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  By Leo King


  


  


  To Janna and Carol,


  the two women in my life

  who told me to just “write it down.”


  A Life Without Fear is the second volume in the Sins of the Father trilogy. Sam’s story begins in The Bourbon Street Ripper and concludes in the final volume, Face Behind the Mask.


  


  


  If you want to solve the mystery…

  

  …keep an open mind…

  

  …question everything…

  

  …and pay attention to what Sam writes.

  



  — Leo King


  


  Prologue


  


  


  
    
      	Date:

      	Saturday, August 9, 1992
    


    
      	Time:

      	12:00 a.m.
    


    
      	Location:

      	Office of Kent Bourgeois
    


    
      	

      	Central Business District
    

  


  


  “I don’t care how high the property tax in that area is, just buy the damn place.” Kent spoke into the receiver, a barbed edge to his tone. He was silent for a few moments as someone spoke to him from the other end.


  “I already told you, it’s for a charity that Madame Castille is investing in this autumn.” His voice was starting to sound strained. Taking out a white cotton kerchief with an embroidered “G.C.” on it, he wiped some sweat off his brow. “No, don’t use the usual account, she’ll never sign the check in time. Poor thing has been in a knot lately over the new Bourbon Street Ripper murders.”


  After a moment, he said, “Yes. Use that account. It’s better for everyone that way, I think.”


  After another pause, he nodded. “Yes, that’s it exactly. Very good. Corner of Bourbon and Canal. Call me—no, email me—when the transaction is complete. I’ll be busy all day today with the Castille accounts. Huge mess to clean up there.”


  With that said, he hung up the phone and mopped some sweat from his brow. “Christ, the weather is muggy. Are we due for a storm soon?” He absentmindedly played with his gold wedding band, which shone with a newly polished luster. He hoped not. It was the middle of hurricane season, and a bad storm could spell big trouble for the Big Easy.


  Kent’s phone rang again, jarring him from his thoughts. He nearly jumped out of his seat from the sudden noise. Grabbing the phone, he said, “Eddie, didn’t I tell you to—oh, hello, son.” His voice went from irritated to cool. “Yes, everything is fine. Please stop worrying. No, there’s no need to do anything like that. If you need more money, I’ll transfer some into your account tomorrow.”


  He loosened his necktie and finished mopping the sweat off his brow as he listened. Finally, he said, “It’s not rocket science, son. You just have to follow the instructions I gave you. They were exceedingly explicit. God, if your mother saw what a disappointment you turned out to be…”


  He pulled the receiver away from his ear as incoherent yelling ripped through the other end of the line.


  After the noise died down, he put the phone back to his ear and said, “And you prove my point, son. Instead of using the education that I paid for to do something useful, you work for that low-class newspaper. Instead of becoming something admirable, like a police officer, you choose to just screw one. And instead of helping your father out when he needs you the most, you call him while drunk and complain about how broke you are. What a model son you are.”


  Again, he lifted the receiver away from his ear as the shouting crackled out like fireworks on New Year’s Eve. When Kent finally spoke back into the phone, his tone was considerably colder. “We had a deal, son. You help get me out of this jam I’m in and I make sure you have all the money you need to booze up, shoot up, or get messed up with that little cop friend of yours. Are you trying to back out?”


  After a measure of silence, the voice on the other end of the line responded. Kent smiled wryly. “Good boy. Then I’ll contact you tomorrow. For now, try to sleep off whatever you’re on. You sound like a damn moron. Good night.”


  He hung up the phone.


  For a few moments, he ran his fingers over a neatly folded letter on his desk. Then he placed it in his desk drawer and pulled out a bottle of Scotch. He poured himself a third of a glass, removed his necktie completely, and then took a long draft.


  He sighed. “I swear, if my marriage doesn’t get me killed, my stupid son will.” He sat back, closed his eyes, and continued to sip his drink. “This new Bourbon Street Ripper couldn’t have come at a worse time.”


  


  Chapter 1

  

  Old Friends and New Leads


  


  


  
    
      	Date:

      	Sunday, August 9, 1992
    


    
      	Time:

      	6:00 a.m.
    


    
      	Location:

      	Esplanade Apartments
    


    
      	

      	New Orleans City Park
    

  


  


  Water. Cool, clean, comforting water. Water that washed away the dirt, the grime, and the sins of the previous day.


  Junior Detective Dixie Olivier’s eyes were closed as she felt that water cascade down her back, over her buttocks, and down her legs to the shower floor below. Leaning back, she reached up and massaged her scalp, rubbing in the shampoo. Her motions were slow and deliberate. They eased her troubled mind—and she had a lot troubling her.


  The copycat serial killer dubbed “the new Bourbon Street Ripper” had the city in a panic and had caused some sort of harm to almost everyone she cared about. Her best friend, Junior Detective Michael LeBlanc, was still unconscious in the hospital, having been shot in the line of duty. Her partner, Senior Detective Kyle Aucoin, was being torn in three different directions—the case, his failing marriage, and his missing daughter. And her superior, Commander Louis Ouellette, was being pressured by City Hall to do whatever it took to find and arrest the killer.


  Needless to say, quiet moments like these were getting rarer for her.


  Rinsing off her hair, Dixie renewed her resolve to keep the investigation on track. Once Aucoin arrived, she’d bring up her list of notes on the case and suggest their next move. As a detective, she was organized and well-practiced at sorting facts, not to mention she had a reputation for being damn good at interviewing.


  However, she felt that her true strength lay in analyzing situations and discovering patterns. She only hoped she’d get a chance to let that side of herself shine.


  Hair rinsed, she turned off the shower and dried off before throwing on her robe, slipping on her slippers, and heading out of the bathroom.


  The bedroom was mostly dark, the sun still down and the drapes drawn closed. In the shadows of the room, she made out the sleeping outline of Gino, her long-term boyfriend. His muscular form lay still beneath the sheets, his chest slowly rising and falling. She felt a flush come to her cheeks and an increase in her pulse. She dearly loved him.


  Dixie hurriedly got dressed in a fresh pair of slacks and a blouse. Once her socks and shoes were on, she softly and quietly kissed Gino on the cheek. “Love you, honey. Be here when I get back.” It was something they always said to each other.


  Without another word, she went to the front of their apartment.


  The Esplanade at City Park was way out of the price range for someone living on a detective’s salary, but fortunately for her, the apartment was in Gino’s name. Besides being independently wealthy, he made a comfortable income writing scripts for a nationally syndicated soap opera, as well as the occasional Harlequin romance novel. He preferred a life of seclusion. To most of the other residents, he was simply “that nice, quiet Greek fellow.”


  As she entered the front room, the cordless phone in the kitchenette rang. She hurried over and picked it up. Her voice was low and scolding. “Whoever you are, don’t you realize it’s six in the morning? Are you out of your—”


  “It’s Ouellette,” came the voice of her commander.


  Immediately, Dixie straightened up and cleared her throat. “Apologies, sir. What’s going on?”


  “I’m taking Aucoin off the case for a few days,” Ouellette said. “He’s obsessed over Cheryl’s disappearance and has convinced himself that she’s going to turn up as the third victim.”


