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  Synopsis



Detective Sept Savoie is a cop who thinks making a relationship work is harder than catching a serial killer, but her current case may prove her wrong.



Six months after Hurricane Katrina has devastated most of New Orleans, Detective Sept Savoie is battling the nightmare of everything the storm has taken from her when a brutalized body turns up behind one of New Orleans’s most famous restaurants, run by Keegan Blanchard. The more Sept works through the clues, the more they point to Keegan, making the relationship growing between them anything but love at first sight. The first death, though, is only the beginning as the miles of deserted neighborhoods Katrina left behind provide the perfect stage for murder.
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  Chapter One



“Save my baby.” Noel Benko sounded frantic just before she disappeared into the brown, murky water. “Please, Sept,” she pled again when her head popped up briefly, farther away, before the flood swallowed her, leaving no trace of her or her five-year-old daughter Sophie.

A few feet away Sept gulped air before plunging under again, trying desperately to find them both. The water had started out clear, so she could see Noel flailing against the current, her movements panicked, like she was fighting to get her head above the surface. Knowing her sister Noel had never learned to swim, Sept struggled harder to get to her. Only Sophie and her safety would have made Noel jump in at all.

No matter how hard Sept kicked, she couldn’t get any closer, and her lungs felt tight from being submerged so long. She kicked for the surface, and as she sucked in a breath she heard Sophie’s voice in the direction opposite from where Noel had disappeared.

“Come get me, Aunt Sept,” Sophie screamed, her little hands slapping the surface of the water. “I’m scared. Please, come get me.”

“Hold on, Sophie,” Sept said as loud as she could. She felt like she’d been treading water for hours, but she wasn’t any closer to Noel or Sophie.

“We’re here, Sept,” Noel said. Her voice sounded weak. “Why won’t you help us? I can’t do this by myself.”

Sept dove, trying to forget the ache in her chest, and finally almost reached her loved ones. They were floating peacefully, holding hands and smiling at her. They didn’t need to fight anymore, but Sept kept swimming so she could touch them.

Noel shook her head and lifted her free hand—not to stop her, but to wave good-bye. Just before Sept reached them, the serene picture of mother and child changed into one of grotesque bloated bodies that stared at her in disgust before they vanished into the water that had killed them.

Lieutenant Sept Savoie woke up in a sweat, bile in the back of her throat. The recurring nightmare was no easier to accept with time. Almost four months had passed since Noel and Sophie had died during Hurricane Katrina, but the pain of losing them was still fresh and heavy in her chest.

“Fuck,” Sept said as she poured two fingers of vodka from the bottle she kept in her freezer. She’d fallen asleep on the couch again, thinking the change of scenery would change her nightly sojourns to hell. The nightmare’s only reality was that Sophie and Noel had died alone, and no wishes or dreams would change that fact.

The smooth liquor left a warm trail from her throat to her stomach. She poured a splash more before she returned the bottle, not wanting to endure another lecture from her mama about how Grey Goose wasn’t a cure-all.

“You drinking yourself to death ain’t going to bring her back,” Sept said, imitating Camille Savoie. She finger-combed her white hair back impatiently, noting that she needed to get it cut.

The red numbers on the clock in her bedroom changed to 5:00 when she dropped her gun, badge, and cuffs on the bed. She tossed her shirt and pants into the hamper in the closet before she stepped into the shower. She wouldn’t be able to sleep. Work was the only place she could escape the dreams.

She ignored the suits that hung on the left side of the closet. The dress code had relaxed since that day, and because no one had said anything about her khakis and leather jacket, she pulled the next pair of pressed pants off the hanger.

Most New Orleanians referred to August twenty-ninth as that day, probably to keep from cursing or crying—depending on what they’d lost, or who. Hurricane Katrina had changed everything, from the old neighborhoods to the people whose lives she’d wrecked when the levees broke. As Sept drove through the French Quarter, she likened it to ordering gumbo and being served hot water. Katrina had scattered the ingredients that made New Orleans unique.

Some characters were already out at this hour. It’d take time before the Big Easy shook off her beating and returned to the business of being simply New Orleans.

“What the hell you doing back here already?” Royce Belanger, French Quarter Bureau Chief of Detectives, asked Sept as she dropped into her office chair. A twenty-two-year veteran of the force, he displayed the stress of the job in his hair and his waistline. The small potbelly had more to do with his love of food than beer, and his light brown hair now resembled a laurel wreath, but Royce’s smile hadn’t changed much.

“Couldn’t sleep.” She flipped through her messages, sorting them into two piles. “What’s your excuse?”

“I got tired of my wife bitchin’ about the mold on the walls I haven’t gotten around to ripping out yet.” Royce sat down next to her desk and scratched his stomach. “It’s not like I’ve fucking forgotten there’s mold on the walls. Hell, some of it’s so colorful I think I’ll leave it as a conversation piece.”

“You ought to get the place gutted as soon as possible.” Sept finished categorizing her messages and sat back. “If you have to live in that FEMA trailer too much longer, one of you isn’t going to make it.”

“I complain a lot about my wife, but I wouldn’t lay a hand on her.”

“Who the hell said anything about you? My money’s on her,” Sept said, and laughed. Royce looked at her with what she’d describe as nostalgia. Laughing wasn’t something she did much anymore.

“Sept, heads up, you got a visitor,” the cop at the desk yelled. Their precinct house was one of the few not working out of a trailer, so nothing much had changed except that the equipment wasn’t all up and running, including the intercom system. The place hadn’t flooded, but the old roof had let a lot of rainwater redecorate the walls and the wiring.

Sept pressed her fingernails into her palm, her habitual reaction whenever she saw Damien Benko now.

She had attended the academy with Damien, and after a year of riding a beat with more seasoned cops, they’d even partnered together. Not long after that she’d taken him home for Sunday dinner because her family wanted to meet her partner, so Sept had finally given in.

