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The door wasn’t going to open itself.

Leeann Calloway had been pressed against the iron fence of the shuttered estate across the street for forty minutes, and the Garden District had done what it always did at midnight in November—settled into a damp, perfumed dark that smelled like old money and older magic. The house across the street kept its lights on. Third floor, second window from the left. Someone up there was awake, or whatever passed for awake in a thing that had stopped needing sleep three centuries ago.

She felt it before she saw it. That was the part nobody warned you about—the involuntary part of being a Blood Witch. Power didn’t clock out when you wanted it to. Standing on this sidewalk, the city ran through her like water through a hand she couldn’t close. She felt the slow dreaming heartbeats of the humans sleeping two houses down. The cat on the garden wall, its pulse tight and satisfied. The dead space where the restored mansion stood.

Not absence, exactly. More like a held breath. The specific negative space of something very old and very still that had stopped breathing by choice several centuries ago.

Cold spots.

Every ancient vampire left them—temperature signatures pressed into the air and the stone of the spaces they inhabited, invisible to anything without a Blood Witch’s wiring. She’d been tracking Vander Ashcroft’s cold spots across New Orleans for six weeks. They’d started in the Marigny, moved through the CBD, spiraled slowly up through the Garden District until tonight, when the trail went fresh. Not hours old. Minutes.

He was here.

Leeann didn’t move. Forty minutes of stillness was nothing. She’d spent three years learning patience from the architecture of her own grief—converting it into forward motion, into method, into the productive discipline of someone who had decided that rage without direction was just weather. She could stand in the New Orleans dark for as long as it took.

The city breathed around her. New Orleans didn’t maintain the Veil between worlds so much as ignore it. Had been ignoring it since before anyone had language for what the Veil was. The humidity carried something heavier than water. The streets held the residue of everything they’d absorbed. The bayou threading under the city moved with an undertow that had nothing to do with current.

She had found this comforting when she arrived. A city that had survived everything. She understood those.

The light in the third-floor window went still.

Her hands loosened at her sides. The binding hex she’d been holding in reserve bled heat into her palms—a Blood Witch restraint working woven over months and tested against every configuration of undead biology she’d been able to practice on. It was designed to press into the cold current of vampire blood and lock it down the way a fist locks around a circuit breaker.

She crossed the street.

The restored mansion was the kind of Garden District property that had been through several catastrophes and emerged more beautiful on the other side—white columns, wide galleries, the self-possessed composure of a building that had decided it would outlast everything. The iron gate stood unlocked. The garden walk led straight to a wide front door with a fanlight throwing amber light down onto the steps.

The lavender in the window boxes stopped her for half a second.

Wrong season for it. Wrong climate entirely. Lavender didn’t grow like that in New Orleans in November, didn’t thrive in the wet heat even in summer. It grew here anyway, dark-stalked and improbable, in clay pots along every accessible ledge. Someone had brought it deliberately. Someone kept it alive by choice, or by something that functioned as choice.

She filed it. She filed everything.

She was three steps from the door when it opened.
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VANDER ASHCROFT FILLED the frame the way ancient things filled spaces—not physically imposing in any way she could point to, nothing overtly threatening in the cut of the dark suit or the stillness of the hands loose at his sides. The threat lived in the weight of him. In the centuries compacted behind his eyes as they moved from her face to her hands and back again with the unhurried precision of someone who had run this calculation more times than she had years of life.

She felt the hex coil hot in her palms. Ready.

His expression didn’t shift.

“You’re the Calloway girl,” Vander said. “I’ve been wondering when you’d arrive.”

The arrogance of it hit her low in the chest. Three years of cold apartments and burned leads and eleven names she didn’t let herself say out loud anymore, compressed into the half-second before she made a decision.

She released the hex.

It cracked across the threshold like a whip of concentrated cold. Vander moved—not fast enough. Speed wasn’t the point. She felt the undead blood in him the way she’d feel water moving in a pipe, and she pressed on exactly the right place. The binding slammed home and she was already inside, shoulder dropping, elbow driving toward his sternum.

He twisted. Centuries of muscle memory, even shackled. He took the blow across his ribs instead of center-mass. Something cracked. She didn’t stop to identify whose.

She pushed more power through the binding as he torqued against it. His knees hit the floor. Controlled. Deliberate. Even going down, he moved like someone choosing it.