  She didn’t flinch. She was used to her commander being less than sensitive about others’ problems. “Can you blame him, though? Cheryl may not fit the profile Michael and Rodger have been working on, but his daughter did just go missing.”


  “Teenage girls go missing all the time,” he said, irritation in his voice. “That doesn’t mean every one of them is the victim of a serial killer.”


  Asshole. She waited to hear what he had to say next.


  He sighed, the irritation in his voice replaced by a noticeable strain. “But I’m giving him a few days to get his shit straight, find her, and get back with the program with the rest of us. Whoever this killer is, he’s moving much faster than Vincent—one victim every other day instead of one a week. So we need to step up our game as well. For now, you’re paired up with Bergeron. He’s on his way to get you. Report to me before heading out.” Ouellette hung up.


  For a few moments, Dixie stood there holding the phone and then slowly hung it up. She had thought the pressure would be getting to her commander, and she was right.


  She picked up on others’ emotions very easily, a trait that helped her considerably as a detective. While she didn’t consider herself to have Michael’s level of brilliance—something she admired—she was able to combine her analytical skill with an understanding of people’s emotions. This also gave her an edge in interrogation.


  Except in some cases, such as when she and Aucoin had interviewed Richard Fastellos, the bumbling goof who was Sam’s boyfriend. She hadn’t been able to get a good read on him, and he had snatched the interview from them with a smirk on his lips.


  Dixie felt her mouth tighten and her skin heat up as he remembered how Richie had played her. She hated him for that. She hated it anytime an arrogant, domineering man got the best of a situation, and she had good reason to. I’ll get that son of a bitch back for showing me up.


  She pushed away those angry thoughts and turned on the lights to the front room.


  The dinner table in the dining area was covered in hers and Gino’s paperwork, as well as his word processor and her overcoat, pager, and holstered pistol. She finished getting ready by strapping on her holster, throwing on her overcoat, and making sure that her badge was secured.


  Not sure how long Rodger would take to arrive, she sat on the leather couch in the living area and turned on the television. It was the usual morning broadcast. The weather was hot and muggy, the traffic was terrible, and the top story of the hour was, of course, the new Bourbon Street Ripper.


  Dixie shook her head in disgust. The media sensationalism was amazing. It seemed like the news stations and the Times-Picayune alike were more interested in the ratings than the real story. Talking heads gave theories ranging from the sound to the ludicrous, and everyone had an opinion.


  Of course, the prime suspect was the unknown writer called Sam of Spades, who had published the first chapter in a serial story that had detailed the second murder before it had even happened.


  She was grateful that the district attorney had placed a gag order on the Times-Picayune. If the public discovered that Sam of Spades was none other than Samantha Castille, granddaughter of the original Bourbon Street Ripper, she’d be lynched by a mob of frightened, angry citizens before anyone could blink.


  “In other news,” said the anchorman, “Saint Tammany Parish deputies arrested a man late last night for domestic violence. Mr. Gregory Descheneaux was arrested in his home after neighbors called in complaining they could hear his eight-year-old daughter crying out for help. The girl, Noella, was taken to the hospital with severe injuries.”


  Dixie sat, transfixed in horror. She never liked watching the news alone, for fear that a domestic violence story like this one would trigger memories of when she was a little girl.


  She did not like remembering her childhood.


  She had been born Dixie Electra Gateaux and had grown up in Slidell, a city northeast of New Orleans, just across Lake Pontchartrain. Like most families in Slidell, Dixie’s was poor. She grew up in a trailer park with her parents and older sister. Throughout her childhood, poverty and instability tore her family apart.


  As long as she could remember, her father had been unemployed and almost constantly intoxicated. Emotionally and verbally abusive, he would take his drunken frustrations out on every single member of the family on a daily basis. Her mother was an enabler who just kept making excuses and claiming he’d get better once he found a job.


  Her older sister had reacted by staying out late, taking to smoking and extreme promiscuity by age twelve. By her fifteenth year, she had become pregnant with the child of a twenty-six-year-old man.


  When her father had found out, he had snapped, and his verbal abuse had turned physical. Dixie had been only ten years old when she had watched her drunken father beat her older sister into a miscarriage. When her mother had finally tried to intervene, he had broken her jaw. The police were only called after Dixie, who had been hiding underneath her bed, ran to a neighbor and begged for help.


  Immediately, her and her older sister became wards of the state, placed into separate foster homes.


  Dixie was jarred out of the emotional trip down memory lane by the doorbell ringing. She realized she had been crying, and she took a moment to wipe the tears away before answering the front door.


  “Morning, Dixie,” said Rodger. The bags under his eyes were apparent, but she must have looked even worse, since he looked at her with concern. “I can wait down in the car if you need a few minutes to, um, finish getting ready.”


  “Thank you,” she said, giving him an appreciative smile. It was obvious that he knew she was crying but was too much of a gentleman to say anything. After he left, she washed off her face. She appreciated his not asking what was wrong.


  A few minutes later, she went downstairs and found him parked at the roundabout in front of the apartments, leaning against his squad car and smoking a cigarette. Nearby, a doorman was motioning to a public ashtray.


  Seeing Rodger like that made Dixie smile. Despite his looking more and more like he was at the end of his career, he had a reputation for being a good cop who wanted to do the right thing. Everything about him reminded her of a detective from a gritty noir film—a hard-boiled cop with a heart of gold.


  “You ready to go?” Rodger asked, tossing his cigarette into the public ashtray. The doorman mouthed a “thank you.”


  She nodded, and the two got into the car. “Do we have an agenda today, Rodger?” she asked as she latched her seatbelt shut.


  “One moment,” he said, fighting to get his seatbelt to catch. Once it did, he fished out a series of Post-It notes and flipped through them. “Let me see what we’re doing today.”


  Dixie watched him and tried not to laugh. The way he flipped through his Post-It notes with a look of concentration was the same way her foster father would concentrate when sorting through bills. That made her very comfortable.


  “Here we go,” Rodger said at last. He was holding out a single note. “What we’ve got is a lead for the Nite Priory.”


  She recalled that the Nite Priory, currently believed to be a cult of some sort, was the group who had left instructions for three out of the four accomplices of the original Bourbon Street Ripper. Topper Jack, as well as Mad Monty and Fat Willie, who were both now deceased, had all been contacted by this group to assist them with the new murders. The only accomplice not accounted for was Blind Moses, the supposed courier who had carried Vincent’s orders to the others.


  “Good to know,” she said, reading the note. “Jonathon Russell, eh? Never heard of him.”


  “You can thank Richie for this lead. One of the few things he’s done right,” Rodger said as he pulled out of the apartment’s roundabout. “Jonathon’s a rich guy. You know, old money. Lives on Lake Pontchartrain in a mansion, like the Castilles. A bit of a recluse, actually. Took Ouellette himself calling in a favor to get us the interview.”


  Dixie’s lips tightened again at the mention of Richie’s name, but she fought back any snarky comments. Instead, she focused on the task at hand. “Old money like the Castilles, eh? We’re headed there right now, yes?”


  Rodger shook his head. “Nope. Need to head into the precinct first. Ouellette wants to talk to us. Probably to give us some instructions we have to follow… or else.” He accented the words “or else.”


