

  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SILENT CADENCE

    

    
      First edition. June 19, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 C. J. Walker.

    

    
    
      Written by C. J. Walker.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 25

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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Rain struck the windshield like drumsticks on glass, each drop louder than the last. The wipers fought to keep up, dragging smeared arcs across the view as lightning tore the sky in half. Detective Nick Gatlin sat behind the wheel, motionless, staring through the downpour at the pulsing lights ahead. Blue strobes bounced off tents, puddles, and ponchos, casting the Fair Grounds in a flickering nightmare.

Beside him, Detective John Chastain flicked ash from the end of a cigarette and rolled the window up. “You believe this weather?”

“Feels right,” Gatlin said. “Storm for a funeral.”

Their unmarked Crown Vic eased past a barricade manned by soaked uniforms. A patrolman waved them through without words, rain soaking his collar. Gatlin parked near the main stage access lane, tires crunching over gravel softened to mud.

They stepped out into water up to their ankles. Thunder rolled across the fairgrounds like a cannon blast. The Jazz Fest crowd had scattered, but a few stragglers stood in clusters beneath awnings, stunned faces glowing in phone light. No one screamed now. Whatever panic had come with the shot had long since drowned in rain and disbelief.

“Baptiste?” Chastain asked as they moved toward the stage.

“Confirmed,” Gatlin said.

They pushed through puddles and cords, sidestepping overturned trash bins and plastic beer cups. Security tape flapped in the wind like warning flags. The storm gave the place a ghostly quality—amplifiers covered in tarps, instruments abandoned mid-set, a saxophone resting on its stand like someone might still return to play it.

At the foot of the main stage, a canvas awning sagged. Two officers stood watch, ponchos darkened to near black. One of them, young and rail-thin, nodded at Gatlin with recognition and stepped aside.

“He’s up there,” the officer said. “Didn’t touch a thing.”

“Any witnesses?” Gatlin asked.

The officer shook his head. “Not one. No one saw it. No one heard it either.”

Chastain gave a low whistle. “Silenced shot in the middle of a concert.”

They climbed the metal stairs to the stage, boots slick against wet steel. Rain pounded the roof above them. A few lights still glowed in the rigging, casting halos across the platform.

Andre Baptiste lay slumped over the piano as if still playing. Blood ran in narrow streams between the keys. His torso bent awkwardly, one shoulder dropped, fedora missing. A single bullet had punched through the chest, neat and final. No chaos in his face—just a kind of resignation, as though death had tapped him mid-verse.

Chastain crouched to inspect the angle. “No flash. No sound. Nobody panicked. It was surgical.”

Gatlin scanned the surroundings—back of the house, catwalks, curtain lines. “Had to be a silencer. Elevated position. A professional hit.”

The wind pushed rain sideways across the stage. A tech in gloves approached, shielding evidence bags beneath his coat.

“Hold off on moving him,” Gatlin said. “Get trajectory. Pull every camera feed you can find. And search the backstage rigging. Shooter had to be close, dry, and fast.”

The tech nodded and disappeared into the curtain maze.

Chastain stood. “Stage crew said he was finishing ‘St. James Infirmary.’ You ever hear that version he did in ’97?”

Gatlin didn’t answer. His eyes locked on Baptiste’s left hand—clenched tight, even in death. Something silver peeked from between the fingers.

He leaned in and eased the dead man’s hand open.

A crescent moon pin. Old, worn, smooth at the edges. Handmade. The kind of trinket you didn’t buy—you inherited it, earned it, or were given it as a token.

Chastain raised a brow. “What the hell is that?”

“Calling card,” Gatlin said.

He passed it to the forensics tech. “Dust it. Analyze it. Full workup.”

Chastain looked at him. “You seen one before?”

“Once,” Gatlin said. His voice was low now, almost drowned by the storm. “Different city. Different body. But same mark.”

Lightning forked across the sky again. Thunder followed, a beat too late, like an answer shouted from far away. In the distance, sirens clawed their way through the city streets—late, useless, and ceremonial.

Chastain lit another cigarette, cupping his hand to block the wind. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

“If you’re thinking this wasn’t just a hit,” Gatlin said, “then yeah.”

“You said it yourself—professional. So why the souvenir?”

Gatlin’s jaw clenched. “Because it’s not about silence. It’s about statement. Somebody wanted us to know Baptiste didn’t just die.” 

He was chosen.

They stood there for a moment longer, the rain hammering down, soaking them to the bone. The city hummed beyond the fairgrounds—cars splashing through flooded intersections, bars still buzzing despite the storm, life trudging forward unaware that one of its icons had just been erased in the blink of an eye.

Chastain exhaled smoke, watching it curl and vanish in the wind. “You think this connects to the jazz club shooting in Detroit?” 