Damien hadn’t noticed Sept’s mama’s cooking as much as her sister Noel, with her easy charm. After that he became a fixture at the Savoie table on more than just Sunday afternoons. He kept coming around until Noel agreed to marry him, continuing a Savoie family tradition of either becoming a cop or marrying one.

When Sept got her gold shield, she left Damien behind, but that was okay with him. He was happy patrolling the streets and going home to Noel and Sophie every afternoon. He had decided for Noel and Sophie not to evacuate. He’d told them to stay put so he wouldn’t worry about them, using the same rationale that so many in the city had.

“Our house didn’t flood during Betsy,” Sept could hear him saying when she asked where he’d sent Noel to ride out the storm. Hurricane Betsy—the storm that had hit New Orleans in the mid-sixties—had forever become the marker for so many, including a lot who weren’t even alive when Betsy came ashore. The false assumption that if a house hadn’t flooded then it wouldn’t flood now had caused the tragedy the rest of the country watched on television.

Damien’s decision had cost them all dearly. The day the levees broke, Sept and her brothers Gustave and Joel made it to their sister’s house by boat and discovered only the hole that Noel had cut so she and Sophie could climb out of the attic and onto the roof. When they didn’t find them, they thought a more zealous rescuer had beaten them there. Their sense of dread blossomed when they spotted the neighbors huddled together on the next roof.

The man who had gotten his family to safety on his rooftop told them that, after sitting next to her mother for hours, Sophie had wandered to the edge, and their shouts had woken Noel from the light sleep she had succumbed to. Noel and her neighbor had jumped in after Sophie, but he lost both of them in the strong current of the floodwaters.

Sept and her family didn’t blame Damien for what happened, but he tested Sept’s patience every time she had to see or deal with him. She hadn’t yet forgiven him as fully as her parents had. Her head knew Damien would change what had happened if he could, but the loss of her sister had left a void in her heart, and for that she fully blamed Damien.

The door into the bullpen buzzed, and Damien shambled around and moved slowly toward her desk. His once-handsome face appeared haggard and wan, and his clothes and hair were disheveled. As Sept stared at him she thought about the lecture Noel would have given him for appearing in public like this.

“What you doing out this early?” Royce asked him.

“Just walking,” Damien said, so low they had to strain to hear him. “I couldn’t sleep.”

“You’re not taking the pills the doctor sent you?” Sept asked.

“I start taking pills and they won’t let me go back to work,” he said, louder. “And I want to come back. If I have to stare at the walls of that trailer much longer, I’m going to lose it.”

Sept and Royce glanced at each other briefly but kept quiet. It’d be a while before Damien would be cleared for duty. The house, his wife, and his daughter were gone, and no amount of gutting and cleaning were going to make his life whole again. When Sept and her brothers had gotten back from the flooded house without Noel and Sophie, Damien had snapped.

After that he had been on leave until he could demonstrate some level of stability. Everyone handled grief differently, and while Sept had thrown herself into work to forget, Damien had locked himself away in the trailer the government had given him and stared at the hole in his roof for hours on end. These rare visits occurred when he could no longer take the loneliness.

“If you want to get out more, that means you’re getting better,” Sept finally said. She wanted to avoid him, but thought about what Noel would’ve wanted. “Why don’t you accept the department’s counseling offer? Talking about it can only speed up the process.”

“You think the guys would ever take me seriously again if I go see some shrink?”

“Most of the guys on duty are in counseling, and they’ve just lost their houses. You’ve got a bigger load than that.” Sept’s words only made him shake his head, and she didn’t see any sense in pushing him and making it worse. “Come on then, let me take you home.”

“I don’t need your help,” Damien said, sounding frustrated. “Sorry, didn’t mean to yell. I just wanted to stop by, but I want to walk some more.”

“Let me drive you. You know Mama wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”

“I’ll walk.” Damien got up and bunched his coat together in front and lifted his hand in a brief wave before he hurried out, as if he was afraid Sept would try to stop him.

“He’s not getting any better,” Royce said.

“He refuses any help from any of us no matter how often we try, and my mama’s tried harder than anyone.”

“Camille’s a good woman,” Royce said, and pointed to the picture on Sept’s desk. The Savoies were almost legendary. “That’s the way she’s wired. She can’t help but worry and want to help—you and your dad and brothers have made it so.”

Their history had begun with Eulin Savoie patrolling the streets in the 1940s, when he was kept busy with organized crime and the less classy remnants of the famous red-light district of Storyville with its multitude of brothels.

His son Sebastian followed him into a patrol car in the 1960s, when the city was electrified with the hunt for John F. Kennedy’s assassin. Sebastian married into another cop family, and he and Camille Falgout raised their seven children while Sebastian’s career in the police department took off until he became the chief of detectives.

With five sons and their youngest daughter, Sept, on the job, Camille had plenty to worry about. The only one who hadn’t gone into law enforcement was Noel, but she’d married a cop and followed her mother’s path.

“Mama just needs something to take her mind off all the stuff she doesn’t want to face,” Sept said. “She can’t fix Damien or what happened with a pot of gumbo, but she tries, bless her heart, so she doesn’t have to think about how empty her kitchen is now that Noel’s no longer around.”

“Are you sure she isn’t the only one who doesn’t want to forget about what happened?” Royce asked. “Why don’t you take the advice you gave Damien?”

“You saying I need therapy?” Sept laughed at the absurd notion. “What I need is a new partner.”

“Just think about it.” Royce stood and put his hand on her shoulder. “And I’ve got a lead on a partner. Your pop reassigned some kid named Nathan Blackman off patrol. Sebastian thought he’s got potential and you’d be a good trainer.”

“I’m getting someone green?”

“I’m green, but I’m eager,” Nathan said from the door, then flashed a smile that Sept figured most women fell for, when you added his blond hair and green eyes into the mix. “Everyone has to start somewhere, right?”

Royce laughed but Sept didn’t crack a smile. The storm had driven a lot of cops, including her old partner, to quit for a multitude of reasons. He’d turned in his badge for a sledgehammer and started a business gutting houses.