  Despite herself, she giggled at his display. That helped them both relax. She found herself sliding into the same kind of groove as she had with Aucoin. She thought they’d get along just fine. She was looking forward to working with him.


  It was two hours later when they finally finished meeting with Ouellette. On their way to Lake Pontchartrain, they stopped at a convenience store to get some coffee. While Rodger had gotten the usual, a dark roast with very little added to it, Dixie had bought one of those premade coffee drinks. It was more her style. As Rodger made a call to Tulane hospital to let Michael know the results of meeting with Ouellette, Dixie sipped the sweet vanilla drink and reflected on the meeting with Ouellette.


  It hadn’t been a pleasant meeting. With one officer in the hospital, two victims in the morgue, and the city getting the same paranoia as twenty years ago, City Hall was tightening its grip on Ouellette. Already his competency was being called into question, and with the recent mass murder of Giorgio “Blue-Eyed” Marcello and his men, the mayor was one more murder away from putting the city under martial law.


  Ouellette, who was in a substantially foul mood, had even informed Dixie and Rodger that the mayor was considering calling in Sergeant Arsenault and his team from reserve duty. Arsenault headed up a special SWAT team affectionately called Arsenault’s Arsenal. They were known for their ability to bring in a perpetrator no matter the danger. They were normally kept in reserve because of their reputation for using extreme tactics, and Arsenault himself had as many reprimands as commendations.


  Everyone knew that when the Arsenal was called, shit had gotten real.


  “All right, I’ve updated Michael on everything,” said Rodger. While he still looked tired, the coffee had him looking less haggard. Rodger loved coffee—a lot.


  “You know, Rodger,” said Dixie, finishing up her coffee drink and tossing the bottle away, “you don’t have to call Michael every time we learn something. Ouellette will update him, like he said he would. You need to let him rest and heal.” She was unable to hide the concern in her voice. Michael was someone she cared for very deeply. A part of her secretly wished that things had been different between the two of them, even though she knew that would never have worked out. But the friendship she had with him was one of the few absolutes she felt she had in her life.


  “Yeah, forget that,” said Rodger, starting up the car and heading toward the lake. “Just the night before he got shot, Michael was furious with me for hiding some stuff from him. For the first time since I was paired up with the kid, I felt like I was losing a partner and a friend. And then when he needed me the most, when some crazy-ass John Woo Ninja bitch started pulling stunts from a Bruce Lee film, I could barely keep up.”


  “But you saved his life,” she interjected.


  Like everyone else, she didn’t know what to make of the superhuman stunts that Michael and the indigo-clad assassin, who had just killed a Jefferson Parish deputy, were rumored to have performed. Ouellette had said it was more important to find the copycat killer than to investigate “this comic book bullshit.”


  Although she was on the fence about that part of it, Dixie knew that if Rodger hadn’t been there, Michael would likely have died. “At the last moment, your bullets got the assassin away from him, Rodger. It’s plain and simple. When he truly needed you, you were there for him.”


  When Rodger didn’t reply, she reached over and rested her hand on his. “You’re a good partner, Rodger Bergeron, and Michael knows that.”


  That seemed to scare away the dark cloud gathering on his face. “Thanks, Dixie.”


  When they pulled up to the Russell mansion, the mechanical front gate was closed. Rodger pressed a small button underneath a speaker. A moment later, an older man’s voice rang out in a distinctive Creole accent. “Yes? Who is it?”


  “This is Detective Rodger Bergeron with the New Orleans police,” he said. “Our boss, Commander Ouellette, called to let you know my partner and I would be showing up to speak to Mr. Russell?”


  “Detective Bergeron? Well, I’ll be damned. I’ll ring you right in.”


  As the front gate opened up on its own, Rodger leaned back with a confused expression.


  Dixie looked over at him, cocking her head. “So this person knows you, Rodger?”


  He sat there for a few moments before shaking his head and driving onto the property. “Not that I know of. I guess we’ll find out. At this point, there isn’t much left that could surprise me.”


  He drove alongside a pretty, well-tended garden with assorted trees and shrubs, as well as a few water fountains. Parking in front of the main entrance to the mansion, he shrugged. “So long as he doesn’t try to feed me into a grinding machine, I’ll be fine.”


  Dixie groaned as she got out of the car.


  As they headed up the front steps, an elderly African-American male with curly gray hair and a gaunt face, dressed as a butler, came down the steps. “Detective Bergeron! I haven’t seen you in so many years. How are you? How is Miss Samantha? You two still talking, right?” He shook a very surprised-looking Rodger’s hand.


  Dixie took a step back and rubbed her chin while regarding the man. He seemed to be well into his seventies and too frail to be an effective manservant.


  Meanwhile, Rodger seemed to be faltering. “This is embarrassing, but I don’t remember—”


  “Oh, Lordy, forgive me,” the butler interrupted. “You knew me back when I worked for”—his voice hushed, as if he were saying a bad word—“Master Castille.”


  Rodger’s eyes widened with recognition. “Wait, Reggie?” he asked. “Reginald Washington? The chauffeur?”


  Reggie smiled brightly and, clapping him on the back, led both of them into the mansion. “That’s right, Detective Bergeron. After Miss Marguerite passed, Miss Gladys done canned all of us. Fortunately, Miss Samantha arranged it so that we’d be taken care of for the rest of our lives.”


  Dixie listened intently to Reggie’s story as he led them through a foyer and up some stairs to the second floor. The interior of the house was beautiful, with dark oak beams interspersed regularly along the walls from the floor to the ceiling, several expensive-looking pieces of artwork adorning the walls, and hardwood floors covered in exquisitely detailed rugs. She noted that the architecture had a distinctive rustic look to it that made the mansion feel homey despite its size.


  She also noticed that the interior of the house was clean and everything here was as well-kept as the grounds, though she hadn’t seen any maids or other servants as they passed through.


  “So you received a quarter million in severance,” Rodger was saying as the three of them stopped in front of a large oak door, “and yet you still came to work for Jonathan Russell?”


  “Oh, yes, Detective Bergeron, that I did,” replied Reggie. “I don’t feel right not working. And Master Russell was always kind to me when he’d come by the Castille house. So after Miss Gladys done let me go, I asked Master Russell if I could be his chauffeur.”


  “And what happened?” asked Dixie, inserting herself into the conversation.


  Reggie turned to her. “Well, Master Russell said he didn’t need anyone to drive him, on account of him staying inside all the time, but he’d be happy to hire me on as a manservant.”


  “Been with him ever since, eh, Reggie?” asked Rodger.


  Reggie bowed his head. “Yes, sir. But that’s my story and no reason to bore you with it. Let me announce you two.” He knocked on the door. After a few moments, the door opened by itself.


  Dixie blinked as this happened. “You don’t see that every day.”


  “Oh, almost everything here is like that,” he said, motioning the two detectives into a study. “I do feel bad for the burglar who tries to break in here, though. The security system Master Russell has is not very friendly.”


  She was about to ask him what he meant when a gruff old voice from the far side of the room said, “That’ll be enough of that, Reggie.”