Gatlin’s silence was answer enough.

The forensic tech returned with a zippered evidence pouch and a camera slung around his neck. “We’ll have the 3D model and trajectory analysis by morning. No signs of forced access in the rigging yet, but we’ve got two men combing it now.”

“Stay on it,” Gatlin said. “This guy didn’t float in on the clouds. He had a path in and out.”

He stepped to the piano and placed one gloved hand gently on the keys. They were still warm. A single ivory was smeared with blood.

Gatlin turned to leave. “Get the coroner up here. But tell him not to rush. I want photos, prints, fiber, everything. Treat this like we’re catching a ghost.”

Chastain fell into step beside him. “Storm’s not letting up.”

“Neither are we.”

They descended the stairs as the wind howled through the skeleton of the stage and lightning flashed once more—white-hot and merciless.

A storm for a funeral. And a case that would haunt them long after the music stopped.

* * *
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The storm thickened as Gatlin and Chastain moved behind the curtain.

The rear of the stage was a narrow corridor of shadows and rain-slick gear. Coils of cable snaked across the ground like sleeping serpents. Speaker stacks loomed in the dark, draped in plastic sheeting that shivered under wind gusts. Floodlights flickered once overhead, then held steady. The generator nearby rattled with a mechanical cough.

A crime scene tech trailed behind them, shining a flashlight low. Gatlin raised a hand, motioning him to keep back. He didn’t want boot prints compromising anything. Not here.

Chastain knelt near the side curtain where the rain hadn’t reached. “Look at this,” he said.

A small crate had been pulled forward against a rigging tower—fresh drag marks in the dirt told the story. Someone had stood here. Recently. Clean shot across the piano, just above the crowd’s eyeline. A perfect line of sight to Baptiste’s chest.

“No shell casing,” Gatlin said, scanning the area. “No cigarette butts. No footprints.”

“He knew what he was doing,” Chastain muttered. “Fast in, fast out.”

“Or she.”

Chastain glanced at him. “You thinking pro?”

Gatlin nodded. “The kind that doesn't need a second shot.”

He turned and swept his flashlight across the rear lot. A narrow service gate sat ajar at the edge of the fencing. Beyond it, the rain made a curtain of the night, hiding whatever path the shooter had taken to vanish into the city.

A low voice cut through the static in Gatlin’s earpiece. “Detective Gatlin, we’ve got something.”

He keyed the mic. “Go ahead.”

“It’s about the pin. No blood on it. Looks placed. No prints, but there's etching—on the back.”

“What kind of etching?”

“Coordinates. GPS. Real faint. Etched with precision tools. It’s pointing to a spot in Tremé.”

Gatlin looked at Chastain. “Someone wanted us to find it.”

“Stage a hit in front of a crowd, leave a crescent moon in the victim’s hand with coordinates?” Chastain shook his head. “Not just a message. That’s a damn invitation.”

Gatlin took out his phone and punched in the coordinates.

A location appeared on the map: St. Augustine Church, North Rampart Street.

“Place’s got history,” Chastain said. “Oldest Black Catholic church in the country. Baptiste grew up near there, didn’t he?”

Gatlin nodded. “His first public performance was at a funeral in that church. He played 'Just a Closer Walk with Thee.' He was ten.”

They both stood silent for a moment, listening to the rain.

Gatlin broke it. “This isn’t about Baptiste. Not just him.”

“You think it’s political?”

Gatlin shook his head. “It’s older than politics.”

They moved deeper into the backstage maze. The space narrowed into a corridor between speaker crates and lighting towers. Half-burned incense clung to the air, the scent of myrrh and something more bitter. Someone had been here long enough to leave a presence behind.

At the far end, they found a fold-out chair. On it, a leather-bound notebook rested, the cover damp but intact. Chastain flipped it open.

“No writing. Just sheet music,” he said. “Scored in pencil. Real old-school stuff.”

Gatlin took the notebook and studied the top page. The title read “Crescent Suite No. 1.” The bars of music were dense and cluttered with slurs and triplets. It didn’t look like a concert chart—it looked encrypted.

He passed it to the tech. “Bag it. Don’t smudge anything.”

Chastain rubbed the back of his neck. “You starting to feel what I’m feeling?”

“Someone’s using music to hide something,” Gatlin said. “And Baptiste was either part of it or tried to get out.”

They stepped back out toward the edge of the stage. Thunder cracked again, followed by a distant siren. The crowd had thinned to almost nothing now. Just officers, techs, and a few soaked reporters penned off near the gate.

Gatlin looked toward the piano once more. The body had been covered, but the image lingered in his mind—Baptiste folded over his keys, silenced in front of thousands, yet no one saw a thing.