Sept’s phone rang and she started taking notes as she listened to the person on the other end. “Okay, just make sure you rope off the area until we get there.”

“Catch something?” Royce asked.

“Patrol found some guy laid out behind the Dumpster at Blanchard’s bleeding from a few holes in his chest. The order came from downtown for us to take it.”

“Take Blackman with you,” Royce said, and rapped his knuckles on her desk before he stood up. “No time like now to get used to each other. Keep me in the loop. The chief is riding our ass about preventing crime, since the world’s watching us. And if they’ve already gotten word on this, they’ll want it wrapped up by noon.”

“No pressure, then,” Sept said.


  Chapter Two



“I said get back behind the tape,” Officer Lourdes Garcia ordered the news-sniffing media. “If I have to say it again, I’m arresting whoever I get my hands on first.”

“Does that go for me too?” Sept asked softly as she lifted the yellow crime scene tape. Scenes like this weren’t so common after the hurricane. Fewer people meant less crime, especially since so many citizens, including the criminals, had evacuated to other parts of the country. Now places like Houston were dealing with their killers and drug pushers.

“Anytime you want to get up close and personal with my handcuffs, Detective, feel free to call,” Lourdes whispered back. Sept made no secret of or excuses for her lesbian lifestyle, so some of the female cops flirted whether they were straight or not.

“Tempting,” Sept said with a smile. “Tell me what you’ve got.”

“Male, about forty, shot in the chest a few times from the looks of it, and his pockets were turned inside out,” Lourdes said. “Simple robbery gone bad, if you ask me.”

“What’s the big fuss, then?” Sept took her pad from the inside pocket of her leather jacket and headed toward the Dumpster. She waved to Nathan, who was walking too slowly.

“You’re kidding, right?” Lourdes laughed. “Somebody gets popped behind Blanchard’s,” she said slowly, as if Sept would catch on. “This is Della Blanchard we’re talking about. Her family is like the royal family of New Orleans cuisine. They own this place, Della’s, uptown, and the Le Coquille D’Huîte in the Quarter.”

“I know who the Blanchards are. I just don’t see why this is a major case.”

A woman standing by the restaurant’s back door interrupted them. “Because the guy we found this morning is our pastry chef, and it upset my grandmother. According to her, his raspberry tart soufflé was to die for. We just didn’t take her that seriously.” Her arms were crossed, her thick red hair pulled into a tight ponytail, and her pressed chef’s uniform was pristinely white. “Della Blanchard is a hard worker, but hardly royalty, Officer,” she informed Lourdes.

“That’s her granddaughter, Keegan,” Lourdes whispered, and pointed stealthily.

“Who found him?” Sept asked.

“One of our cleaning crew this morning.” Even though Sept had addressed Lourdes, Keegan answered and kept her eyes on Sept the entire time. “And you are?”

“Detective Sept Savoie, Ms. Blanchard.” Sept nodded in Keegan’s direction. “If you could wait inside until we’re done, I’m sure I’ll have some more questions later.” Keegan didn’t move at first but gave in as Sept opened her mouth to say something else.

“Tell me what you see, Nathan.” Sept took a step back, carefully placing her feet so as not to compromise any evidence. Her father had used this method to teach her, and it was a good way to judge Nathan’s potential.

“He stepped out here to smoke, some guy shot him, then emptied his pockets. Lourdes was right, it’s a robbery gone bad.”

“Did you offer to wash my father’s car for the rest of his life in exchange for this job?” She held her hand up to keep him from moving. “If that’s all the effort you’re planning to put in, I suggest you go sit in the car and plan your return to patrol.”

“What am I missing?”

Sept squatted by the body and used the end of her pen as a pointer. “He was stabbed, not shot, since the hole, not holes, in his chest shows no sign of a gunshot but rather a long, even cut. There aren’t any cigarettes anywhere near him or on him, so we can assume he was out here for something else.”

“The killer could’ve taken his pack.”

“He was killed for his pack of cigarettes?” Sept phrased it so Nathan would understand what an idiot she thought he was.

“What’s your theory?”

“Step over here.” She walked to the area behind the restaurant and away from the cameras, but in view of the kitchen’s windows. “How close do I have to be to you to stab you in the chest? Remember, one stab most probably hit his heart, from the position of the wound.”

Nathan stepped within arm’s length of her, and she slowly put away her pen and notebook. “About this close, if you have to swing hard enough to sink it in that deep.”

“Think you’d let someone you don’t know this close if you’re just outside for a smoke?” She inched nearer, to the distance she thought she’d need to be.

“No,” Nathan said hesitantly.

“Uh-huh.” Sept glanced toward the back of the restaurant and noticed Keegan Blanchard watching her. With enough speed to make the blow more of a surprise than anything, she punched Nathan in the chest so hard he doubled over. She punched him in the jaw next, dropping him to his knees. “If I’d had a knife in my hand you’d be dead from the first blow.”

“Then what the fuck was the second shot for?” Nathan spit out a good amount of blood.

“For going into a crime scene with your eyes on Lourdes’s ass instead of what they’re supposed to be on.” She held her hand out to help him up. “Want to walk the scene again, or you ready to hit the beat?”

“You gonna clobber me again?”

“Depends on how slow a learner you are,” Sept said, already walking away from him. “Come on, Watson, we’re wasting time.”

“Does that make you Sherlock?”

“Let me teach you a few things and you be the judge.” She stopped three feet from the body. “Start at the most obvious thing and work your way out.”

“How about you use this one as a tutorial?”

“The dead guy is the most obvious thing,” she said as she reached for her pad again. “As I just demonstrated, he probably knew who killed him, since he let him or her into his comfort zone. Whoever it was stabbed him in the heat of the moment, then two things probably happened.”

“What?” Nathan asked.

“Panic and regret.”

“How the hell do you know that?”

“So skeptical already?” Sept laughed, then squatted closer to the body. “I could just say human nature. Wouldn’t you panic if you’d just fatally stabbed someone? Wouldn’t you regret that?” She pointed to the guy’s chest.

