spine, and I pushed myself up onto my elbows. “Like a gator?”


“Like nobody knows the hell what.” A door slammed in the background, the radio chattering with updates from dispatch, and a siren keyed up for a run. “I’m en route.” He hesitated. “You don’t need to be here for this, but I figured you’d want to know in case it’s our girl.”


Our girl. Angel Claremont. Sixteen years old. Honor roll student. Taken on her way to pick up her little sister from the John W. Rosen Elementary School.


I worried my bottom lip between my teeth until I tasted blood. “I’m on my way.”


I pocketed the cell, then ran one hand over my body conducting inventory. Gun, badge, pepper spray, baton. Carrying the old rotary phone under my arm, I scooped up the recorder then took the stairs at a clip. At the bottom, I turned right and opened the closet that hid Dad’s gun safe, spun the dial and picked up a shotgun plastered in screamo band stickers from my misbegotten youth. Unable to prolong the inevitable, I shifted my attention back to Ezra.


“I have to go.” Already my thoughts spun me away from him. “Never thought I’d say that.”


Usually I was the one scrambling for ways to sucker him into extending the call.


“Be careful.” A slight pause stretched before he added a gruff, “Please.”


“Always am, but I’ll be extra vigilant since you asked so nicely.” I lingered precious seconds longer while I worked up my resolve to sever our connection. “Until next year.”


He didn’t sign off, but then, he never did. I placed the handset back in the cradle and set the phone on the coffee table until it could reclaim its place of honor on my nightstand. On my way to the front door, I rewound the recording I’d made of our conversation, hit play and listened to static punctuated by my comments.


“You’re good.” I swept my gaze around the room like he might step from the shadows to accept the compliment in person. “You’re real good.”


I exited the house at a lope and scanned the bushes, but the floodlights mounted at each corner of the porch meant I had a clear view of the empty yard. Ezra must be close if he could see me through the window, right? But never close enough for me to get in my sights. After I secured the shotgun, I cranked the Bronco and headed toward the swamp. Not long after I turned onto Natchez, I spotted the whirl of red, white and blue lights. I pulled over when a siren screamed up behind me. An ambulance? The girl couldn’t be . . . could she?


I stomped on the gas until I reached the stretch of road congested by first responders, parked on the shoulder, then climbed out with my shotgun in hand. I greeted the officers I knew by name but kept my head down to avoid identification by those who might know mine thanks to my fifteen minutes of fame.


Just last month a fellow officer had asked to take a picture with Wild Child Boudreau when we both responded to the same domestic disturbance. Needless to say, I wasn’t about to cheese it up with the guy while our victim cowered in a corner of her kitchen, blood smearing her lip where her husband had busted it in a drunken rage.


Celebrity sucked. Or was this notoriety? Maybe fame wore differently for actresses or models, but when you’re famous for being Swamp Thing Jr., people dehumanize you.


I already had enough questions about my humanity without folks adding to them.


“Rixton,” I called out when I got close enough to spot my partner. “What have we got?”


“I’ve never seen anything like it.” He lingered at the edge of an embankment that crumbled into viscous water dappled with bright green duckweed. Two pickups had backed as close to the waterline as the soft earth allowed. Spotlights mounted on their tailgates illuminated an area a good thirty yards from the shore where a body floated. “It’s not a gator. Gators don’t move like that. But it’s so damn big, I can’t think what else it could be.”


Folks tended to forget that size records were broken for gators all the time. The current record-holder had been caught in Mill Creek, Alabama. At fifteen feet and nine inches long, it had weighed in at over eleven hundred pounds. This fella might be a contender for the title.


From here I couldn’t tell gender or any other details of the victim, and I wondered if whoever found her had done so by accident. Gator-hunting season ended earlier this month. That didn’t mean a poacher hadn’t gone souvenir shopping and gotten more than he bargained for. “Is she alive?”


“We can’t get close enough to verify. One of the EMTs swears he saw her breathing, but you know what hope and adrenaline does to people.”


“Yeah.” Hope was about as useful as an umbrella in a hurricane. “We’re wasting time.” The fact she was floating meant one of two things. She was alive, her lungs full of oxygen, or she had been in the water long enough for the gases built up during decomposition to make her buoyant. Either way, we wouldn’t know until we got close enough to examine her. “We have to send someone out there. We got a johnboat coming?”


The Mississippi Department of Wildlife, Fisheries and Parks would send out a conservation officer if we requested assistance, but we didn’t have that kind of time. Not when the girl had been in the water for an undisclosed amount of time, and not with a predator swimming in her orbit.