A message in a murder. A pin pointing to sacred ground. Sheet music without a melody anyone could hear.

“What the hell is going on?” Chastain asked.

Gatlin didn’t answer. He stared into the storm, heart tightening like a fist around a ghost. The rain fell harder now, bouncing off the metal scaffolding and echoing through the fairgrounds like drums from a second line that never came home.

He spoke without turning. “We’re not chasing a killer.”

Chastain looked at him sideways. “Then what are we chasing?”

Gatlin’s jaw clenched. “A conspiracy.”

Chastain didn’t speak for a moment. The weight of that word—conspiracy—hung between them like a dropped curtain. He looked back at the crate, the open gate, the empty chair, and the notebook now sealed in an evidence bag. None of it felt random.

“You think Baptiste knew?” he asked finally.

Gatlin nodded slowly. “He knew enough to get himself killed. But not enough to stop it.”

They pushed past a stack of broken lighting rigs, their boots slipping slightly on the slick plywood. The air grew colder, sharper. The kind of cold that didn’t come from the rain.

“I don’t like this,” Chastain muttered. “It’s too—layered. Like someone’s choreographing the whole damn thing.”

“Someone is,” Gatlin said. “And they’re using the language they know best.”

“Music,” Chastain said.

Gatlin turned his flashlight toward a bundle of torn stage banners tangled in the fencing. “Or symbols. Notes. Rhythms. Maybe it’s a code passed down—composer to composer, performer to performer.”

“You think Baptiste was part of some kind of secret society?”

Gatlin didn’t answer. Instead, he pulled out his phone again, zooming in on the GPS pin. The coordinates were dead center in the nave of St. Augustine Church.

“If it’s a society, it’s one that hides behind culture. Faith. Tradition.”

“And murder.”

They stepped out into the rain, now coming down in punishing sheets. A van pulled up near the barricades—more forensics. But Gatlin didn’t break stride.

“We’re going to that church,” he said.

“Tonight?”

Gatlin didn’t hesitate. “Whatever’s waiting there—it was meant for us to find in the dark.”
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The rain hadn’t let up. It hammered the windshield in steady sheets as Gatlin eased the Crown Vic against the curb in front of St. Augustine Church. The headlights caught the wrought-iron gate, slick with water, the ornate cross above the steeple glinting against the sky’s bruised glow. Floodlights from a nearby street cast long shadows across the cracked sidewalk.

Chastain stared up at the dark facade. “Looks like it hasn’t changed in a hundred years.”

“It hasn’t,” Gatlin said.

The church loomed tall, its stone walls stained from time and weather. Trees along the side dripped like weeping sentinels. Gatlin stepped out of the car, his shoes sinking into a patch of soaked leaves, and crossed to the entrance. Chastain followed, collar pulled tight, cigarette unlit between his fingers.

The front doors stood shut but unlocked. Gatlin pushed one open, the heavy wood creaking on old hinges. Inside, warmth lingered—not from heat, but from something older. Candles flickered along the side walls, their flames bending in the draft. Someone had lit them not long ago.

The two detectives moved slowly down the center aisle, footsteps quiet against the tile. The storm faded behind them, replaced by a hush that pressed against their ears. Stained-glass windows glowed faintly, colored by the streetlights outside. Water tapped through a small crack in the ceiling near the third pew. The drip struck stone, again and again, like a slow metronome.

Chastain paused beside a row of prayer candles. “You think Baptiste came here often?”

“He started here,” Gatlin said. “First time I saw him play, he was ten. Funeral for some trumpet player. Whole place wept.”

He walked forward, eyes scanning the space. The GPS coordinates pointed to the center of the nave, beneath the dome. There, at the intersection of marble tiles, something sat on the floor. A small object on top of a weathered hymnal.

Gatlin crouched beside it. A crescent moon pin, just like the one found in Baptiste’s hand. The metal caught the light. It was clean, unmarked, placed with care. The hymnal beneath it lay open to page sixty-three.

Chastain came closer and looked down. “‘Just a Closer Walk with Thee,’” he said.

Gatlin lifted the pin, then studied the page. Several notes were circled. One line of the melody had been underlined. The ink looked fresh, not part of the original print. The circles weren’t random—they followed a pattern. He reached for his phone and took photos of the page from every angle.

“This isn’t coincidence,” Chastain said. “This is a trail.”

Gatlin nodded. “Music as message.”

They both turned as a faint creak sounded above. Something moved near the choir loft. Gatlin drew his sidearm, gaze fixed on the shadows overhead. Chastain stepped back, scanning the upper levels.

The loft held nothing but pews and empty benches. Gatlin’s light swept across the wooden railing and caught wet footprints on the floorboards. They trailed toward the stairs, then stopped. A locked door stood at the far end, undisturbed.