She crossed the last distance and pressed two fingers to his temple.

Her power flooded the contact—Blood Witch perception unfolding through the connection, mapping the architecture of him. The stopped heart. The dark slow tide of blood moving without a pulse, patient as a river that had forgotten why it was supposed to hurry. The geological weight of accumulated time. And beneath it, compartmentalized with extraordinary discipline, something vast and dense that her power brushed against and immediately withdrew from. She didn’t read grief without permission. That had been her one unbroken rule for three years.

He didn’t pull away. Didn’t tighten his jaw.

“Are you finished?” Vander asked.

“Depends on whether you give me a reason not to be.”

“I have several.” His voice carried the same quality as his stillness—nothing performed in it. “None of which you’ll hear if you keep your hand on my head like I’m a dog you’ve cornered.”

She pulled her fingers back. Kept the binding locked, the hex burning a steady drain through her palm. The entrance hall stretched around them—dark wood, low light, old paper and something green underneath it. The lavender again. In the clay pot on the window ledge across the room. Wrong season. Wrong climate.

She looked at Vander.

“You killed eleven women,” she said. “I have three years of evidence that says so.”

“You have three years of evidence that was built to say so.” He held her stare without effort. “There’s a difference.”

“Not to me.”

“I know.” Something moved through his expression, gone before she could name it. “But ask yourself one question before you do whatever comes next. Why would I kill eleven witches on the one night guaranteed to produce a Blood Witch with a personal vendetta against me?”

The hex pulsed in her grip. Hot. Certain.

She didn’t have an answer.

She proceeded anyway.
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TWO HOURS LATER, VANDER Ashcroft was bound in a chair in the warded safe house four blocks east, and Leeann was sitting across from him with the evidence file open on the table between them, and the question he’d asked on the threshold had not stopped being a splinter in the soft place behind her certainty.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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Six hours earlier, the phone rang.

Leeann was in the Tremé apartment she’d been renting by the month since October—one room, two windows that faced a courtyard, walls covered in the accumulated residue of three years’ work. Photographs, witness account transcripts, cold-spot maps rendered in blue marker on paper taped together at the edges. A timeline running the full length of one wall, starting three years ago in Savannah and ending wherever tonight would end. Vander Ashcroft’s name at the origin point, circled twice. Not because she needed the reminder. Because writing it had become a kind of ritual.

She’d just finished reviewing the new intelligence—a tip from a Bloodcourt-adjacent supply runner who’d confirmed movement in the Garden District. Fresh cold spots, third-floor window. The kind of confirmation that closed a circle.

She answered on the second ring.

“How close?” said Devlin Chase.

No greeting. Devlin had never seen the point of greetings. Eight months of training had taught Leeann to understand that this was respect, not rudeness—Devlin operated on the assumption that the person he’d called was already thinking about the thing he was calling about, and therefore the preamble was for people who had extra time.

“Close,” Leeann said.

A pause. She’d learned those too. Devlin’s pauses had texture—this one had the weight of something he’d decided to say and was still deciding how.

“Leeann.” His voice was the color of old bourbon and twice as dry. “Make sure you’re hunting the right thing and not just hunting.”

Outside, the courtyard held the specific New Orleans dark that was never fully dark—ambient light from the street, the faint glow of the Tremé’s older magic bleeding through the stone.

“I know what I’m hunting,” she said.

“You know what you’ve been hunting for three years,” Devlin said. “That’s not the same thing.”

The distinction landed and she set it aside. Not because it was wrong. Because she didn’t have space for it tonight. Tonight the cold spots were fresh and the trail had closed to its tightest spiral and the end of three years’ work was four blocks away in a house with lights on.

“I’ll call you after,” she said.

Devlin said: “Do that.”

He hung up. She set the phone face-down on the table and looked at the evidence wall.
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DEVLIN CHASE HAD BEEN a Coven Matriarchy enforcer for thirty-one years before he wasn’t. He didn’t talk about why he’d left. Leeann had asked once, early. He’d looked at her across the training room and said: “A disagreement about methods.” Then he’d handed her the next case file.