“Trudeau’s putting it in the water over there.” He pointed out a familiar rusty pickup parked on firmer soil. “Better move it if you want to catch a ride.”


A smile bent my lips, and I patted his shoulder. The fact that Rixton hadn’t called dibs meant Uncle Harold had shot down his request to ride along. Oh, he’d try the same with me, but I was onto his tricks. Plus, he’d always had a hard time telling me and my big blue eyes no.


“No, ma’am.” Uncle Harold caught sight of me and practically made the sign of the cross to ward me away. “Your daddy would feed me to that thing if I let you get in the water with it.”


“I won’t be in the water,” I wheedled. “I’ll be in a boat. With you.” I lifted my arm. “And this shotgun.”


“The answer is still no, dumplin’.”


The moment it hit me he was prepping for a solo launch, I set aside the shotgun and jumped in to help. “Where is Dad?”


“My place.” Eyes downcast, he set about loosening the thick straps securing the aluminum boat to its trailer. “He’s testing the pullout couch Nancy bought for the grandkids.”


“Is he . . . ?” I didn’t finish. I didn’t have to, not with family.


“Nancy picked him up after you left. She settled him with a six-pack and one of her grandmother’s quilts. He’ll be fine. This year hit him harder than usual, that’s all.” He patted my cheek. “He’ll be right as rain come morning.”


Guilt soured the back of my throat, and I swallowed it down along with the questions lining up on my tongue. My birthday—no, my found day—beat Dad bloody inside for reasons I didn’t fully understand. I don’t know what he had seen in the swamp that night, what nightmares plagued him, but he had no issue with each of us celebrating in our own way. Me with the phone, and him with a good buzz.


“I should have sent him home.” But I’d had other, selfish things on my mind. That damn phone call.


“Don’t pick up that guilt. Set it down right now,” he ordered me. “You know where he is, you know that he’s safe. He could have taken a personal day, but he didn’t. He wanted you to see he was dealing. Don’t throw away a man’s pride.”


“Make you a deal,” I started.


“No.” This time he really did cross his fingers. “‘Get thee behind me, Satan.’”


“Come on, Uncle Harold. The name’s Luce, not Lucifer.” I anchored my fists at my hips. “It’ll be hours before Dad finds out about this, and he’ll be nursing the mother of all hangovers by then. We’re talking a good twelve hours before he’s both conscious and sober enough to feel righteous when he gives me a come-to-Jesus lecture. This girl doesn’t have that long.”


“Goddamn pigheaded Boudreaus,” he swore without heat.


Uncle Harold got downright blasphemous when he got his back up over what he considered tomfoolery.


A shrug twitched my shoulders. “I am my father’s daughter.”


“You remember that too.” His sigh confirmed he had accepted the inevitable. “Let’s go face down Baby Godzilla. Maybe I’ll get lucky, and he’ll eat me before your daddy hears tell of this.”


A couple of nearby uniforms offered us a hand as we hefted the lightweight boat, carried it down to the sludgy water and slid it in between a pair of fat-bottomed bald cypress trees. I stepped in first, and one of the guys passed over my shotgun. The boat rocked under me, but it was a comforting sway. Most folks in the area kept a boat like this flipped hull-up in their backyard for weekend fishing emergencies. I accepted the heavy spotlight Uncle Harold passed me, the one he used for night fishing, and tightened the rugged clamps on a crimped section of the bow. A flip of the switch on its neck blasted the night with a thick beam I trained so it sliced through the other spotlights, crisscrossing over the body and illuminating the scene from opposing angles.


“I don’t see anything,” I muttered. “Maybe all the racket scared off the gator.”


“And maybe we’ll find all those barrels of gold James Copeland and his gang supposedly buried out here back in the eighteen hundreds,” he scoffed.


We trolled within six feet of the body, then he cut the motor so we glided the rest of the way. I unhooked one of the plastic oars mounted on the inner wall and extended it over the water. Poking a corpse with a stick wasn’t how I’d anticipated spending my birthday, but in this line of work, you learn to adapt. I got in a soft jab to her side, and her lips parted on a groan.


Corpses have been known to sigh as air is expelled from their lungs, but this close I caught the fine muscle contractions twitching in her eyelids.


“Hot diggity damn,” I whispered, “she’s alive.”


“Praise God,” he answered. “Let’s bring that girl home.”


Uncle Harold also fell back on his Southern Baptist roots when confronted with evidence of what he considered divine providence.