“No time to clean that up,” Chastain said. “They were watching us.”

Gatlin holstered his weapon and walked toward the altar. The sanctuary stretched wide, vaulted ceiling rising like a cavern above them. Incense clung to the air, same bitter scent they’d found backstage. Someone had been moving between scenes with intention.

He turned back to the hymnal. “Baptiste’s fingers were stiff when I found him. That pin wasn’t placed before death. It was wedged after.”

“So whoever left this,” Chastain said, “wants us following.”

Gatlin stood and scanned the walls. His eyes settled on a plaque near the north aisle, engraved with the names of community donors. One of them read Baptiste, A. and R., his parents. Next to it, a small carving of a crescent moon barely touched the edge of the stone. He ran a gloved hand across it.

“This place holds more than memory,” he said.

“You think the church is involved?”

“Maybe not directly. But someone’s using its history.”

Footsteps echoed behind them. A man in a dark shirt and clerical collar stepped from a side door, hand raised in greeting. He had a careful, worn expression.

“Detectives,” the priest said, voice calm. “I heard the door. I’m Father LeClair. I suppose you’re here because of Andre.”

“We are,” Gatlin said. “You knew him?”

“Since he was small enough to hide under the pews during service. His mother sang in the choir. Father taught music lessons in the parish hall.”

Chastain held up the hymnal. “You ever see this marked up before?”

LeClair stepped closer, squinted at the circles. “Not like that. Though Andre did say hymns held more truth than sermons, sometimes.”

Gatlin lowered his voice. “Did he come here recently?”

The priest nodded. “A few nights ago. Said he felt watched. He asked to sit in the confessional.”

“What for?”

“He didn’t say. Just sat in there a long while. Said it felt safe. I didn’t press.”

Gatlin exchanged a glance with Chastain. “Can we see it?”

LeClair motioned toward the side alcove. “Of course.”

As the priest turned, Gatlin took one last look at the hymnal, then picked up the pin. Its crescent shape was smooth, polished by time. A symbol, not a clue. A key.

The storm still thrashed outside. But in here, everything felt still. Not calm—just waiting.

They followed the priest into the shadows.

* * *
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Father LeClair led them past the altar, through a narrow corridor lit by a single bulb overhead. The light buzzed. Its glow barely reached the wooden booths ahead, where the old confessionals stood like booths in a forgotten theater. The air smelled of dust and oil, like something mechanical waiting to stir.

He stopped and gestured toward the leftmost booth. “This is where he sat.”

Gatlin stepped forward. The door creaked open under his hand. Inside, the bench had been pulled back, the cushion torn slightly at the corner. He ducked in. The confessional was dark, save for a sliver of light that passed through the lattice screen. He ran his hand along the inner wall. Something scratched against his glove.

A faint groove had been etched into the wood.

He pulled a penlight from his coat and aimed it low. There, near the corner, were three small symbols carved into the panel. A half-moon. A six-pointed star. A single eighth note. All freshly scratched.

“Chastain,” he said. “Come take a look.”

His partner leaned in. “Same crescent.”

Gatlin nodded. “And the music returns.”

LeClair crossed himself. “I didn’t notice those before.”

“Do you lock this room?”

“No. Not unless there’s reason. These booths haven’t been used for real confession in years. Most prefer the phone.”

Gatlin took a photo of the carvings. The eighth note bothered him—too precise for a casual hand. The line of the stem, the dot at its base—it was shaped with intent. He glanced down and noticed a smudge near the baseboard. Reaching for a handkerchief, he knelt and wiped the area clean. A faint black residue came away.

“Charcoal,” he said. “Or soot.”

“From the incense?” Chastain asked.

“Could be. Or something burned nearby.”

He stood and stepped out. “Father, is there a furnace?”

LeClair shook his head. “Not here. The heating runs from the basement. Gas, not coal.”

“Then someone brought this here,” Gatlin said. “As part of the message.”

They moved through the side hallway and emerged near the choir room. Sheet music lined the walls, curled at the edges from age. Instruments rested under plastic covers—timpani, a clarinet, a row of brass horns that hadn’t been touched in years.

Gatlin paused near a cabinet. The drawers were labeled by voice: soprano, alto, tenor, bass. He opened the bottom drawer. Inside lay several folders of loose sheet music. He flipped through until one caught his eye.

“Crux Fidelis — Arr. A. Baptiste.”

He opened it. The notes had been marked with faint pencil strokes—same circular patterns as in the hymnal. He held it up.

“Looks like he left more than a footprint.”

Chastain read over his shoulder. “He was working on this arrangement?”

“Possibly. Or it was meant for someone else to find.”

