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The kid in the wifebeater had a beer bottle in his fist and murder in his eyes, and Jagger clocked both before he was three steps inside the bar.

The bouncer had flagged him from the door—a Bourbon Street veteran named Pooch who'd seen enough bar fights to know one cooking before the first punch landed. Three men. A tourist couple cowering in a corner booth. And that specific electric stillness in the room that came right before everything went sideways.

Jagger walked into it the way he'd walked into a backfield his whole life. Loose. Easy. The grin already on his face like he'd come in for a nightcap and a laugh.

"Gentlemen," he said.

The closest one turned—big, soft in the middle, the kind of drunk who confused volume for size. He opened his mouth to say something and Jagger let his eyes do the work first, the flat unhurried look that had nothing behind it, and the man sat down. Just like that. Found the stool with the backs of his knees and folded into it because some animal part of his brain recognized a predator that wasn't bluffing.

One down. Forty seconds, maybe less, and the math said he was ahead of schedule.

The second one was angrier, swaying near the bar with his chest puffed, and Jagger crossed to him with a hand already rising, casual, friendly, a palm landing on the man's shoulder like they were old teammates. He turned him. Just steered him toward the door with pressure that felt like camaraderie and was actually a guided exit, the man's feet following before his pride caught up.

"Night's over, brother. Cab's outside."

The man wanted to argue. Jagger watched it happen behind his eyes—the booze doing the math, the pride doing the math, and the body doing a third calculation that overrode both, the one that looked at the breadth of Jagger's shoulders and the patch on his back and decided the cab was a fine idea after all. He went. Stumbled out into the neon and was gone.

Which left the third.

The third was the one with the bottle, and the third was already moving—a head-down rush that Jagger had seen a thousand times from offensive linemen who thought forward momentum was a substitute for technique.

He'd spent four years getting paid in scholarship money to stop men bigger than this one. The instinct didn't ask permission. His first step was already planted, low and explosive, and he came up under the rush and turned the man's own weight into a problem, a hand on the wrist with the bottle, a shoulder into the sternum, and the floor did the rest. The drunk hit the boards and stayed there, blinking up at the slow turn of the ceiling fan, the bottle rolling away across the boards unbroken.

The whole room exhaled.

"There he is," Pooch said, ambling over with the relief of a man who'd been bracing for a lawsuit. "Forty seconds. You're slipping, Jagger, used to be thirty."

"Humidity slows everybody down." Jagger straightened, rolled the shoulder he'd led with, felt the knee twinge the way it always did when he dropped low like that. He ignored it. He was good at ignoring it. "Get these three out before they remember they're mad."

Pooch was already waving the tourist couple up, telling them the next round was on the house, telling the bar in general that the show was over. He pressed a shot glass into Jagger's hand without asking.

Jagger pressed it back. "Working."

"One shot."

"One shot's one too many on a corridor night." He said it light, grinning, but he meant it down to the bone, and Pooch—who'd watched a lot of bikers drink a lot of his liquor—gave him the look people always gave him when the grin and the discipline didn't match up. Like they'd expected something easier. Like a man who filled a room with this much noise shouldn't also be the one counting his own drinks.

Jagger let them think whatever they wanted. He'd stopped explaining himself a long time ago.

He stepped back out into it—the wall of sound and heat that was Bourbon Street on a Saturday night, brass spilling out of one doorway and bad karaoke out of the next, daiquiri machines churning neon slush, the whole street a river of tourists shoulder to shoulder under the wrought-iron balconies. The air was thick enough to chew. Somewhere down toward Canal a trumpet was working a melody so dirty it should've been illegal.

His bike sat at the curb where he'd left it, chrome catching the neon, and a knot of frat boys in matching polos gave it the wide respectful berth that the Devils patch on his back earned everywhere in this city. That was the job tonight. Not the bar fight—that was just Tuesday with a different number. The job was the patch. The job was rolling the corridor slow and visible so every drunk and every dealer and every tourist with a fat wallet remembered who kept the peace between the neon and the brass.

He swung a leg over and fired the V-twin and the rumble of it rearranged something in his chest the way it always did.

For the next four hours he rode the corridor.

Down Bourbon to the edge of the residential quiet, back up to the bright chaos, a slow patrolling circuit that put a Devil where people could see one. He broke up a shoving match outside a strip club with a look. He pointed two lost women in sundresses back toward their hotel. He watched a pickpocket clock him watching and decide to find a different street. A dealer he knew by sight melted into an alley off Toulouse rather than work a corner with a Devil idling forty feet away, which was the whole point, which was the entire job. The patch did most of the work. He just had to wear it and be seen and be ready, and being ready was the one thing Jagger had never struggled with in his life.