“I’ve never killed someone, but yeah, I think I’d feel bad.”

“Most people never contemplate murder and don’t consider it a normal way to handle a situation.”

Nathan stepped closer. “Are you saying it is for some people?”

“A handful has a driving need to kill. I call them hunters.” Sept pointed to the right side of the body. “But in a robbery it’s all about speed. They do the deed and want to get out before anyone sees anything.”

“Is that what happened here?”

“The victim allowed the person close enough to kill him. That’s the main thing. There was minimal struggle, he got stabbed and died where he landed, since I can’t see any blood trace anywhere else. But have forensics go through here carefully.”

“Sure thing,” Nathan said as he took notes. “What else?”

With her pen Sept pointed to the blood pool. “This is what doesn’t fit with the true murder-for-robbery scenario.”

“If he’s been out here all night, it’s not weird that he’s got all that blood around him.”

The victim looked like he’d lain down, then someone had poured a can of blood over him and it had run three feet to the left side of his torso. “The blood isn’t what’s out of place. It’s that.” Sept pointed to the two indentations in the blood pool opposite them. The spot was on the side closest to the building and obscured from the street because of the three Dumpsters and some newly planted shrubbery. “He was stabbed and fell here, then whoever did it knelt next to the body. The low temperatures last night made the blood congeal faster, but still it didn’t happen instantly. And with only one wound for the blood to drain from, it took quite a while for that pool to form.”

“Why’d the killer do that?”

“A good question.” Sept waved over the department photographer who’d just arrived. “Unfortunately, I don’t know, since the killer didn’t leave a note with the details of the how and why.”

“What’s your best guess?”

Sept stood and stepped back. “What’s your guess?” Nathan stayed quiet the whole time the forensic team went through their procedures, and Sept assumed he was thinking through his answer.

“From what you said, they were probably sorry they did it. Maybe they knelt there for a long time because they were in shock.”

The answer surprised her, but revealed some of why her father had given Nathan a chance. “That’s good, but take it one step further.”

“A step further?”

“Whoever perpetrated this knelt here long enough to leave evidence that they were here. Who does that?” Sept asked as she kept her eyes on the windows of the kitchen that faced the side where they were standing. Only one person was interested in what they were doing, and Keegan Blanchard locked eyes with her.

“Someone who knew him?” This time Nathan answered with much more authority. “That makes sense, doesn’t it? He killed the poor bastard and felt bad about it.”

“There’s hope for you, Blackman. Come on, let’s go find our killer.”

“Wait.” He grabbed her by the sleeve and let go when she turned around and stared at him before she dropped her eyes to his hand and he removed it. “You think someone who works here killed him?”

“Do you know if he’s married or seeing someone?” Sept was still, but her attention was again on Keegan, who stood at the window.

“I haven’t even gotten his name yet.”

“It doesn’t matter.” She pointed to the large pool of blood. “People who have something to be passionate about carry out crimes of passion, and we end up with a poor bastard next to a trash pile. In this case I’m guessing it was someone in there.” When Sept cocked her head toward the building, Keegan disappeared.

As Sept and Nathan stepped through the door, Keegan drove a large chef’s knife into the breast of a duck. She sliced through it so easily she seemed to be cutting soft butter.

“Ms. Blanchard,” Sept said, to keep her distance. “Today’s special?” She indicated the duck.

“One of them.” Keegan cut the duck up and moved to the next one. “I don’t usually get to do this, but the storm scattered our staff, so we’re all having to kick in to keep the restaurants at the level people expect.”

“Having a dead guy outside doesn’t throw you off your game just a little?”

“His name was Donovan Bisland, Detective, and even though we’ll miss him, the business has to go on.” Keegan wiped her hands on a towel, then laid them on the stainless steel surface not covered in poultry. “Are you finished?”

Sept concentrated on Keegan’s hands and noticed the bandage on each of her knuckles on her right hand. “We’ve almost finished outside, but we have some questions for you. Can someone take over for you?” Sept asked, meaning the ducks.

“You can ask me whatever you like right here.”

“Okay.” Sept dragged out the word. “How long have you been sleeping with the victim?”

“What?” Keegan screamed, clearly outraged. “I was not sleeping with him,” she hissed, before she stormed out through the swinging doors that led to the first-floor dining room.

“Is your nickname Subtle Savoie?” Nathan asked as he studied more carefully the knife Keegan had left behind.

“Is that your way of begging me to pop you in the face again?”

Keegan was sitting at the center table, tapping her foot. “Did you think of some less stupid questions?”

Before Sept answered, she unclipped her phone from her belt and answered it. “Savoie.” She wrote a few things in her pad. “What’s your best guess on the time?”

Sept hung up, then asked Keegan, “Where were you last night between ten and midnight?”

“I was having dinner with my grandmother, mother, sister, and our business advisor at Le Coquille D’Huîte in the Quarter. We had dinner at eight, then talked about business until eleven thirty.” Keegan fell silent for a moment, then scowled. “You think I had something to do with this?”

Sept figured she could play Keegan one of two ways, and if she picked wrong, the Blanchard family would quickly put a team of attorneys around Keegan that the Pentagon couldn’t break through. If that happened, the next time she’d see Keegan was in court wearing a designer suit and a smug smile, but only if she was lucky enough to build a case against her.

“I didn’t say that, Ms. Blanchard. We eliminate people until we find someone we can’t.”

“I suggest you start canvassing the neighborhood, then, because no one here is the killer.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll do our jobs.” Sept flipped to a new page in her pad. “Could you tell me why Mr. Bisland was here so late? Granted, it was Wednesday night, but it was still kind of late.”

“Do you moonlight as a chef?”

The question made Sept smile. “If I did that, I’d have more than one lawsuit pending.” The words made Keegan visibly relax. “I’m not trying to be flip or disrespectful, Ms. Blanchard, but I need to find out what happened.”