“How do you want to do this?” I twisted to face him. “Still no sign of the gator.”


“Don’t even think it.” He fisted the back of my shirt. “You’re not sticking your hands in that sludge.”


I might have rebelled had a gentle wave not caused her left arm to give an involuntary bob under the surface. Metal glinted in the light, and I leaned forward despite Uncle Harold’s weight tugging on me. Rose-gold stripes the width of a hair elastic began at her wrists and banded her arms. The rest of the intricate design was hidden by the depth at which her extremities floated, but I had seen enough to know the concentric circles traveled over her shoulders and across her back to join at her nape, a tattooed cardigan that wasn’t ink at all. It was metal. Fine wire. An unclassified alloy.


Forget Ezra. This woman was like me. Our markings identical.


Ice pumped through my veins the longer I stared at her, and I embraced the diamond-sharp clarity in its wake. Cold detachment was my default setting whenever a situation at work spun sideways. The job was dangerous, and cool heads prevailed. Fear usually triggered this response, I learned that my first week on the street, and I was distantly aware that if I was shutting down then I must be terrified, even if I had ceased feeling the tremors. Gator or not, I couldn’t lose her.


“Whoever this is,” I said when I rediscovered my voice, “she’s not the Claremont girl.”


But the passing resemblance between the two explained why Rixton had been called.


A shiver in the water drew my eye, and my hindbrain zinged a warning through my limbs seconds before a crimson—thing—its scales a red so deep it edged into black, launched out of the water. I sat down hard, landing in Uncle Harold’s lap as a blocky head surfaced, its meaty jaws snapping closed over the space where my head had been a fraction of a second ago.


“That was not an alligator.” The quaver in my voice pissed me off. “That was— What was that?”


Ripples agitated the otherwise placid surface, and a gentle swell raised the level in a way that reminded me of how bathtubs overfill when you climb in one. But what the hell was big enough to disturb an entire corner of a swamp? Not the chitinous beast that had tried inviting me over for dinner. It had been massive, bulkier and more alien than any reptile I had ever seen, and yet . . .


A sibilant hiss like steam escaping a tea kettle spiked the air, a curious thump as plated skin rasped against the underside of the boat, and I swiveled my eyes toward my uncle. He indicated the girl in the water with his chin, and bile rose up my throat imagining what had turned him so pale.


The girl had woken and angled her head a fraction in our direction. Pale eyes white-rimmed with terror rolled around in her head like rocks in a soda can.


“Run,” she gurgled as murky water poured into her mouth. “Run.”





CHAPTER THREE
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Aside from the fact running was a physical impossibility, what with the water and all, wild horses couldn’t drag me away from this woman and the answers she might possess. Who was she? What was she? When had she been dumped? Where had she come from? How had she ended up in the swamp? Why had she been abandoned here? On and on and on to infinity.


I lifted my shotgun, braced the butt against my shoulder and watched for eddies around the victim. Gator skulls were thick, and gator hide was tough. I’d dated a boy in high school who hunted them with his brothers. In the way of guys desperate to impress girls, he’d explained in detail about the amount of skill required to hit what he called a kill spot at the base of their necks. Fire a bullet at the right angle, and it blasted straight into their brain for a humane kill. Or so he claimed.


But that thing wasn’t a gator. Would the same rules even apply?


I was no slouch with a firearm. I had to qualify with my service weapon and a shotgun each year in order to keep my job. I could hit a bullseye, sure, but the idea of a kill spot being the size of a quarter and positioned behind the protection of meaty jaws made my palms damp.


The visual examination I had performed on the girl earlier indicated no obvious wounds, and there was no blood in the water. That was good. But hauling her out presented us with a couple of serious issues. I had no doubt that thing would get testy about us stealing its food and attack her or us or both. And johnboats weren’t all that stable when two people attempted to haul a soaking wet third over the low rim. The last thing we needed was to end up in the water with her.


The purr of the motor turning over startled me, and I glanced back at Uncle Harold. “What are you doing?”


“We can’t get her out without backup. Not without one of us getting injured. That gator—that thing—is too aggressive.” His hand trembled on the tiller extension handle. “We’ll put in that call to MDWFP and wait on them to dispatch a conservation officer with the proper equipment and experience to make this work.”


I was already shaking my head. “The girl—”


“I saw her markings.” He stared at my covered arms, recollection of my own banding clear in his gaze. “I want answers for you—for Eddie too—but the risk is too high.”