  They turned to see an elderly gentleman sitting behind a desk. He had white wispy hair and was as thin as a skeleton, his skin hanging from the bones of his face and hands as if it were moss on a tree. He wore what looked like a dark bathrobe and was breathing into an oxygen mask attached to a large tank. The mask was painted to look like the mouth and jaw of a skull.


  Dixie felt that was a bit too freaky for her tastes.


  Removing the oxygen mask, the old man said, “Good afternoon, Detectives Bergeron and Olivier. I’m Jonathon Russell.” He motioned toward two chairs before his desk with a bony hand. “Please take a seat.”


  She looked at him with a mixture of curiosity and concern. She had met more than her share of elderly people, and more than her share of sick elderly people, but Jonathan surpassed them all. He looked like he could pass any day now.


  She noted that the most prominent thing on his desk was a sizable red button. She also noted that behind him was a small altar with an assortment of miniature statues, skeletons in tuxedoes, beautiful half-naked women, and a portrait of the Virgin Mary.


  With a congenial smile, she took a seat. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Russell.” Rodger also took a seat.


  Reggie approached the desk. “Is there anything else I can gets you, Master Russell?”


  Jonathon waved him off. “No, Reggie. Thank you. That will be all. Please leave me with the detectives.”


  Reggie bowed politely before heading out, leaving the three of them alone.


  “You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t shake hands. The cancer that is eating me alive makes simple movements very painful. If not for Reggie, I don’t know what I’d do,” said Jonathon, taking a few moments to breathe from his mask, which made him look even more dead.


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” said Rodger, shifting some in his seat. “Reggie seems to enjoy working for you.”


  Dixie recognized the tactic of getting personable with someone they were about to interview, as it was a tactic she had used successfully many times before.


  ”Reggie is a good man. I felt bad when Gladys Castille fired him. He’s not a very useful servant, but he’s loyal and he looks after me. And at my age, I really appreciate loyalty, Detectives.”


  She looked him over, noting an ornate ring with a crest on it—a red cross with a golden crown. Sorting that design away for later, she said, “If you don’t mind me asking, Mr. Russell, where is the rest of your staff? I only saw Reggie here, and there’s no way just one elderly man can care for this entire estate.”


  He chortled. “My dear Detective, I don’t have anyone else on staff. I contract out a maid service and a gardening service to care for my home. I have my meals catered to me every day.” He took a deep breath from his mask and then he coughed a few times. “I don’t generally like people. Not anymore.”


  “And I’m sure it’s more cost effective,” Dixie said politely, trying to keep the conversation going. “Much more so than having a full-time staff.”


  Giving a short, loud snort, Jonathan said, “I don’t have any heirs or any family left, Detective. When I die, whatever I have left goes to Reggie. Why should I care how much of the Russell estate I squander?”


  Dixie shook her head. Wow. What a jaded old grouch. But she figured she probably would be, too, if she were dying a slow, painful death.


  “But enough talk of my short remaining lifespan,” he said, leaning forward in his chair. “Your commander told me that you have something very important to talk to me about. And Louis wouldn’t bother me if it wasn’t important. So then, what is it, Detectives?”


  Dixie blinked, surprised that he was on a first-name basis with her commander.


  Rodger pulled a folded-up piece of paper out of his overcoat. “I made this at the library last night. It’s a copy of a newspaper clipping of you, Vincent and Gladys Castille, and someone named Gerald Robichaux. It mentions a ‘Modern Priory.’ Do you remember that?” He passed the paper over to Jonathon.


  Jonathon slid his bony fingers over the image. He smiled in a way that looked more bitter than reminiscent. “Ah, yes. Our donation to Southern Baptist Hospital. I remember that. Vincent was so happy the Priory was supporting modernized medicine.” Pushing the paper back toward Rodger, he said, “But this isn’t about a trip down memory lane, is it, Detective?”


  Rodger shook his head. “No. I’ll be honest with you, Mr. Russell, we’re at a dead end with an important lead in our investigation of the new Bourbon Street Ripper.”


  “Oh? What lead is that, Detective?”


  Rodger leaned forward on one elbow. “We keep coming across something called the Nite Priory. What is it?”


  To their surprise, Jonathon laughed, so hard in fact that he started wheezing and hacking, his eyes bulging in considerable pain and his face turning red.


  Quickly, Dixie got up and helped Jonathon get his oxygen mask back on.


  As he breathed deeply and calmed down, she noticed dozens upon dozens of buttons behind the desk. What the—? What are those for? She wondered if they controlled parts of the house, like the door that had just opened. She anxiously eyed the large red button, remembering Reggie’s statement about feeling bad for a burglar. She had a feeling it was not a nice button.


  Once she was sure he was breathing normally again, she went back to her chair. He and this house were starting to creep her out. She just wanted the interview to be over.


  “Are you all right, Mr. Russell?” asked Rodger, concerned.


  “Yes, yes. I apologize for that,” said Jonathon. “But this is my own penance for my own sins. The good Lord saw fit to strike me down with an aggressive form of cancer that will, to be blunt, end my life in excruciating pain.”


  Dixie was about to offer more condolences when he said, “But you want to know about the Priory. Instead of telling you about it, I’ll show you.” With a trembling hand, he pressed a button under his desk.


  There was a click, then a motorized sound, and then the wall panel beside Rodger slid open. Both detectives watched as a small bookcase, framed in black velvet, rolled forward. In it were what looked like old, leather-bound tomes and dozens of rolled-up parchments. It looked like something from a monastery.


  “The dark red book on the top, Detective,” said Jonathon, pointing with a skeletal finger. “Can you read Creole?”


  “A little,” said Rodger, taking the book. It was as dark as blood. The cover had an embossing of the same design as Jonathon’s ring—a cross with a crown.


  Dixie took note of this. Perhaps that was their emblem, a family crest.


  Jonathon gestured toward the book with a shaky hand. “The page you want is where the black ribbon rests, Detective.”


  Dixie traded glances with Rodger, the anxiousness on his face matching her own. The interview had officially become creepy.


  When Rodger opened the book to where the black ribbon was marked, Dixie saw an intricate drawing of what looked like a group of men in black hooded robes. They were all holding chalices up toward a heart pierced by a sword and wrapped in thorns.


  Rodger read slowly. “The Knight Priory of Saint Madonna.” He looked over at her. “Knight spelled like, um, a knight. You know, armor and swords. Not the way we’ve seen it spelled.”


  She looked at the picture more closely. Something wasn’t right, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.


  “The Knight Priory of Saint Madonna,” said Jonathon, leaning back in his chair. “Formation dates back to the founding of New Orleans.


  “Originally, the Knight Priory was a group of French nobles who believed in the purity of blood as a right to rule. They believed that as some of the first founders of the Port of New Orleans, that rule was their right. Over the course of this city’s history, the Knight Priory gained complete control over the trade routes, businesses, and even its construction.”


  She suddenly realized what was off-putting about the image of the hooded men. “Mr. Russell,” she said, pointing at the image, “the eyes of each of these men are hollow, lifeless. Like they’re all dead.”


  Jonathon nodded. “Yes. Indeed, Detective. Very observant. You see, the Knight Priory, for all its roots in Christianity and pledges to the Virgin Mary, put considerable stock in Haitian voodoo. While homage was always given to the mother of Christ, the real deities worshipped were Papa Ghede, Madame Brigitte, and Baron Samedi, the three chief loa.”