She’d found him three months after the massacre, through a chain of references that ended with a handwritten address on a receipt tucked inside a borrowed book. She’d driven to his warehouse outside Atlanta with the evidence file she’d been building from her hospital bed and the specific quality of forward momentum that grief produces in people who have no other direction to go.

Devlin had looked at her for a long time when she arrived. Then: “You’re not here to be trained. You’re here to be aimed.”

“Yes,” she’d said.

“Difference between a weapon and an investigator is the weapon doesn’t ask questions. You want to be useful to yourself, you’ll learn to ask questions.”

She’d stayed eight months. She’d learned to ask questions. She’d also, over the eight months, become very good at distinguishing between questions that changed the target and questions that sharpened the aim. Devlin had watched her make this distinction and had not corrected it, because Devlin was a realist and he understood what grief did when it had adequate tools.

Standing at the evidence wall now, she looked at the timeline and thought about what Devlin had said—make sure you’re hunting the right thing and not just hunting—and she thought about the cold spots four blocks away, and she put the question in the same place she put all the questions that didn’t change the target.

She picked up her jacket.

She went out.
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Chapter Three
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New Orleans kept its secrets layered.

Leeann had learned this in six weeks the way you learned any city that didn’t want to be learned all at once—by moving through it at the same time of night, in the same direction, until the city stopped performing and started simply being. The tourists had a New Orleans. The locals had a different one. The supernatural community had a third, threaded through the other two like a current beneath current.

She moved through the Tremé first, checking the network. Superficially: a woman taking a late walk, unremarkable pace, same route. Underneath: a sequence of careful check-ins with the six people in this city who knew what she was looking for.
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THE FRENCH QUARTER was neutral territory, and it felt like it. The Accord of Salt and Shadow—the three-hundred-year treaty that had ended the war between witches and vampires and rebuilt the peace on top of the wreckage—established a handful of cities where neither governing body enforced exclusive jurisdiction. New Orleans was the most prominent. The River Assembly governed neutral-territory disputes through a loose collective of swamp witches, independent practitioners, and a handful of vampires old enough to predate the Accord and too settled in their habits to care about its political implications.

The Assembly’s informal authority was the reason the French Quarter ran thick and largely peaceable. It was also the reason Leeann’s informant network had been easier to build here than anywhere else. Neutral territory meant people talked across species lines.

She stopped at Sister Nadine’s last.

The archive occupied the ground floor of a building in the Tremé that had been standing since before the Civil War and showed it—not in disrepair but in the specific patina of a space that had decided its age was a feature. The River Assembly’s policy of never discarding a primary document filled it floor to ceiling with cases going back to the Assembly’s founding. Sister Nadine had been the archivist for forty years and moved through the stacks with the unhurried confidence of someone who had memorized every square foot of the place.

She was eighty years old and looked like a woman who had decided that age was mostly a question of what you did with your attention.

“Last confirmed sighting,” Sister Nadine said, without looking up from the document she was cataloguing, “was three nights ago. Garden District. A reliable source.”

“Three nights,” Leeann said.

“Old ones don’t move much.” Sister Nadine turned a page. “The Garden District suits them. Enough history in the architecture that one more ancient thing doesn’t read as unusual.”

Leeann looked at the stacks. The archive felt like the city felt—layered, saturated, full of things deposited and not yet retrieved. Her Blood Witch perception moved through it at low frequency, reading the emotional residue of four decades of cases and grief and occasional desperate relief.

“You’ve been very thorough,” Sister Nadine said. “Six weeks is thorough, even for a Blood Witch with a personal investment.”

“I know what I’m doing.”

“I don’t doubt that.” Sister Nadine set down her pen and looked at Leeann directly, which she didn’t do often. It had weight, when she did. “What will you do after?”

“No,” Leeann said.

Sister Nadine raised an eyebrow.

“That’s my answer. No. I haven’t thought about it.”

“I know,” Sister Nadine said. “That’s what worried me enough to ask.”

#
[image: ]


SHE LEFT THE ARCHIVE at ten-thirty and moved toward the Garden District with the supply runner’s intelligence warm in her pocket and Sister Nadine’s question setting somewhere behind her sternum where she didn’t examine it.

She found the cold-spot marker she’d catalogued three nights ago on the garden wall two blocks from the mansion. Pressed her palm flat against the stone.

Minutes old. At most.

The circle closed.

She turned toward the house.
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