“Donovan liked to stay late and try out new recipes, and late nights are the only time he had the kitchen to himself. We’re famous for our bread-pudding soufflé, and he always wanted to find something to top it.”

“Did anyone ever stay with him?” Sept figured that giving Keegan the upper hand was working, so now she just had to ask short questions to keep Keegan talking.

“After a long day most of the staff is ready to go home,” Keegan said as she shook her head. The mask of control was staring to slip as her eyes filled with tears. “Usually the only one who volunteered to stay was me.”

“Can you tell me what happened to your hand?” Sept kept her eyes on the fingers with the Band-Aids. Keegan started to flex her hand but stopped halfway to making a fist. Probably because it hurt.

“It’s an occupational hazard. You work with food that makes your hands wet and slippery, and sometimes the knife slips. But don’t worry. My cuts are well covered and won’t affect my cooking ability.”

Keegan had given an answer, but not the one Sept was looking for. “I was cutting a duck like you just saw me do and the knife slipped.” That was the difference between answering directly and answering in a nondescript way. “Does it hurt much?”

“No.” Keegan answered as if words were at a premium.

“Were you and Mr. Bisland seeing each other socially?”

“Donovan was a creative genius in the kitchen, Detective, and he was a wonderful person to be around. That doesn’t always translate into wanting to sleep with someone.”

If Keegan had gotten close to breaking down, Sept realized that moment was gone. “I didn’t ask if you were sleeping with him, ma’am. We covered that in the kitchen. There’s a difference between sex and seeing someone socially, like in the occasional date.”

“The way you keep harping on it makes me think otherwise.”

“When did you cut yourself?” Sept changed tactics again, which made her sound like she suffered from ADHD, but questions out of sequence sometimes garnered more truthful and forthcoming answers than an interviewee intended.

“Yesterday morning.”

“Anything else you want to share with me about Mr. Bisland?”

“He was my friend and someone viciously killed him. Stop wasting your time on me and go find whoever did. You owe him that.” Keegan pushed away from the table and stood, then stalked out and slammed her way into the kitchen.

“That went well,” Nathan said, his eyes on the still-swinging doors. “What now?”

“Now you ask the rest of the people in the kitchen the same questions I just asked Martha Stewart on steroids.”

“Why me?”

“Because Ms. Blanchard is busy telling everyone in there what a bitch I am, so it’s up to you to find the disgruntled cook wannabe to give us the real story on her.” She shook her hand at him when he took a deep breath and opened his mouth to speak. “Trust me, someone in the place is always ready to roll on the boss. Also it’ll show Keegan she’s the only person I picked to talk to. People get nervous if the lead detective breaks them away from the herd.”

“How come she won’t think I’m not the lead detective?”

Sept couldn’t help but laugh. “Mainly because she’s not an idiot and she watched me punch you earlier. The fact that you stood there whining like a girl defined the chain of command for her.”


  Chapter Three



When Sept stepped back outside, she had to zip up her jacket because of the strengthening winds and the overcast sky. The crime scene tape was still up, but now that the body had been removed, the media had thinned out. Sept watched the two forensics guys examine the area.

George Falgout was twirling a print brush along the front of the Dumpster closest to where the body had lain, and his assistant Alex Perlis was taking pictures of the crime scene from every angle possible. The killer had most likely put his hand on the square George was checking to get back on his feet.

Still in his crouched position, George said, “Don’t tell me you’re going to run me ragged again, Sept? I’ve been enjoying the lull.”

“I’ll see what I can do. Find anything?”

“A lot of blood in this one spot, and not one fingerprint except on top of this damn thing.” George expanded the area he was dusting. “Did you check these Dumpsters out?”

The question made Sept look at the three large metal boxes. Wiring coming out the back of each one was attached to an electric-appearing box. “What are the power stations for?”

“They’re refrigerated,” George said. “Like a big icebox full of bad food, and someone comes out here regularly and wipes the outside down.”

“I guess the exorbitant prices for an entrée inside means no take-away from the Blanchards’ dining experience.”

“If you’d ever met Della Blanchard, kid, you’d understand the attention to detail.” George finished his fingerprint search and began taking blood samples.

“Did she pass that along to her granddaughter, you think?” Sept ignored George for the moment and tried to imagine what the area looked like at night, because in the light, the place seemed fairly wide open. “It would take someone with a tremendous capacity for detail to not leave a trace of themselves at a scene like this. You know what Pop always says, Uncle George.” The way Camille’s brother stared at Sept reminded her of her mom when she was concentrating hard on something.

“There are monsters in the world, but no such thing as ghosts.”

“Damn right.” Sept continued to scrutinize every foot. “Only a ghost can come and go as he pleases and not leave a trace.” The only thing that didn’t make sense to her was the evidence that the killer knelt next to the body. Aside from the two indentations, none of the other blood was out of place. “Hey, Alex. Did you find any blood trace coming this way?” Sept was still standing by the door to the kitchen.

“No, but there isn’t a drop in any other direction either.” Alex removed the flash assembly from the camera and carefully placed it into its case.

“Keep at it. Nobody kneels in blood and doesn’t leave a clue as to where they’re headed next.” She carefully made her way to George and patted him on the shoulder. “See you and Aunt Valerie Sunday.”

George placed his hand over hers and repeated the mantra Sept’s father had originated. “Remember to keep your head down.”

She spent the rest of the afternoon going door to door in a two-block radius, hoping to find someone who saw or heard anything out of the ordinary. In a post-Katrina world, at least four out of ten homes were empty. The owners were either waiting for federal aid, battling their insurance companies, or seeing if the levees would be shored up.

“Any luck?” Sept asked Nathan when she got back and found him sitting on the front of the car.

“Keegan Blanchard was a bitch to you, but everyone else loves her. Not one disgruntled cook wannabe in there.” Nathan flipped through his notes. “One of the dishwashers was the last person who saw Donovan alive. Like Keegan told us, this guy said Donovan was pulling ingredients out to work on something when he said good night. And everyone agreed that Keegan wasn’t here because of that business dinner.”