  “Loa?” asked Dixie.


  “Spirits,” said Rodger, his lips tightening. “Sam called it correctly. There is a voodoo cult involved here.”


  Jonathan snorted sarcastically. “Well, if this ‘Sam’ you are referring to is Samantha Castille, I’m not surprised that she would think that. You see…” He leaned forward and stared at them. “Samantha is the reason the Knight Priory of Saint Madonna isn’t the same organization it used to be.”


  Dixie blinked, feeling quite lost.


  “Please, tell me what happened with Sam,” Rodger said, finally sitting down again.


  Jonathon again leaned back and took a long series of inhales from his mask. Then he started speaking.


  “The Knight Priory was always run by the Castille family. Vincent, his father, his father’s father, and so on. While their public face changed over the centuries to include groups such as the Mardi Gras Krewe of Comus, behind closed doors, the Knight Priory basically remained a secret order that ran New Orleans. And they—we, I should say—routinely practiced voodoo rituals.”


  “Voodoo rituals? Like what?” asked Dixie. In the back of her mind, she was trying to understand how this Knight Priory related to the Nite Priory referenced by the copycat killer. She wasn’t completely sure it was the same thing.


  “Oh, the usual,” he said casually, as if he were teaching a class. “Blood sacrifices of barnyard animals, maddened dancing as if possessed, and sexual rituals. What you’d expect from a Haitian religion.”


  She felt yet another degree more disturbed.


  Rodger seemed unfazed by that. Instead, he asked, “So what happened with Sam? You said ‘we’ practiced voodoo, so, obviously, you were a member.” The concern and urgency in his voice was apparent.


  Dixie flashed Rodger a look and shook her head. Don’t get too worked up about Sam, Rodger. Sam was a suspect and Rodger was already on the edge with Ouellette. One more screw-up like he’d had with Dr. Klein and he would get suspended.


  Jonathon pursed his lips in obvious pain and continued. “Indeed, I was. What happed with Sam was truly a mistake. Vincent was concerned over her health when she was younger. I don’t remember the details, but she had medical problems. Vincent had been searching for a way to help her when he learned about an African compound called the tkeeus.” The foreign word had an African-style click at the beginning. Taking another breath from his oxygen mask, he added, “Vincent was convinced that doing a ritual with the tkeeus would help Samantha’s condition.”


  Dixie furrowed her brow. He was talking about a voodoo ritual with Sam when she was only a child, in a group that practiced blood and sex rituals. What in God’s name did they do to her?


  She found her mind going dark places, postulating the horrible things that could have happened. Quickly pulling herself back before she could succumb to those thoughts, she said, “Well, it sounds like Vincent was doing some crazy stuff with his granddaughter. What happened?”


  “Well, if you had asked Vincent, he would have told you that the ritual worked. If you had asked anyone else, they would have told you it was a disastrous failure.” He chortled morbidly.


  “The ritual started just fine. But halfway through, Samantha went into a convulsion. According to Vincent, she suffered a massive seizure. Now, I’m no doctor, but I’ve never seen a seizure that would make a five-year-old girl strong enough to knock back grown men. Samantha, for a few moments, had strength no human being could possess.”


  Dixie stared, completely transfixed by Jonathon’s story.


  “After that night, the Knight Priory only met two more times. They met once to try the ritual with a different girl, and then they met so that the older members, such as myself, could announce retirement. After that, the younger generation took over, turning the Knight Priory into more of an underground political group and less of an occult secret brotherhood.” He coughed a few loud, hacking coughs.


  “Everything I know about voodoo says that rituals are only as malevolent as the will of the people performing them, but something evil happened that night with young Samantha. Ever since then, most of the old guard like myself have been dying off from some disease or another. It’s like we’re cursed.” He took a few deep breaths from the mask. “Or maybe that’s exactly what happened. Maybe we all cursed ourselves that night.”


  A light went off in Dixie’s head. An exotic incense had been mentioned in Michael’s report. He had said that soon after inhaling it, he had started doing things that would be considered superhuman. One look at Rodger, and she knew he was wondering the same thing—could Michael have inhaled the tkeeus?


  She didn’t believe in voodoo or demons, either, but a drug that enhanced people’s strength wasn’t completely impossible.


  “So where did Vincent find this tah-keese?” she asked, stumbling over the word.


  Jonathon rubbed his chin for a long time, a contemplative look on his face. “You know, I actually don’t remember. I know he learned about the tkeeus from someone. But that was so many years ago. I’m going to have to think on that one, Detectives.”


  She nodded. “We’ll follow up with you on that, Mr. Russell. I’m sure it’s important.”


  “So two more questions, Mr. Russell, and then we’ll get going,” said Rodger. “First off, who was the other person this ritual was performed on? Second, the copycat killer is spelling ‘Knight Priory’ as ‘N-I-T-E’ Priory. Any idea what that means?”


  Jonathon took a long breath from his oxygen mask. “The other person was one of the daughters of the housekeeper, Josephine Patterson. Don’t ask me which one, because I don’t remember.”


  Dixie looked over at Rodger. She had no idea who the Pattersons were. However, when he nodded thoughtfully, she was sure he had to know.


  She could grill him for what he knew about the tkeeus, the Pattersons, and everything else on the ride back.


  Leaning forward, she asked, “And the other question, Mr. Russell? About someone spelling ‘Knight Priory’ incorrectly?”


  To her surprise, Jonathon laughed again. “My dear Detective Olivier,” he finally said after more than a few hacking coughs, “I do believe the killer is playing the police for fools.”
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  Sam’s eyes were closed as the water from the shower poured over her. She braced herself as she leaned forward. The rhythmic pounding of the water was in perfect sync with Richie as he moved in and out of her, his hands tightly gripping her hips. The water added beautifully to the sinful carnality of their love-making.


  She tensed as another wave of pleasure seized her, making her entire body shake, and he grasped her tightly as he cried out. She wanted him to stay inside of her as long as he could. The feeling of being that close to another human being, someone she loved, was the absolute zenith of fulfillment.


  Only when she felt him soften did she slide forward and dislodge herself. She turned, embraced him, and kissed him passionately, holding him close. They stayed that way for a long time, and when she pulled back, she rested her head on his chest and closed her eyes.


  Today was the first time in years that she’d felt that genuinely happy. As soon as they had woken up, they had started making love again and had kept it up until well past morning. Even once they were in the shower, it had only been a matter of time before the cleaning had stopped and the playing around had commenced.


  Despite all those feelings of mirth and desire, a part of Sam felt genuinely disgusted with herself. It was like that part of her felt that she was not only wasting time with Richie but was also doing something gross. She kept pushing those thoughts out of her mind, figuring it was just her laundry list of psychological problems. She was sure that Dr. Klein, her psychiatrist, would say that she wasn’t ready for a relationship, but she didn’t care. For the first time in her life, Sam felt safe and comfortable.


  She had never believed in true love until now.