He liked the corridor. That was the thing he didn't say out loud, because saying it would invite questions he didn't have clean answers to. He liked the noise and the press of bodies and the constant low possibility of something needing him, because as long as the street was awake the engine in his chest had something to push against. It was the stopping he couldn't stand.

By three the street had started to empty.

It happened fast, the way it always did—the bars flushing their last stragglers, the music cutting off mid-song, the tourists evaporating toward their hotels until the street that had been a single writhing organism was just wet pavement and trash and the smell of spilled beer baking off the bricks. The hour between the bars closing and the street cleaners arriving. The Quarter holding its breath.

He rolled down to Jackson Square and stopped.

Killed the engine. Sat in the sudden ringing quiet with the cathedral lit up white against the dark, the mule carriages gone home, the square empty except for a man asleep on a bench and a single cop car idling at the far corner. The river smelled close and brown. A barge horn groaned somewhere out past the levee, long and low, and the sound traveled across the whole sleeping city before it faded.

This was the part nobody warned you about.

Not the violence. The violence was easy—the violence was the closest thing to the old life he had left, the only place the body still did what it was built to do. It was this he had no defense against. The quiet. The hour when the night stopped needing him, when there was no door to be first through and no charge to meet and nothing in the dark that required the specific thing he was good at. The restlessness came up out of the pavement and into his bones like the humidity, and he sat there on a dead engine in an empty square and felt it: the low hum that started whenever the world went still long enough to remind him it could go on perfectly fine without him.

He'd heard a sound once. A wet pop, junior year, third quarter, a sound he still heard in moments exactly like this one. The sound the whole rest of his life had organized itself around.

He fired the engine before the quiet could finish the thought.

The ride back to the compound took him out of the Quarter and along the canal, the warehouses dark, the razor wire catching what little light there was, and he rolled through the gate with a lift of two fingers to the prospect on watch. Parked the bike in the long row. The compound was down to its bones at this hour—a couple brothers still up at the bar, the murmur of a card game, somebody's old lady laughing low somewhere upstairs.

His knee had stiffened on the ride. It did that on humid nights, which in New Orleans was every night, the rebuilt joint announcing itself with every stair he climbed to the second floor. He'd taken worse. He took the stairs two at a time anyway, because slowing down for it felt like surrender, and surrender was a thing he didn't do.

His room was spartan and clean. He dropped the cut over the back of the chair like he was setting down something holy, because he was, and stretched out on the bed in the dark with the ceiling fan ticking overhead.

Tomorrow there'd be something. There was always something—a run, a problem, a door that needed a man willing to go through it first. He'd volunteer for it before anyone asked, the way he always did, and the brothers would let him because Jagger first through the door was just how things worked now, and nobody looked too hard at why a man would want that job so badly.

The need for it ran in the dark like an engine that never quite shut off.

He closed his eyes and listened to the fan and waited for the city to hand him something to prove himself against, and somewhere down the hall the card game broke up, and the compound settled, and the humid night pressed down on the whole sleeping kingdom of the Bourbon Street Devils like a hand laid flat across the back.
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Chapter Two
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The pralines were at the exact moment when everything could still go wrong.

Grace had her wooden spoon working the copper pot in slow figure-eights, the sugar and butter and cream pulled up to two hundred thirty-six degrees and holding, the smell of it filling Sweet Sinner the way it had filled her grandmother's kitchen on a hundred Sunday afternoons. This was the part that couldn't be rushed. Pull it too soon and the candy stayed soupy. Push it too far and the sugar seized into gravel. The recipe didn't have a number for this part. Her grandmother had taught it to her by the smell and the sheen and the way the spoon dragged, and Grace had learned it in her hands until her hands knew it better than her head did.

She was three seconds from pulling the pot off the heat when the screaming started outside.

She knew the sound by now. That was the worst part—that she knew it, the specific pitch of a tourist who'd just had a gun put in her face. Grace set the spoon down, killed the burner, and was through her own front door and onto the Chartres Street sidewalk before her brain finished telling her not to.