“Anyone strike you as hinky?” Sept turned the key in the ignition and put the car in reverse, but got only two feet before Keegan slammed her hands on the trunk. “What the hell?”

When Sept got out, Keegan said, “If you’re leaving, take all this crap with you.”

“What crap, Ms. Blanchard?”

“The yellow tape and the people trampling through my yard.”

Sept followed the rigid finger in the direction Keegan pointed. “Sorry, the tape and the tramplers are staying until I release the crime scene.”

“Which is when?”

“Around ten tonight.”

“What?” The way Keegan shrieked made Sept press her fingers to the side of her head. “That’s totally unacceptable.”

“You asked me to do my job, didn’t you? That’s what I’m trying to do, so back off, lady.” She raised her hand and Keegan clenched hers as if she wasn’t intimidated at all.

“If you think you’ve heard the last of this, you’re crazy.”

Sept’s father had told her she had an intuitive ability to read faces. She could detect the subtle signs that people tried to hide, but that in reality revealed the essence of who they were. And the truth of what and who they were bubbled up in a flash that they could no more deny than their name. The set of Keegan’s mouth and the way she narrowed her eyes gave Sept what the crime scene could not.

Here was a woman whose passion probably made her great at her job, but could that be twisted to give her the ability to take a life? The way she didn’t flinch made Sept think that Keegan was more than capable of driving a knife through Donovan’s chest just as easily as a duck’s.

“I’m sure your family knows everyone from the mayor on down, and a few phone calls could make my job more difficult,” Sept said, trying to sound reasonable. “But you’d just delay us finding who did this. Do that and I have to ask myself why.”

“Get out of here, and try to stay out of the way. Our lunch crowd will be here in a couple of hours, and it’s hard enough to make a living without people being afraid they’re in danger if they come in.”

“We’ll do our best, ma’am.”



*



For the rest of the afternoon Sept studied her notes and started her report, with Royce Belanger screaming at her for even thinking that Keegan could in any way be involved. Both he and the French Quarter district chief had given her their version of a talking-to, which meant Keegan hadn’t kept her word.

“Where you going?” Royce asked when she reached for her jacket.

“To arrest Keegan Blanchard.”

“The fuck you are.”

The way the veins in Royce’s neck and forehead stuck out made Sept laugh. “Crank it down a notch, sir.” She took her gun from the top drawer of her desk and slipped it into her shoulder holster before slapping Royce on the back so hard he stumbled a step forward. “I’m on my way to Blanchard’s, but it’s to give the duck Nazi what she wants.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“I’m going to release the crime scene.”

“You call Della Blanchard’s granddaughter the duck Nazi to her face, and I’m feeding you to the screaming assholes downtown who’ve been chewing on my ass all day.” Royce shook his finger at her the entire time he was talking. “And get your ass home and get some sleep.”

Alone, Sept drove back to the restaurant and parked a block away. In her career she’d worked a lot of murders, and living someplace like New Orleans meant she would never have a shortage of work.

She stood in the backyard of Blanchard’s and glanced at her watch periodically.

The door would open every twenty minutes or so, and two guys would empty the kitchen’s garbage cans into the Dumpsters. Sept had a good view of not only the restaurant but the street. If this had been a random crime, the perpetrator might take his chances again.

At ten, the traffic in the entire area slowed down until the last trip to the Dumpster was made and the door closed, and in the quiet Sept heard the dead bolt click into place. With most of the restaurant’s lights off, this was the scene that Donovan had faced the night before.

Now the area was barely lit from the kitchen lights, because the streetlights were one of the storm’s victims. She stood at the cusp of where the pool of blood had been and slowly surveyed the area again. The darkness made it hard to see the gate and the street beyond.

“If you want to scream at me some more I’ll be happy to consent, but first give me ten minutes to think.” Sept turned and faced a surprised Keegan, who leaned against the Dumpster and crossed her arms over her chest.

“How’d you know it was me?”

“A mixture of your perfume and spices,” Sept said. The white chef’s top added light to the area. “Or maybe it’s that endless supply of sarcasm that just oozes off you. It’s hard to tell.”

“Do you have some sort of social disorder?” Keegan never moved.

“My mother thinks I’m the best thing since sliced French bread.”

Keegan laughed so quickly it came out as a snort. “Even Son of Sam’s mother loved him. That’s not exactly a ringing endorsement.”

“At least I don’t go crying to her when someone wasn’t willing to treat me like a princess.” Sept tried her best to push Keegan’s temper points to see the reaction.

“You think I called my mother and told on you?” The question still bore traces of sarcasm, but also a bit of humor.

“Maybe it was just my turn to have a bad day at work.” Sept recalled the position of the body. If Keegan or someone else had come out of the kitchen, the argument had to have escalated to the point that the killer paced around Donovan. Judging from the way Donovan fell, he was facing the gate, not the door, because the wound he sustained was fatal. He hadn’t fought at all. “Are you used to always getting your own way?”

“What the hell do you know about me?”

Come on, Sept mentally chanted. “You seem easy enough to read. If the world doesn’t go your way, you change the world.”

Keegan’s fists clenched in front of her body, and even in the low light her heaving chest was visible. “You’re an idiot if you think I did this, and that’s what you believe, isn’t it?”

“No, it’s not, Ms. Blanchard. Please accept my apologies for being rude.” Sept could see that Keegan had a temper but was also a control freak about keeping herself in check. Keegan would kill someone only if her own life was in danger, and according to everyone, including Keegan, Donovan was merely a threat to sugary treats.

“Not so fast.” Keegan moved to face her. “Are you bipolar or something?”

“You liked it better when I considered you a suspect?” Sept said with a laugh. “You didn’t do it, Ms. Blanchard, just accept it.”

“Who did, then? Or do you not care?” Keegan acted like a balloon with a slow leak.

“I care about every case I work, ma’am. I wouldn’t be here otherwise. Was your friend a smoker?”

“No, Donovan’s only vice was sugar. That’s what made him such a great pastry chef. He wasn’t a violent person and didn’t deserve such a horrible ending.”