  She looked at Richie’s face for a long time. His eyes were still closed. At rest, he looked less like the goofball he normally was and more like someone with an amazing inner strength. She was certain that if it came down to it, he could show a force of will far beyond the human norm. Also, the sense of familiarity was overwhelming. She felt like she had known him her entire life.


  “I love you,” she finally whispered.


  He opened his eyes and grinned cheekily. “I love you, too. But staring up at me, Sam? Kinda creepy.” He winked and kissed the tip of her nose.


  Sam said nothing at his silly behavior. She just smiled, leaned up, kissed his lips softly, and then proceeded to wash him off. In a matter of minutes, they were both out of the shower and drying off.


  “When do you have to go back to Philadelphia?” she asked, combing through her long, blond, wet hair to get out the tangles.


  Richie was perched on the toilet lid, wrapped in a towel. “Two days,” he said, sounding less than pleased. “Then I’m booked solid for almost two weeks, possibly more if Gordon feels vindictive about missing his flight here.”


  She smirked and put down her comb, remembering him saying that his publicist was extremely sore about losing his ticket to New Orleans.


  “Why don’t you come with me, Sam?” he asked, touching her arm gently.


  Sam frowned and covered his hand with her own. “I can’t, and you know that, Richie. I’m a suspect. If I go out of town, I’m sure that Ouellette and everyone else will see it as an admission of guilt.” She couldn’t hide the bitterness in her voice.


  She also failed to hide her contempt as she said Ouellette’s name. She really hated that man. He had threatened her father, Edward, when he was implicated in being complicit with a serial rapist, Giorgio “Blue-Eyed” Marcello. Something about Ouellette set her teeth on edge, and she was convinced he’d frame her for the serial murders if given the chance. She just didn’t trust him.


  “Ow! Ow! Sam, your nails!” Richie tried to pull his hand away.


  She suddenly realized that as she had allowed those dark thoughts to enter her mind, she had dug her fingernails into his hand. With a gasp, she let go.


  He pulled his hand back and gritted his teeth. The nail marks were an angry-looking red.


  “Oh, crap, Richie, I’m so sorry,” said Sam, hurriedly opening the medicine cabinet. A few moments later, she was applying peroxide to the wound. He look-ed away the entire time, like a little kid with a skinned knee. “I don’t know what came over me. I really—”


  “It’s OK,” he interrupted. “I shouldn’t have brought any of that up. I know you can’t stand Ouellette. I should be the one apologizing.”


  “That’s no excuse,” she said, wrapping the hand in gauze. “I let my mind into dark places, and I ended up hurting someone I love. I need to take control of that if I want to get through this situation with my sanity and relationships intact.”


  Richie snickered with amusement. “So long as you don’t go thinking that negative thoughts invite problems into your life.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right. Can you imagine how messed up the world would be if people really believed that?” Leaning down, she gently kissed his hand. “There, all better.”


  As she started to get up, he pulled her back onto his lap. With only the towel between them, he looked into her eyes and said, “We may not be able to investigate the murders without Ouellette following through on his threat and throwing us in jail, but we can still find a way to prove your innocence.”


  Sam blinked and looked at him. “How’s that?”


  Richie waggled his eyebrows. “We keep you busy and in front of other people besides me. Ya know, witnesses. It’s called an alibi, Miss Mystery Writer. We keep you busy and in public, and when the next victim shows up, you’ll have an airtight alibi. You can’t be killing someone if you’re drinking daiquiris on Bourbon Street.”


  She smiled again. Touching his face, she said, “Clever boy. I like that. There’s just one problem. Neither of us is very sociable. And there’s only one person I know who is, and that’s my best friend, Jacob. Even though he’s been pretty worried about me, I’m not completely sure if he’ll do this, considering that he’s an editor at the Times-Picayune and could lose his job if he helps me.”


  Her hands drifted down Richie’s body toward the crescent-shaped scar on his chest. She wanted to ask him about it, but no time seemed appropriate.


  “Let’s give Jacob a visit, then,” he said. “If he’s your best friend, he’ll find a way to help us. Besides, I want to meet him, and I’m sure he wants to meet me. How does that sound?”


  Sam didn’t answer him verbally. Instead, she leaned down and deeply kissed him. As he returned the kiss, she felt him swell underneath the towel. She felt a rush of desire. It felt almost unnatural. Every time they started to make love, she’d feel this intense internal craving, like a part of her wanted the sexual contact the same way one wants food.


  As soon as they finished, she’d feel disgust.


  But for now, she didn’t care. With a sultry look, she removed the towel from between them and said, “One more time before we get dressed.”


  Two hours later, they arrived at the apartment of Jacob Hueber.


  Richie had driven them. On the way there, Sam had worked on the notes to her story. Using her notebook and the silver pen she had found after Rodger and Michael had first visited her, she had come up with some pretty gritty storylines. Despite the published story being similar to the actual copycat killings, she was having fun. Working on the story felt as therapeutic as it did compulsory.


  They parked at Jacob’s apartment. She was dressed in a short-sleeve button-down blouse with blue jeans, and he was in his freshly laundered clothes from the day before, blue jeans and a polo shirt.


  In one hand, she held a red plastic shoe charm. It was a keepsake of her mother, Mary Castille, whom she had been told had died shortly after her birth. Just holding it and squeezing it gave her a sense of security. Her other hand held Richie’s, which was just as nice.


  He whistled as they headed into the apartment building. “I’m impressed. Jacob lives well for a guy in the newspaper business.”


  Sam hadn’t thought much of it before, but she agreed with Richie. Jacob lived in the St. Phillips Apartments on St. Phillips Street in the French Quarter. Being from a wealthy family herself, she hadn’t given much thought to the cost of living in such a place.


  “I guess,” she said as they passed through the lobby and into the elevator. “His parents died and left him a trust fund. I think he just invested it and is living off the interest.”


  “Must be nice. If I had that kind of money, I’d really live it up,” he remarked.


  She giggled as the elevator stopped and the two made their way toward Jacob’s apartment. “Oh, yeah. Normally, he’s pretty relaxed and reserved. But when you get him partying, he’s a real nut. It’s like he leads a second life when he’s not working. Did you see that black and purple motorcycle out front?”


  “You mean the one that looks like it belongs in an action film?” asked Richie.


  As Sam rang the doorbell, she said, “Yeah, that’s his. He also parasails, bungee jumps, and sky-dives. Not to mention rock climbing and the occasional ski trip. Like I said, though, you wouldn’t know it from looking at him.”


  “A real thrill-seeker, then, eh?” he asked.


  “You could say that, but only when I need to blow off stress,” came a voice from behind them both.


  They both turned. For a moment, Richie tensed up like he was ready to punch someone, one of his hands curling into a fist.


  Jacob was standing there in riding leathers, holding a paper grocery bag and stepping back. “Whoa, whoa there, guy. Calm down. Didn’t mean to make you jump like that.”


  Sam quickly squeezed Richie’s hand reassuringly. His ears turned red and he unclenched his fist, muttering, “Sorry. Old habits. Don’t like getting snuck up on.”


  Jacob looked over at Sam. “Let me guess. This is Richie Fastellos, right?”


  She nodded.