A floorboard creaked near the rear of the room. Chastain turned toward the sound, hand instinctively at his holster. No one was there.

“I’m getting tired of the watching game,” he muttered.

Gatlin closed the drawer and tucked the folder into his coat. “We’re not going to catch shadows. But we can follow the trail.”

LeClair lingered near the doorway, arms crossed.

They left the choir room and exited through the side door, the rain softening now into mist. Across the courtyard, the parish hall stood shuttered, a light burning in the back. Gatlin paused at the edge of the covered walkway and watched the window. Nothing moved behind it.

“Do you believe in patterns?” he asked.

Chastain lit his cigarette and pulled once. “Only when I can prove them.”

“We’ve seen this crescent three times now. In death, in memory, in message.”

Chastain exhaled. “You think it’s part of something larger?”

“Baptiste left a trail. I don’t think it ends with him.”

They crossed the lot toward the car. On the pavement, a patch of ash marked where water had pooled and drained. Gatlin bent and touched it. The substance flaked beneath his fingers. Still dry.

He stood and scanned the alley to the east.

“Someone lit a fire here.”

Chastain leaned over his shoulder. “Ritual?”

“Or erasure.”

They slid into the car. Gatlin placed the music folder on the dash. His thoughts churned behind still eyes.

Chastain started the engine. “Where to next?”

They pulled into the street, the church shrinking in the rearview mirror. Gatlin kept his eyes on the road ahead, though his mind stayed locked on that phrase. The blood. The door. The sound. The silence.

Whatever Baptiste had tried to outrun, it had followed him to the altar.

And now it had opened the door for them.
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The hum of fluorescent lights filled the corridor as Gatlin stepped through the glass doors of the forensics wing at Third District. He tugged at his collar, damp with Louisiana sweat. Behind him, Chastain followed, brushing powdered sugar from his tie.

"Hope you're ready for weird," Chastain muttered. "Ballistics guy sounded shaken on the phone."

Gatlin didn’t respond. He didn’t have to. His jaw had been tight since they left Jazz Fest. The image of Andre Baptiste collapsing mid-solo haunted the edge of his thoughts, like a wrong note hanging unresolved in the air.

They found Mitch Landreau, head of ballistics, hunched over a monitor inside Lab 3. The man’s lab coat was wrinkled, sleeves shoved up past his elbows, revealing forearms covered in smudged graphite and ink. He didn't turn when they entered.

"You look like hell," Chastain said.

"Been here since six," Landreau grunted. "Come take a look."

On the screen, an enlarged photo of a deformed bullet rotated in slow motion. It shimmered with an oily hue—blue-black with etched spirals running deeper than any rifling pattern Gatlin had seen.

"Recovered from Baptiste's C7 vertebra," Landreau said. "Straight pass-through. Just slowed down before it lodged in the amp behind him. Guy was dead before he hit the floor."

Chastain leaned in. "What the hell is that? Not jacketed. No manufacturer stamp."

Landreau opened a drawer and pulled out an evidence tray sealed under glass. Inside rested the actual bullet, distorted but intact. Its surface caught the light in strange patterns. Gatlin narrowed his eyes.

"Custom-forged?" he asked.

"That's one word for it. I ran the alloy through a spectrograph. Compositions...odd. Brass base, trace silver, something synthetic bonded in. Doesn’t match any domestic rounds. Not NATO. Not Russian. No match in Interpol's munitions index either."

"One of a kind?"

Landreau nodded. "Handmade. But not amateur. Whoever built this knew metallurgy better than some aerospace engineers. And here's the kicker—"

He tapped a key and brought up a thermal scan of the casing. A faint pattern bloomed beneath the surface—concentric crescents, overlapping like a lunar map.

"That," Landreau said, "was embedded inside the casing. You’d never see it without a heat scan."

Chastain frowned. "You’re saying someone stamped an invisible symbol onto a bullet?"

"Not stamped. Woven in. Microscopic layers in the alloy, like hidden grooves in a record."

Gatlin studied the crescent motif. It matched the pin Baptiste had clenched in his fist. A sliver moon, two points turned upward. It wasn’t random. Someone wanted it seen—by them.

"You ever see anything like this?" Gatlin asked.

"No. But I pulled one more sample from the back of Baptiste’s tuxedo. Black powder, not from the bullet. Some kind of residue—burned paper, maybe cloth. Like the shooter wrapped the round before loading it."

"Wrapped it?" Chastain scratched his jaw. "Why?"

Gatlin answered before Landreau could. "To muffle the signature. Mask the sound or flash. Make the shot disappear in plain sight."

Landreau raised an eyebrow. "Exactly."

Silence settled between them. Chastain looked from the monitor to the bullet, then to Gatlin.