“I can’t walk away from this.” I lowered the shotgun and twisted to face him. “If she dies, everything she knows goes with her. I can’t let that happen.”


“Well, that makes two of us.” He lifted his chin. “And I outrank you, Officer Boudreau.”


My lips had parted on a fresh argument when a high-pitched whine drew my attention as an airboat zipped from the direction of River Bend. A massive airplane propeller churned in a gleaming metal cage anchored to the stern and kicked up a damp breeze ripe with decaying vegetation and an earthy musk. Two men dressed in black tactical fatigues, their muscles coiled tighter than spring-loaded mousetraps, parked on a bench mounted in front of the cage. A third crouched on the bow with his head tipped back, nostrils flaring as though he was scenting the moist air. Weird.


“Who are these yahoos?” I murmured.


“No clue.” Uncle Harold waited until they cut their engine, then killed ours, and yelled, “I’m Sergeant Harold Trudeau with the Canton Police Department. Identify yourselves.”


“We’re with White Horse Security out of Tupelo,” the crouching man called back. His head swung toward me, the pink tip of his tongue peeking from between his lips as he inhaled. Weirder. “The Claremont family hired us to aid in the search efforts for their daughter.”


I removed the flashlight from my duty belt and skimmed over their equipment. Their company logo was printed right there on the side of the boat. Most of their supplies were branded too, with the image of a muscular, white warhorse stamping its left front hoof. As I went to put away the light, the beam crossed over the face of the crouching man, who had shifted closer during my search, and I almost lost my grip. For a second I thought his eyes . . . No. My mind was playing tricks on me. Still. I swept it in an arc, on purpose this time, but he had tucked his chin to his chest to avoid the glare.


“Are you licensed and equipped for animal control?” Uncle Harold asked, far too calm to have witnessed the same green reflection as I had imagined. “We’ve got a situation out here.”


“Yes, sir.” One of the seated men lifted a sleek, black shotgun in one hand and a gallon-sized, plastic freezer bag full of papers in the other. “We are.” He toed the corner of a cooler strapped down with bungee cords. “We came prepared with bait, hooks and line, just in case.”


“Call your credentials in to dispatch.” He rattled off the number from memory. “Once I get verification, we’ll talk.”


The man who had yet to speak was the one who made the call. The guy with his foot still propped on the cooler pretended interest in the shore beyond my shoulder while sneaking glances at me. I was used to covert observation and caught him at it. He chuckled and shrugged like, I’m staring, so what? The first man was having trouble keeping his eyes to himself too.


What were the odds of a crew out of Tupelo recognizing me on sight? Sure, coverage of my initial discovery had gone nationwide, but that was old news. And yeah, a handful of stations outside our area had televised my graduation from police academy along with a human interest story cobbled together with soundbites and snatches of footage used without my or my dad’s permission. But I couldn’t shake the impression their interest in me was sharper than it ought to be.


A subtle vibration hummed through the soles of my boots, and I flattened my palm against the metal base. “What is that?”


The White Horse men kept mute, and not a one of them met my eyes. Behind me, Uncle Harold tapped his phone against his thigh like it might shake out the call he was waiting on. He’d felt it too, and he didn’t want to analyze what might be large enough to send a growl bouncing off the bottom of a boat.


Careful not to lean out over the water, I wedged myself into the V near our spotlight and watched over the girl, whose eyes had closed after that brief spark of awareness. “We’ll have you out of there in a jiffy,” I promised in case she could hear me. “You’re going to be okay.”


The crouching man tilted his head in a catlike manner as though my behavior puzzled him.


Less than five minutes later, dispatch called with an all-clear, and Uncle Harold mopped his forehead with an embroidered handkerchief. “They’re good.” He cranked the motor. “Gentlemen, I thank you for your efforts. We’ll await you on the shore.”


I grasped his hand. “We can’t just leave.”


“You’re welcome to stay with us,” the quiet man offered.


The crouching man’s lips stretched into a pointed smile. “There’s an extra seat.” He gestured to a shorter bench mounted behind and higher than where the others sat. “We’ll make quick work of this.”


Uncle Harold kept our hands linked. “Luce, I don’t think—”


“I’ll be fine.”


The crouching man tossed me a rope, and I used it to reel us closer. The cooler man rose and aimed his shotgun at the water on one side of our boat, and the quiet man claimed a weapon from beneath his seat and did the same on the other side. They were covering me. “Keep my shotgun,” I told Uncle Harold, jerking my chin toward the White Horse men. “I won’t need it.”