Twenty feet down the block, a man in a gray hoodie had a woman by the arm, dragging her out of the driver's seat of a rental sedan while her husband stood frozen on the curb with his hands up. A second man slid behind the wheel. The whole thing took maybe nine seconds. The sedan was around the corner onto Dumaine and gone before the husband got his phone out, and the woman sat down hard on the curb and started to cry, and the street—Grace's street, the street that was supposed to smell like brown sugar from half a block away—went quiet except for that crying.

Third one in two weeks.

The police came forty minutes later. Grace knew, because she stood out there the whole forty minutes with a praline she'd grabbed off the cooling tray pressed into the crying woman's hand, the only thing she had to offer, and she watched the woman take exactly one bite and forget she was holding it. Two officers took a statement nobody believed would go anywhere. The couple was flying back to Dayton on Friday. By the time anyone in this city pulled the file, the witnesses would be eight hundred miles away and the rental company would have eaten the loss and the men in the gray hoodies would have done it forty more times.

She went back inside and threw out the seized pralines, because she'd let them sit too long and they'd gone to gravel, and that—stupidly, ridiculously—was the thing that finally made her want to cry.



It got worse over the next three days, and it got worse quietly, which was its own kind of cruelty.

The tourist networks moved faster than the police ever would. By Thursday, Chartres after four o'clock had a reputation, and Grace watched it bleed her dry from behind her own counter. The evening regulars—the couples who used to stroll down after dinner, the families who let the kids pick one praline each—they crossed to Royal Street now. She could see them do it. She'd watch a familiar face come around the corner, hesitate, glance at the spot where everybody knew the carjackings happened, and turn up the side street toward the safer block.

Her morning numbers were fine. Her afternoon numbers were a slow-motion disaster. And a candy shop ran on margins thin enough that you could lose it in a season of bad afternoons.

So on Thursday evening she did something her mother would have called foolish and her grandmother would have called exactly right.

The spotter was leaning against the lamppost outside her window like he owned it. She'd clocked him three days running—young, maybe twenty, scrolling his phone and watching the street, the eyes of the operation. The one who told the drivers when a fat target rolled up.

Grace walked out and stood in front of him with her arms crossed over her flour-dusted apron.

"You need to move your crew off my block."

He looked up from his phone. Looked her over—all five foot three of her, the apron, the pen still tucked behind her ear, the smell of butter coming off her in a wave. And he laughed. Not even meanly. He laughed the way you'd laugh at a kitten that hissed, delighted and dismissive all at once.

"You hear me?" she said. "You're killing my business. Take it somewhere else."

"Cher." He pocketed the phone, still grinning. "Go make your candy."

"This block. Is mine." She didn't raise her voice. She'd negotiated with truck dispatchers and produce wholesalers and her own grandmother, and she knew that the quiet ones landed harder. "My grandmother sold pralines on the lakefront for thirty years and never once let a soul tell her where she could stand. You think you're scarier than her?"

He was still laughing when she turned and walked back inside, and she told herself the laughing was a win, because a man who laughed wasn't a man who'd done anything yet.

She came back out the next day and did it louder.

That was the mistake. She knew it was the mistake even as she was making it, but Grace Hebert had never in her life backed off a position once she'd planted both feet on it—it was the same stubbornness that wouldn't let her adjust her grandmother's recipe by so much as a quarter teaspoon, and it didn't know how to switch itself off just because the stakes had teeth. So she stood on her sidewalk Friday at noon and told the spotter and the two men with him that they were a disgrace and a blight and they could find another street to ruin, and she said it loud enough that the gallery owner next door came to his window.

The men didn't laugh that time.



They came at close.

She'd locked the front and was in the back tying up the trash bags when she heard the bell over the door that she knew she'd locked, and then they were just there, in her shop, two of them, filling up the little space between the display cases and the kitchen doorway with their shoulders.

"Closed," Grace said. Her voice came out steadier than she felt. "We're—"

The first one moved fast. He had a fistful of her apron before she'd finished the word, and then her back hit the wall beside the kitchen door, hard, the breath knocking out of her, a framed photo of her grandmother rattling on its nail beside her head.

"You like the sound of your own voice," he said. Calm. Close enough that she could smell cigarettes. "Out there on the sidewalk. Big mouth on a little woman."

"Get out of my—"

"Next time you open it." He leaned in, and the calm was the worst part, the absolute boredom in it, like he'd said this to a dozen people and meant it every time. "We break your jaw. Then you can't talk at all. And then we come back and we burn this kitchen down to the slab with all your little pots in it. You understand me, cher?"

The second man laughed at little pots.
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