"So we’ve got a ghost round, an invisible shooter, and a jazz icon who knew he was being hunted. I miss anything?"

Landreau gave a sideways glance. "Yeah. Surveillance from Jazz Fest was wiped."

Gatlin turned his head. "Come again?"

"The techs brought me the server drive. External system—private contractor hired by the festival. We checked the timestamps. Someone accessed it last night and scrubbed four hours’ worth of footage—starting two minutes before Baptiste took the stage."

"Which means they knew exactly when he’d play," Gatlin said.

"More than that." Landreau clicked a few tabs. "I recovered a fragment from the cache—just a still. One frame. It's corrupted, but..."

He enlarged the image. A man in a black porkpie hat stood in the crowd, half his face shadowed, but his posture was rigid. His hand reached into his coat.

"Possible shooter?"

Gatlin shook his head. "No recoil. No elevation. If it was a rifle shot, it came from a distance. That guy’s too close. Could be a lookout."

Chastain pointed to the hat. "That’s second-line style. Local. Might be someone Baptiste knew."

Landreau leaned back. "You want me to run facial recon?"

"Don’t bother," Gatlin said. "Find the original feed. Go upstream. Festival might’ve mirrored the data offsite."

"Already on it," Landreau said, turning to another screen.

Chastain looked at Gatlin as they stepped away from the workstation. "Moon pins, encoded bullets, hidden shooters... starting to feel like we're chasing shadows."

Gatlin stared at the bullet one last time. Something flickered behind his eyes.

"Not shadows," he said. "Signals. Someone’s playing a different tune."

Chastain tilted his head. "And Baptiste was the first note."

Gatlin didn’t reply. He turned and walked out of the lab, the echo of their footsteps following like a funeral march.

* * *
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Gatlin closed the door behind him, sealing the small room in silence. The air felt heavier here—windowless, lined with acoustic paneling, lit by a single overhead bulb that buzzed. Chastain leaned against the filing cabinet, arms crossed. The laptop sat open on the metal desk between them, the speaker icon blinking.

“This came in from Baptiste’s daughter,” Chastain said. “Private message, left at 2:13 a.m. last night. She didn’t hear it until this morning. Thought it was drunk talk until she saw the news.”

Gatlin adjusted the volume, then hit play.

At first—silence. A brief static hum, and then fingers brushed over piano keys. A low, soft chord hung in the air—minor, slow, deliberate. Then another. Discordant. Not jazz in the usual sense. Something fractured, haunting. Notes clashed and resolved, then spiraled off again. Like someone reaching for a melody but never quite finding it.

Chastain straightened. “That’s not a message. That’s a damn piano solo.”

Gatlin shook his head. “Not solo. It’s code.”

He replayed the opening. The same pattern again—two soft notes, a silence, then four staccato bursts. Dissonant, intentional.

“Baptiste didn’t waste breath. If he played this, it meant something,” Gatlin said.

Chastain leaned closer. “You think it’s Morse?”

Gatlin considered it. “No. Too emotional. Not mechanical enough. Jazz has rules, even when it breaks them. But this... this is built.”

He tapped a few keys and converted the file to a waveform display. Peaks and troughs danced across the screen, forming uneven shapes like jagged teeth.

“We should get a musicologist on this,” Chastain said. “Someone who understands theory.”

Gatlin didn’t respond. He was already pulling out his phone, thumbing through contacts.

He found the name: Cleo Marsden. Tulane professor. Former session pianist. Occasional NOPD consultant when cases veered into the strange. He tapped her number and waited.

It rang four times before she picked up.

“You’re calling me before noon, Nick. Either someone’s dead, or someone’s playing Coltrane at city hall.”

“Both, in a way,” Gatlin said. “You near a computer?”

“Define ‘near.’”

He explained the message, the chords, the timing. She listened without interrupting.

“Send it,” she said. “Give me twenty minutes.”

When he hung up, Chastain raised a brow. “Calling in the big guns?”

“She helped me crack a case five years ago. A music teacher left behind a series of piano exercises for his wife before he died. Turned out he’d encoded the combination to their safe in jazz phrasing.”

Chastain laughed once. “Romantic.”

Gatlin played the message again.

This time, something shifted in his gut. The final phrase lingered. Three low notes. Then a high, brittle tone like breaking glass. Silence. Then—just audible—a breath.

“I think he knew he was being watched,” Gatlin said. “Couldn’t speak, couldn’t write. So he played.”

Chastain sat. “Still doesn’t tell us why.”

“Maybe not why. But who.”

He turned the volume up and replayed the final two seconds.

There, faint as a whisper—another sound. A slide, a chair leg scraping, and behind it, a whisper of brass. Not a piano. A horn. A note held longer than it should’ve been.