  He looked Richie over and shrugged. “Well, other than being a bit jumpy, he looks like a pretty decent guy.” He unlocked the door to his apartment and headed inside, leaving it open. “Well, pleasure to meet you, Mr. Fastellos. Why don’t the two of you come inside? Just don’t punch me, OK?”


  Sam followed with Richie behind her.


  “Crap, Sam, I’m already messing things up. Sorry.” He squeezed her hand.


  “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “Jacob is not one to beat around the bush. He’s a straight shooter. If he didn’t like you, he’d say so.”


  He mumbled another apology and followed along.


  A few minutes later, they were all sitting in Jacob’s front room, drinking iced tea. Jacob reclined on a big comfy chair, while Sam and Richie sat on a couch. The first few minutes of conversation had been spent bringing Jacob up to speed. They had made certain to detail the recent acts of harassment she had suffered—people leaving threatening messages, phone calls, and notes at her townhome—some even inside the townhome.


  Not surprisingly, Jacob was angry over the entire situation, and he and Richie went back and forth over how much ass they’d kick if they ever caught anyone threatening Sam. Before the testosterone in the room could rise to choking levels, however, Sam steered the conversation elsewhere. “I love the new furniture and artwork you’ve gotten, Jacob,” she said. “Is this a new couch?”


  Both men took the cue and settled down.


  “Agreed. Quite a place you’ve got,” said Richie, looking around the apartment and apparently noting the leather couches, giant projection TV, and full bar.


  For the first time, Sam noticed that his fingers weren’t covered in bandages anymore. Last time she had seen him, they had been covered in gauze so rough it had actually scratched her when he had rubbed her hand.


  “Your fingers,” she said. “Your burns are already healed?”


  He looked down and wiggled his fingers, chuckling. “Yeah. Ended up only being first degree. Still, stove burns are not the kind of thrill I go for.” He then got a look of recollection. “Oh, while I’m thinking about it—Caroline called me this morning and told me about you and Richie visiting her yesterday. She was furious that the both of you stood up to her like you did.”


  Sam had forgotten about Caroline Saucier, the editor-in-chief of the Times-Picayune. Shrugging, she said, “I don’t care if that rich bitch and every member of her rich, old family hates my guts, Jacob. I just want her to treat me fairly.” She squeezed her plastic charm a few times to keep the anxiety at bay.


  Jacob smirked and leaned forward. “Yeah, but here’s the thing. You actually impressed her with how you stood up for yourself. That’s how those elite types think, ya know? She’ll never admit it, but she thinks you’ve got moxy, and she likes that.” He then jerked his head at Richie. “She hates your boyfriend’s guts, though.”


  “The feeling is mutual,” replied Richie, his voice a bit darkened. He looked tense again.


  “That reminds me, Jacob, I need to ask you something,” said Sam, patting Richie on the thigh. She wasn’t offended by him bowing up every time someone opposed her. She figured that was just how guys acted toward their girlfriends. “Caroline mentioned you were taking a vacation to help me prove my innocence or something. Is that so?” she asked.


  Jacob furrowed his brow, looking deep in thought. “Well, yes and no. I’ve been having some problems of my own to deal with. Plus, I’m not a detective, and I feel pretty helpless. But I do want to help prove your innocence. I just don’t know how.”


  Sam smiled to herself. Richie’s idea seemed that much more golden now. “I know what you can do, Jacob,” she said, resting her arms on her knees. “Richie suggested that I stay busy with other people, in public, every single night. You know some of the party spots in town, right? Why not take us around, go out with us, ya know?”


  Jacob sat up and clapped. “Sam, that’s a great idea. I know of a lot of places we can go. Restaurants, shows, dance clubs, anything you want. Lots of people. Lots of alibis. Brilliant!”


  She patted Richie fondly on the back. “It was his idea.” She was so proud of him.


  Jacob looked over at him and gave him an appraising gaze, nodding. “Not bad, Richie. Not bad at all.”


  “Thanks,” he said. Sam could feel his tension lowering. Maybe he’d been tense because of what had happened at the front door. Without his meds, he’d surely had to work through it on his own. We should probably get that prescription refilled.


  Richie leaned back. As Sam leaned against him, she asked, “So, Jacob, what places do you recommend we—”


  “Hey, Jake, honey,” came a female voice with a thick Creole accent. “Who are these people? Friends of yours? Not the regular crew.”


  Sam sat up and looked. The woman in the nearby doorway was in her mid-twenties, a bit on the short side, and dressed in a pair of boxers and a tank top. She was toned like an athlete and had tanned skin, black hair, and brown eyes. The bags around her eyes were red and puffy, and she smelled so strongly of marijuana, Sam feared she’d get a contact high.


  The woman slid into Jacob’s lap, who looked notably uncomfortable at the woman’s public display of affection. He put an arm around her and said, “Emilie, honey, this is my best friend, Sam, and her boyfriend, Richie. Sam, Richie, this is Emilie Guidry, my… girlfriend.”


  Sam grinned awkwardly. She knew him very well, and she couldn’t imagine him dating a drug user. It seemed completely out of character. “So, Emilie,” she finally said, “good to meet you. I’m Sam Castille.”


  Jacob, who had started making throat slashing motions as Sam introduced herself, looked exasperated.


  Already, Guidry’s expression had stiffened. Her eyes were a bit narrowed as she said, “Yes. My name is Emilie Guidry. But you may call me Officer Guidry, Miss Castille.”


  Sam felt the color drain from her face. Next to her, Richie tensed up.


  Jacob chortled nervously. “Whoa, whoa. Calm down, ladies. Emilie, we talked about this already. You don’t think Sam is the killer, right? Sam is my best friend. Let’s not make this awkward.” He sounded like a man who had already lost control.


  “It’s already awkward,” Sam said between her teeth, looking away. She felt Richie’s hand over hers, but it hardly helped. She wanted to leave. She began to squeeze her charm rapidly.


  “Right, sorry,” said Guidry, her tone still on the cool side. She slid off Jacob’s lap. “It’s hard to stop being a cop, even when I’m with Jake. It’s just that you’ve been—”


  Her comment was stopped by a sudden slapping sound.


  Sam quickly looked over to see Guidry rubbing her butt. Jacob was glaring up at her, a dark look in his eyes. Sam blinked. It was like he had become someone else for a moment. She couldn’t believe that the same gentle soul who had been her best friend for years would slap a woman’s rear end in such a derogatory manner.


  Guidry’s cheeks flushed. “Right. I won’t talk about it anymore.” Rubbing her eyes, she said, “Honey, I need to get ready for work. I’m going to go take a shower. A real long one.”


  And with that, she headed to the back of the apartment.


  Sam shook her head. “Seriously, Jacob, you’re dating a police officer? And one with a drug problem?” She wanted an answer from her friend.


  Next to her, Richie felt tenser than ever. It was like he was ready to pounce.


  Jacob nervously bit his bottom lip. Any vestige of darkness from when he had slapped Guidry’s butt was gone. In its place was a look of pity. “Man, Sam, I wasn’t going to trouble you with this. I didn’t want to hide stuff from you, but this has gotten really messed up. I mean, really messed up.”


  “What has gotten messed up, Jacob? Spit it out,” said Sam, starting to get angry. Richie was looking at Jacob with narrowed eyes, as if sizing him up.