“Take care of my girl,” he warned them. “Luce, I’ll be on the tailgate waiting for you.”


The crouching man reached for me. “Don’t be scared.”


“I’m not,” I lied through my gritted teeth. I took his hands, and his long fingers slid under the cuffs of my shirt to finger the first of the metal bands embedded at my wrists. I snatched my arms out of his grasp, my pulse roaring in my ears. “Touch me like that again, and we won’t need to use what you’ve got in that cooler for bait.”


His eyes went heavy-lidded at the threat like I’d offered to strip naked and ride his thigh.


“Thom,” the quiet man said, “don’t antagonize Luce. You know the rules.”


“Luce?” Uncle Harold hesitated.


“I have to do this.” They could have been cannibals sharpening their knives and salivating, and I would have stepped into their arms with a smile if it meant saving this girl. “I’ll be careful.”


Turning my back on my uncle, I clasped forearms with the crouching man, and this time he behaved himself as he hauled me over the water and onto their boat. At least until his nose skimmed the column of my throat. Weirdest.


The quiet man emitted a displeased rumble of sound, and the neck-sniffer flowed back into his crouch at my feet. “I’m Miller Henshaw.” He indicated the cooler man. “This is Santiago Benitez.” He scuffed his boot near the crouching man. “Thom Ford you’ve already met.”


“Thom’s our tracker. Vanishes in the bush for weeks at a time.” Santiago’s dark, chocolate eyes flicked up to mine with a taunt in them. “He’s half wild. Some might say feral.”


Wild. Feral. Oh yeah. These guys knew who I was, and Santiago wasn’t shy about letting me know it.


The thing about bullies is they tend to deflate when ignored, which is what I did to Santiago.


“We need to get her out of the water,” I said to Miller. These guys had the muscle and resources to make it happen. “What’s the plan?”


Smirking at Santiago’s affront, Miller strolled to the cooler and flipped open the lid. The stink of whole, raw chickens left to stew in the sun almost bowled me over. “We’re tossing these into the water. Soon as the gator heads after it, we’re hauling up the girl.”


Simple. Easy. I liked it.


Santiago abandoned his station and thrust his weapon into my hands. The weight of it made me cringe imagining the recoil, but these guys were built like brick houses. They could handle it. Santiago, who glared at Miller until he backed away from the cooler, lifted out the first of four chickens. He wound up his arm and hurled it. It made a loud splash when it landed, and the smell. Phew, boy.


Miller flipped on a spotlight mounted on a brace and panned the area. On the third sweep, he locked the base. “Got him.”


Water churned, and two eyes breached the surface, their crimson reflection eerie but normal for gators. For that reason, I asked, “How sure are you that’s the same one?”


“Positive.” His tone left no room for argument. “Thom?”


Movement teased the corner of my eye, and I turned as Thom slipped into the water. “What the hell is he doing?”


“Saving the girl,” Miller drawled. “That is what you wanted?”


“But Thom—”


“Will be fine,” he assured me, returning his attention to the beast and Santiago’s chicken flinging.


Thom reached the woman with an elegant breaststroke that sliced through the water. Sliding his arm around her waist, he reclined and used a one-armed backstroke for the return trip. The sight made my palms sweaty, and the shotgun slipped. The idea of getting in the water with that thing . . . Nope with a side order of nah-uh, never gonna happen. I returned the gun to the rack beneath the bench, afraid I’d fumble the thing and lose it to the swamp, then dropped to my knees and gripped the handhold for leverage. With Thom’s help, I hooked one arm across the girl’s chest and hauled her onto the deck. He hopped up beside us before I could offer him a hand.


“You’re strong.” He slicked damp hair off his forehead. “Soaking wet, that girl weighs a good buck thirty.”


I didn’t look up from checking her vitals when I said, “Adrenaline.”


He made a thoughtful sound I figured was aimed at me until he wiped his fingers across her cheek. “This isn’t Angel Claremont.”


“No, she’s not.” The Claremont girl had family. She was normal. This girl—this woman—was anything but ordinary. “Does it make a difference?”


“Not to us,” Santiago added cheerfully. “We get paid either way.”


“Keep an eye out,” Miller ordered. To me, he said, “Hold on.”


I sat down, pulling her upper body across my lap, elevating her head, careful to avoid touching her bare arms, and braced my foot against the cooler to keep us from sliding. Halfway to shore, Thom placed his hand on my shoulder, and his grip was iron. I didn’t rock even when Miller ran aground.
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