“Wait,” Gatlin said. He froze the file, scrolled back, and boosted the audio on the last segment.

“What is that?” Chastain asked.

“Trumpet,” Gatlin said. “Muted. In the background. There was someone else in the room with him.”

Chastain leaned forward. “You think the killer was there?”

“Not sure. But Baptiste wasn’t alone.”

A knock interrupted them. Gatlin opened the door. A tech handed him a manila folder.

“Landreau pulled a latent from the pin,” the tech said. “Partial. But we ran it. It flagged a match in an old Vice file. Came up sealed. Internal clearance required.”

Gatlin took the folder. Inside: a grainy mugshot of a man with a thin scar across his upper lip and a stare too calm for jail.

“Who’s this?” Chastain asked.

Gatlin flipped the page. Name: Lucien LeRoux. Arrested in 1998 for weapons trafficking. Charges dropped. Case sealed by federal request.

“LeRoux was a session player back in the ‘90s,” Gatlin said. “Trumpet. Vanished after that bust. Rumors said he played deep for some private contractors during Katrina. Ghost gigs. Black budget stuff.”

“Which means he’s not just a sideman anymore.”

Gatlin nodded. “He’s the connection.”

They stared at the waveform still frozen on the laptop. That last note, the muted trumpet, the unfinished melody. Baptiste hadn’t just left a message—he left a warning. A musical signature, signed in fear.

Chastain stood and rubbed his face. “So what now?”

“We find LeRoux,” Gatlin said. “And pray we’re not already hearing the next verse.”

Chastain grabbed his coat from the back of a chair. “And if LeRoux’s involved, this just got a whole lot messier. The guy’s got ties to the underworld and whatever shadow ops went down during Katrina. We’re dealing with more than a simple murder.”

Gatlin nodded, already dialing another number. “I want every file on LeRoux, every contact, every gig he’s done since ‘98. If he’s resurfacing now, he’s got a reason — and it’s tied to Baptiste.”

The phone rang on the other end, and Gatlin tapped his fingers anxiously on the desk. “Cleo’s working on the code. If she cracks it, we might finally understand what Baptiste was trying to tell us.”

Chastain glanced at the blinking speaker icon again, then back at the muted trumpet note frozen on the screen. “You think LeRoux knew Baptiste was onto something?”

“More than that,” Gatlin said. “LeRoux’s presence in the recording means this was no coincidence. Baptiste was trying to expose him. But the music... It’s a trap, or a plea. Either way, it’s dangerous.”

The overhead bulb flickered as silence stretched between them. Outside, the city pulsed, unaware of the code hidden in the notes, a secret waiting to explode.
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Chapter 4
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The neon haze from Frenchmen Street spilled through the windshield, painting the interior of the unmarked cruiser in pulses of red and green. Music seeped from the clubs—bass lines throbbing like blood through the veins of the Quarter.  Gatlin killed the engine and stepped out into the thick night. John Chastain followed, shirt clinging from the weight of New Orleans' humidity.

They crossed the sidewalk past a pack of tourists queuing outside The Brass Note, where the ghost of Louis Armstrong still hung in the trumpet breaks. Gatlin didn’t pause. He pushed open the club door, and a wave of brass and sweat rolled out to meet them.

Inside, the joint was packed wall to wall—standing room only. A three-piece combo worked the stage, the saxophonist bleeding out a solo that danced along the edge of chaos. The bartender caught Gatlin’s eye and gave a slight nod, motioning toward the back.

“You recognize him?” Gatlin asked over his shoulder.

Chastain scanned the crowd. “Trey Fontenot. Played with Baptiste. Called himself a disciple.”

Gatlin moved through the bodies, parting dancers with a badge flash and a stare. They reached the hallway behind the stage, where Fontenot leaned against the wall, arms crossed, tenor sax case by his feet. His eyes were bloodshot, jaw tight.

“You’re Trey,” Gatlin said. “We’re NOPD. We need a word.”

Fontenot didn’t move. “You could’ve asked instead of throwing elbows.”

“We can do polite next time. You were close with Baptiste?”

“I played with him. Toured with him. Doesn’t mean I knew his business.”

Chastain leaned against the opposite wall. “We’re not looking to jam anybody up. We’re just trying to make sense of what happened.”

Fontenot pulled a flask from his coat, took a swig, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Ain’t nothing to make sense of. Somebody shot a legend on stage. Ain’t no justice gonna fix that.”

Gatlin looked him over. The kid was thirty at most, worn past his years. Sweat streaked his brow. “Baptiste clutched something when he died. A crescent moon pin. Mean anything to you?”