  Jacob leaned back and rubbed his eyes. “So, I’ve been dating Emilie for a short while. Not long enough to build some kind of relationship, but long enough that she trusts me. So a few nights ago, she comes here in hysterics. Why? Sam, she’s the one who discovered the body of the new Bourbon Street Ripper’s first victim. She’s only been active on the force for about a year. Then, would you believe it, the poor thing discovers the second body as well.”


  Sam was shocked. Most of her anger immediately washed away. She could see the look of concern and disquiet on his face.


  “And so I do the best I can to help her, because that’s just what I do, right? So last night, she shows up strung off her ass on pot. I can’t even imagine how much she smoked. She’s never done it before, either. She won’t tell me where she’s gotten the stuff from. All it takes is one random drug test and Emilie’s career and life are pretty much screwed.”


  Sam felt bad for starting to doubt her best friend. Beside her, however, Richie was still tensing up, his fists tight. What’s his problem? Richie was starting to grate on Sam’s nerves. “So, Jacob, this is the personal issue you were talking about?”


  He nodded. “I can’t say I’m in love with her or anything. I mean, she’s a lot of fun and she’s really cute. But, hell, I don’t need this kind of problem. But what am I going to do, throw her out on her butt? I mean, who can understand the horrors that she saw?”


  “I can,” Sam said softly. “I saw what Grandfather did to people. I know how it looks. She’s not handling it well. No one can.”


  “No, she’s not,” Jacob said, leaning forward. “Sam, I never talked about Vincent Castille because I knew it would upset you. However, I gotta say that I’ve always admired how you’ve been able to go on with life after living through all that. Emilie just doesn’t have your strength. She’s falling apart and there’s nothing I can do.”


  Without a word, Sam got up and hugged him. That was the Jacob Hueber she knew—someone who was always concerned with others. Someone who made it their mission to save poor girls in danger of falling out of life—girls like Sam when she was in college and in dire need of a friend.


  She kissed his cheek and said, “I understand. You do what you have to do, just don’t beat yourself up if she screws up her own life, OK?”


  He nodded once more as Sam sat back. She noticed that Richie was looking away, totally disengaged from the conversation. She glowered a bit. He and I are going to have a little chat when we get to the car.


  “Anyway,” said Jacob, clearing his throat, “Emilie is working tonight, and I’ve got to make sure she doesn’t look strung out or smell like weed. I’ll be free around seven, so why don’t the three of us grab dinner and hit the town?”


  Sam nodded. “Yeah, that’ll work. Someplace public and fun. What do you think, Richie?”


  Richie quickly looked over and smiled, but it looked insincere to Sam. “Sounds great. Dinner and fun. Love it. Let’s do it.”


  She scowled at him.


  Jacob must have sensed the tension, as he hastily stood up and said, “Right, well. Let me go tend to Emilie. You two lovebirds go do your thing. I’ll stop by your townhome this evening. Don’t worry, Sam, we’ll make sure you have a strong alibi. I won’t let you down.”


  “You never do, Jacob,” she said, heading out of the apartment. She felt good having her best friend at her side.


  “It was a pleasure meeting you, Jacob,” said Richie. The two men shook hands for what felt like a few seconds too long. It was like they were sizing each other up.


  “Take care of Sam, Richie,” said Jacob, and then showed them out.


  Soon, Sam was driving back home with Richie. He was staring out the window. She was holding her charm so tightly her knuckles were white. She was not pleased with her boyfriend and felt like arguing.


  “Okay,” she said with annoyance. “What gives? You’ve been acting weird. What was all that about at Jacob’s?”


  “I don’t like him. I dislike druggies. And I really despise guys who hit girls,” he said very matter-of-factly.


  “What the frick, Richie?” she said, glaring at him. “This from the guy who pops anxiety pills like they’re Pez. And he didn’t hit her. He smacked her butt. Yes, it’s degrading as shit, and if you ever smack my ass to get me to shut up, I’ll beat the taste out of your mouth, but that doesn’t mean Jacob’s an abusive type.”


  He looked at her. His eyes were uncharacteristically cold.


  For a moment, Sam felt like she didn’t know who he was.


  Then Richie sighed. “You’re probably right. He’s probably a good guy who’s trapped between a rock and a hard place. Sorry. Just. Bad memories. Really, really bad memories.”


  In that instant, she felt her annoyance and anger start to melt away. Something about the pained look on his face, something about the way his eyes watered, made her heart ache. Reaching over, she placed her hand on his. “What happened, Richie? Share with me. Please.”


  “It’s a shitty story,” he said. “You sure?”


  She nodded.


  With a grim expression, he closed his eyes and started talking. “It’s hazy because I blocked out most of the details, but I pretty much grew up without a father. It’s like he didn’t want me or my mother around, like we were an embarrassment, so he ignored us and just did his drugs. Heroine, mostly. The bastard was always high on the stuff.”


  Sam squeezed Richie’s hand.


  “So one day when I was around ten years old, Mother borrowed a spade from a neighbor, took all of his drug crap, and buried it in the backyard. Just buried it. His needles. His pills. Everything. When he found out… Sam, he went ape-shit on us. He slammed that spade into me until my ribs cracked. And he beat my mother so badly that…”


  His voice choked. Tears ran down his cheeks.


  She felt a sudden wave of nausea start to build up inside her. Like when they were at the Patterson shop on the dark ride, she was getting severe motion sickness. It felt like something in her guts was wiggling around.


  “If a neighbor hadn’t heard me screaming, Sam, he woulda killed her. He woulda killed us both. Sam, I… Sam! Sam!”


  Sam’s head lolled, her eyes rolling back, as she felt Richie grab the wheel and swerve. A few seconds later, there was a tremendous jerk and a squealing sound—the sound of brakes. Then all those sensations were replaced by a tranquil coolness, the sounds replaced by someone else calling her name.


  “Sam! Sam!”


  It was her grandfather.


  It was over twenty-five years ago when little Samantha awoke in Southern Baptist Hospital. Barely five years old, she was too weak to move. Through blurry vision, she saw people standing around her. One was a doctor wearing a white coat. Another was a doctor wearing green scrubs. Standing at the doorway was a middle-aged man she didn’t know. Seated next to her was her grandfather, his hands covering his mouth. He looked terrified.


  “Sam!” Vincent rubbed his face. “Dammit, she’s still not responsive.”


  “So she just passed out?” asked the doctor in the white coat.


  “Yes,” replied Vincent. He had never looked so upset before. “She was just playing in the nursery when she said she was tired. Then she just fell over.”


  The haze was parting. Samantha could see people more clearly. Her chest hurt. Her arms and legs felt numb.


  “We did an EKG. Her heartbeat is very labored, Dr. Castille,” said the doctor in the scrubs.


  Vincent didn’t say anything. He just rubbed his face anxiously.


  She wanted him to hold her. She was getting frightened.


  “Does the mother have any health conditions?” asked the doctor in the scrubs.


  The man at the doorway stepped inside. “Yes. Mary Castille suffers from a weak heart. She’s been on medication since childhood. Her nighttime job is very strenuous. When not working as a nurse, she—”


  “That
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