“No one does.” Sept had to discover what he’d been doing out there in order to reconfigure her theory of the crime. “If you can, could you describe his routine when he stayed late?”

“He experimented, cooked, and cleaned up. He wanted to work here so he could try new things.”

“What was he working on last night?”

“Why’s that important? It’s not why someone robbed him.”

Keegan was obviously still angry because she was frustrated. “Investigating is like following a recipe, Ms. Blanchard, only in reverse. The result always has a reason. We simply have to find the ingredients that brought it about.”

“It’s December so it was probably something to do with pecans. We buy directly from certain farmers so our selections reflect our area, and the crop was late this year so we just started making pecan-based dishes.” Keegan stared at the door as if trying to remember something. “The dirty pots were out this morning, which wasn’t like Donovan.”

“What was the dish?”

“The cleaning crew had a hard time getting out a hard coat of caramel at the bottom of his favorite pot. His pots were special, that one especially, since my grandmother gave it to him. He would have left it like that only because he was dead.”

“I guess you have to cook to understand what you just said, because I don’t get excited about pots.”

“The dirty pot belonged to my great-great-grandmother. If your expertise is candy or desserts, you can’t cook anything else in your pots. If you do, any impurities or spices in the pot end up where you don’t want them.”

“Good to know, if I have a sudden urge to whip up something sweet that I don’t want to taste like fish. Find any caramel-pecan anything in there?” Sept pointed to the kitchen.

“Just the pot.”

Sept shook her head and opened the top of the Dumpster Donovan was closest to when he died. She handed her jacket to Keegan and jumped in. Of course it had to be the one the busboys had used all night.

“Shouldn’t you have done this earlier?”

“We did, but I was looking for one of those great knives you were using this morning, not sweets.” Sept raised her voice as she moved bags around. With her small flashlight in her mouth she found what she was searching for in the front corner. Donovan had scraped his concoction into a piece of foil and tossed it in. “This look like something?”

“I didn’t see the pot this morning, but that’s how he got rid of anything he wasn’t happy with. What does that prove?”

Sept pulled herself out and brushed her pants off, grimacing when she touched something cold and gooey. “Nothing yet, but now I know why he was out here.”

“And?”

“Can I walk you to your car, Ms. Blanchard?”

“You’re done talking to me?” Keegan gave Sept her coat and crossed her arms again.

“When I have something I’ll let you know—you have my word. Can I give you that escort? I don’t want you out here alone this late.”

Keegan nodded and led Sept to the parking lot out back. She stopped next to the Mercedes coupe, and Sept wiped her hand before opening the door for her.

“Don’t forget to keep me updated or I will call my mother.”

For the first time after meeting Keegan, Sept laughed out of pure humor. “Be careful going home and I’ll be in touch.” She stood until Keegan turned out of the lot, and with her went any suspicion of anything sinister about this crime. It was a robbery gone bad, and that was it.

The little voice in her head was the only thing that put the brakes on that theory.


  Chapter Four



The pain behind his eyes made him want to rip them out of his head. He’d done what had been asked of him, but nothing had changed. The silence was overwhelming except for the voices that built his thirst for feeling the knife go in. The suddenness of the urge had surprised him more than anything. He had heard no voices of any kind until the night he saw the guy by the Dumpster. His white shirt had been like a blank canvas waiting to be painted.

That’s why he’d stripped down despite the temperature. He’d knelt there in the quiet and followed the red blossom across the guy’s chest until it spilt to the walkway and around his naked knees. It was the sacrifice his demons had demanded, but the satisfaction was fleeting.

When the blood had first touched his skin, like an electric shock, it had numbed the pain briefly. That pain—his excuse to stop everything—was the one constant in his life now.

At first the agony was so intense it made him pray to die, but then that misery had transmuted into hope. The necessary pain had given birth to the voice in his head, and no woman in his past had been so seductive.

It started the night he’d heard the guy cursing by the Dumpster. The screaming in his head promised him what he craved, if he would make the right sacrifice. He craved a second chance.

But something went wrong. He’d done what was asked of him, and the door he most wanted opened had stayed firmly shut. That’s why he’d picked the woman next. The man had been wrong, but the woman’s blood should grease the hinges that appeared welded shut.

The images on her chest were like the ones he’d seen in the book. He’d knelt next to her too but again—nothing. He’d killed her, but instead of salvation, the emptiness had returned. That betrayal had angered him.

“What?” he screamed, and pulled the hair at the sides of his head. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“The first two were to see if you were worthy of even seeing the door.”

The voice made him drop to his knees, his hands still pressed to his head. As much as he wanted to hear its promises, it scared him. He unsheathed the knife and placed it on the bed. The blade had been wiped clean, and in its reflection he could see the tears streaming down his face. Against the rotting sheets the knife did appear to be a shining symbol of hope.

“That’s not what you said,” he yelled directly at the knife. “You said if I killed them you’d give me what I wanted.”

“Shut up and stop your sniveling. That’s why you’re here with me instead of where you want. You’re a coward who doesn’t deserve to be rewarded.”

“I’m sorry…please.” He picked up the knife and kissed the blade.

“Are you ready to begin?”

“I’ll do whatever you want.” He rocked as he held the knife against his chest, as if cradling a lover.

“Perhaps you’ll be worthy yet, but first you have to prepare an altar. You’ve proved you have the courage to begin the journey, but the gods are thirsty for much more.”

“Just tell me what you want me to do and I’ll do it.” His crying had stopped, and he returned the knife to its sheath with forceful authority. The voice was gone now, but he was calm enough to sleep. “Tomorrow night can’t come soon enough,” he said as he lay down. The bed smelled of mold and mud, but it brought him comfort, and as his eyes closed he thought of where to build his altar.

That he’d thought of it so quickly made him run his fingers along the handle of his knife. “I knew you weren’t mad at me,” he said to the voice.

“Sleep now, because you have so much more work to do.”