Fontenot flinched before he caught himself. “Lot of cats wear pins. Crescent moons on the city flag. Could mean anything.”

“But it meant something to him,” Gatlin said. “He held onto it with his last breath. Didn’t reach for the wound. Didn’t cry for help. Just that pin.”

Fontenot looked away. “Andre had his secrets.”

“Secrets get people killed,” Gatlin said. “You want to end up next?”

The saxophonist laughed without humor. “You think that’s not already in motion? Half the cats he ran with had been looking over their shoulders since Katrina. This city eats its own. Always has.”

Chastain stepped forward. “You hear anything strange the night before the show? Any threats, tension in the group?”

Fontenot shook his head. “Andre wasn’t talking much. Seemed distracted. He stopped by my apartment the night before the gig. Left a bag of old charts. Said he wouldn’t need them anymore.”

Gatlin narrowed his eyes. “What kind of charts?”

“Sheet music. Old. Stuff we hadn’t played in years. I thought maybe he was cleaning the house. Now I don’t know.”

“You still got them?”

Fontenot hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah. Didn’t throw them out. They’re in my closet.”

“We’ll need to see them.”

Fontenot bent to pick up his case. “Follow me after the set. I’m not skipping out on this gig. Andre wouldn’t have.”

Gatlin glanced toward the stage. The trio had transitioned into something darker—minor chords climbing like vines. “You think he knew someone was coming for him?”

Fontenot's voice dropped. “He knew something. That’s why he left the charts. He wasn’t afraid to die. He was afraid of silence.”

Gatlin felt a chill rise beneath his shirt. “What do you mean?”

“He used to say jazz was the only language the devil couldn’t corrupt. That if you knew how to listen, you could hear things others missed.”

Chastain scoffed. “Sounds like voodoo philosophy.”

Fontenot stared at the floor. “Maybe. But Andre didn’t joke about this stuff. He once told me the Cadence could hide anything in a progression. Notes are just numbers. Patterns. Codes.”

Gatlin exchanged a glance with Chastain. “The Cadence?”

“Old myth. Musicians talked about it in whispers. Said there was a group back in the day—that used jazz to pass messages. Smugglers, spies, who knows. Andre thought it was real.”

“You believe it?”

Fontenot shrugged. “I believe Andre did. And now he’s dead.”

The music behind them slowed into something somber, like a benediction.

Chastain muttered, “Either this city’s lost its mind... or it’s finally telling the truth.”

Fontenot slid his sax onto his shoulder and headed for the stage without another word.

Gatlin watched him go, the shadow of the sax curling around his body like a serpent. He didn’t believe in ghosts, but something in that club felt buried deep and still breathing.

“Let’s check those charts,” he said.

Chastain nodded. “And pray the music hasn’t stopped talking.”

* * *
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The Frenchmen Street gig let out slow, like smoke curling from a dying ember. Inside the club, the crowd began to thin, leaving behind the echo of spilled bourbon and brass. Gatlin and Chastain waited in the alley behind the club, leaning against the wall beneath a rusted fire escape. A single bulb flickered above the back door, casting long shadows over cracked pavement and forgotten bottles.

Chastain lit a cigarette and exhaled into the thick night. “You buy any of that Cadence talk?”

Gatlin kept his eyes on the door. “I don’t buy fairy tales. But Baptiste was scared enough to leave something behind.”

“Baptiste wasn’t the type to scare easy. Remember that time he played through a hurricane? Didn’t even stop when the power cut.”

Gatlin didn’t smile. “He knew the storm was coming this time. He just didn’t know from where.”

The door creaked open. Trey Fontenot stepped out with his sax case and a duffel bag slung over one shoulder. He looked tired like the night had crawled inside him and made a home.

“You sure you want to do this now?” he asked.

Gatlin nodded. “Sooner’s better. This doesn’t wait.”

Fontenot led them down the alley, then across a quiet street where the yellow glow of the streetlights bled into the mist. They reached a shotgun house with peeling paint and ironwork curling over the porch. He unlocked the door and motioned them inside.

The living room smelled of sweat, brass polish, and old wood. A battered couch sat beneath a wall lined with framed gig posters and faded photographs—Baptiste among them, younger and alive, horn lifted to the sky like a weapon.

Fontenot disappeared down the hall and returned with a stack of sheet music held together by a faded ribbon. He dropped it on the coffee table between them.

“Some of these are originals,” he said. “Arrangements we never played in public. Others are old standards, but... off.”

Gatlin took the top page. “Off how?”

Fontenot sat back. “Key signatures wrong. Measures stretched. It’s like someone took a familiar song and twisted it just enough to hide something.”

Gatlin flipped through the pages. The handwriting was Baptiste’s—sharp, controlled, even in the scrawl
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