*



Sept’s dashboard clock read 12:30 when she parked in front of her apartment in the Quarter. Her pants were a mess, but she pocketed her keys and walked to Pope’s Pub on Royal Street.

When she straddled a bar stool the owner asked, “Aren’t you a little old for a food fight?”

“Bite me, then pour me a beer.”

“What’s the matter, sunshine?”

“I’ve had people chewing me out all day about a pastry chef, and I don’t need you piling on.” She sipped her beer and felt the cold liquid go all the way down, then chuckled. She’d been at one of the city’s best restaurants almost all day and hadn’t eaten.

“I take it the cake maker’s dead,” the owner said as he wiped glasses and put them away.

“He’s dead all right, probably the first of many, since he died for his wallet and watch.” She drained her glass and waved off another one. “So much for the calm after the storm. The fuckers that kept me hopping before Katrina must be back.”

“Sure you don’t want another one?”

“Nah, I’m beat. Thanks, man.” Sept threw a five on the bar and waved over her shoulder. The bar had become a regular haunt for her after the storm because the owner had never evacuated and never closed, even when the high winds had brushed the Quarter clean. In the months since, he’d listened to her reminisce about Noel and Sophie, and nodded to prove it.

When Sept was a block away from home, she saw a young prostitute she recognized as Erica Median. When she got closer, Erica asked, “Interested in a date?”

“I give Vice another couple of weeks to start cracking down. Don’t be in the first batch they sweep up.” Sept slapped Erica on the ass when Erica put her arms around her. “Get to bed. This late, you’ll find somebody you don’t need a date with.”

“My boyfriend threw me out and said not to come back without some cash.” Erica shook her head to get the strands of dark brown hair out of her face. “No biggie, but these days it’s dead out here after nine.”

“You need that idiot in your life like you need cancer. How about you stay with me and start again tomorrow?”

Erica put her hands in Sept’s back pockets. “You condoning breaking the law, Detective?” She laughed when Sept slapped her backside again but started walking.

After they made it up the stairs and into her apartment, Sept pointed toward the bedroom. “The bathroom’s through there.”

“You lost a lot of stuff in the storm?” Erica asked, her eyes slowly scanning the main room.

“The more stuff you own, the more you have to clean, so I just got what I needed.” Sept opened the refrigerator, which held only two beers and an empty pizza box.

“Yeah, I can see you’re a big fan of cleaning,” Erica said, staring at the pile of dirty dishes in the sink.

“Who are you, Merry Maid?” Erica laughed, and Sept unbuckled her pants on the way to the bedroom. When she dropped them in the hamper she noticed the multitude of food stains, including some of Donovan’s last effort. Shout probably wouldn’t do the trick. She grabbed a fresh T-shirt and slipped it over her underwear.

“Mind if I shower?” Erica asked.

Sept had never seen Erica under a good light. She had started hooking after the storm, when her boyfriend had lost his job, so she still had that young, fresh look. A few more months and that brightness in her face would disappear.

“Sure. Take your time.” Once the bathroom door closed, Sept searched the top of the closet for the metal box she seldom used to lock away her gun and badge. Then she lay down, ready for another sleepless night.

The tune Erica was humming in the shower and the running water were the last things she heard until four, when Noel appeared, begging her to help find Sophie. Sept dove under with that now-familiar sense of panic that she was already too late.

When the two turned into the water-bloated images Sept’s dream always dredged up, she woke up gasping and covered in sweat. Only this time she wasn’t alone. Erica hovered over her with her hand above Sept’s chest.

“You’re okay, it’s just a dream.” Erica rubbed her hand in a circle. Sept screaming “No” over and over had woken her. “You’re okay now,” she repeated, trying to ease the look of fear on Sept’s face.

“Thanks,” Sept said as she kicked the sheet off and sat up.

“Wait.” Erica sat up behind her and put her arms around Sept’s neck to keep her from standing. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

“It’s nothing—just a bad dream.”

“My mama used to call those the night terrors. Said there’s only one way to keep them away.” Erica ran her hands along Sept’s shoulders, down her arms, and up along her back so she could repeat the motion. “Want to give it a try? We had too little sleep for you to get up now.”

“What’s the cure?”

Erica edged closer and kissed her neck, then her cheek. When Sept didn’t push her away she got up and sat on her lap so she could reach her lips easier. “The cure is to have someone love you,” Erica said as she traced Sept’s lips with her fingers. She could read the fatigue in the dark circles under Sept’s eyes, so what she decided next was partly for that and also because she wasn’t ready to go back to her asshole boyfriend. “Lift up,” she said, tugging on the elastic band of Sept’s underwear.

“You don’t have to go that far,” Sept told Erica, who was now on her knees between her legs.

“Let me, please.” The underwear came off easily and she smiled up at Sept before she put her mouth on her. That’s all she used as she licked and sucked Sept’s clit until it was hard against her tongue. Sept barely made a sound, but Erica could tell by her breathing and the wetness coating her chin that she was close. The moment Sept put her hand at the back of her head, Erica sucked as hard as she could until Sept bucked her hips a couple of times, then lifted her off the floor.

“If that’s what your mother had in mind, you two must’ve had an interesting relationship,” Sept said as she lay back with Erica plastered to her side.

“That’s disgusting,” Erica said, and kissed her shoulder. “After she kissed away the bad feelings, she would sing to us.” Erica started to hum, and the tune she picked made Sept’s laughter gradually give way to deep, even breaths, a sign she was asleep.

Erica was still awake at seven, and she carefully extracted herself from Sept’s side and picked up her wallet. Sept had left it on the nightstand next to her keys and cell phone the night before. She dressed and left without a sound, cash in hand.

At seven thirty Sept’s cell phone woke her and she groped for it, feeling drugged from all the sleep. “Savoie,” she barked. The light streaming into the room made her put her other hand over her eyes as she fell back into her pillow.

“Where are you?” Royce asked.

“Getting some sleep, like you told me to.” Sept held the phone to her ear, the short silence
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