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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. As the subject matter deals with criminal investigation, and in some cases the may involve non graphic death or violence, the subject matter alone maybe offensive to some—Please Be Advised. 
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PROLOGUE
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The alley behind La Sirène bar was never meant to be remembered. It was a narrow gap between a bakery and an apartment block, a place where the city’s heat clung to the bricks long after midnight and the rain left the pavement slick and shining. By four in the morning, the blue tape was already up, patrol cars idling at either end, and the only sounds were the distant echo of a trumpet and the soft hush of the city holding its breath.
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Detective Camille Rousseau arrived on foot, letting the rhythm of the city settle her nerves. She passed sleeping dogs, the detritus of last night’s revelry, and the faint, mournful notes of jazz drifting from somewhere deep in the Quarter. At the mouth of the alley, she ducked under the tape and stepped into a scene shaped by violence and gravity—a body beneath a rusted fire escape, rainwater pooling at his side, arms and legs arranged with deliberate care.
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Louis “Blue” Baptiste had been a legend, his name spoken with reverence and caution in every club from Frenchmen to St. Claude. But in death, he was just another mystery. His trumpet was gone, the case left behind, and the only clues were a string of broken Mardi Gras beads, a bloodied hand, and a paper napkin stamped with a bar’s logo. The city’s secrets pressed in from every side, and Camille knew that in New Orleans, nothing stayed buried for long—not the music, not the truth, and certainly not the sins of the past.
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As dawn crept over the rooftops, Camille knelt beside the body, searching for the story hidden in the silence. Somewhere in the city, someone was already counting on her to miss the right note. But Camille Rousseau had learned to listen for what others tried to hide. And in the city of jazz and shadows, every unsolved had a rhythm of its own.
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This prologue introduces the setting, the protagonist, and the central crime, capturing the noir atmosphere and musical undertones that define the story.
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CHAPTER 1
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The alley behind the La Sirène bar was a kind of afterthought, a gap between a three-story bakery and an apartment block that still shed heat through its walls even at four in the morning. The rain had let up an hour before, but the pavement kept the memory, slick and black, so that every step brought up a faint echo of shoe leather and city rot. Patrol had already strung blue tape across both ends, leaving the space in between untouched except for what gravity and violence had arranged.
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Detective Camille Rousseau parked three blocks off, not out of superstition but because she preferred the last minutes of a walk to settle her nerves. There was something to be said for entering a scene already breathing at the city’s rhythm. She passed two sleeping dogs curled in a gas station alcove, a plastic cup flattened in the gutter, and the faint sound of trumpet from somewhere deep in the Quarter, someone practicing or, more likely, someone drunk enough to think they were making music.
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At the alley mouth, a single patrol car idled, lights washing red-blue stripes over the wet bricks. The responding uniform, a woman named Puckett, nodded her through with a nod so practiced it seemed to have its own muscle memory.
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“Detective,” Puckett said. “No rush. We secured the scene, just waiting on your say-so for the photographer.”
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Camille nodded. The air in the alley was close, almost warm. She ducked the tape and walked twenty paces in, her shoes making small, precise sounds against the broken concrete. The body was tucked under a rusted fire escape, rainwater collecting in the hollow just behind the man’s right shoulder. Louis Baptiste—Blue, as everyone called him—had a reputation that made people hesitate at his name. But in death, he was just another unsolved. His arms lay close to his sides, left leg crossed delicately over right at the ankle, the kind of positioning that could only be deliberate.
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He wore a dress shirt, white with blue pinstripes, the collar split open and the bottom buttons half-torn. There was blood on his mouth and on the first three fingers of his left hand, bright against the skin even in the colorless alley light. Camille knelt, slow, careful not to disturb the thin pool of rainwater edging his shoulder. She studied the face: swelling under the right eye, a split on the lip, bruise at the base of the jaw that would go green if given the chance. None of it deep enough to kill. That wasn’t why Blue was dead.
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The trumpet case sat a half meter from his hip. Black, with two travel stickers peeling from its handle, and the latches still snapped shut in the locked position. She flicked her gloved thumb over the clasp—no sign of forced entry, no scratches. She opened it, gentle, as if she might wake something up. Inside, the velvet liner was indented to the trumpet’s shape but otherwise empty. Someone had taken the instrument and left the case behind. The move was intentional. Everyone in the business, musician or thief, knew the difference.
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Camille scanned the ground. The wet surface made a mirror of the alley, amplifying every speck of trash and lost bead. By the gutter, a string of Mardi Gras beads lay snapped, green and purple and gold, pooled out from under Blue’s splayed hand. There was also a paper napkin balled up near his foot, the logo from a bar she didn’t recognize stamped in the middle. She set a marker by the beads and took two shots with her phone, angling the frame to catch both the beads and the hand in a single composition.
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She shifted to Blue’s other side, running a quick inventory for herself: wallet in the inside jacket pocket, driver’s license visible through the mesh, sixty-three dollars in cash, two receipts, one business card with a phone number written on the back in blue pen. His pants were dry except for the knees, which had picked up moisture from the walk or the struggle—Camille wasn’t sure which yet. She checked the shoes: leather, scuffed but expensive, not something a casual mugger would leave unless they wanted to send a message. The soles had a fresh city dirt that matched the alley but not the sidewalk outside. He hadn’t been dragged in. He’d come here, or been brought here, under his own power.
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From behind, Puckett cleared her throat. “Detective, want me to get your kit?”
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“In a minute,” Camille said. She crouched lower, examining Blue’s right hand. The knuckles were scraped, two with embedded grit, the nails cracked. He’d swung at someone. Not enough to break skin, but enough to go down fighting. She took another photo and then stood up, brushing the creases from her slacks.
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She walked the length of the alley, slow, tracing the points of access and exit. The fire escape ladder ended three meters above the ground, but it could be scaled with some effort. No fresh dents in the rust, but a sticky residue of something dark clung to one of the lower rungs. She scraped it into an evidence envelope, labeled it, moved on. The dumpster beside the fire escape wore a spray-painted logo from the La Sirène bar, with a sticker reading “Wednesday: Two-for-One Hurricanes!” She circled it, scanning for blood, prints, anything that didn’t belong. Nothing obvious. She lifted the lid. Inside, only the smell of rot and citrus, and a stack of broken-down boxes with beer logos. She shut it, took a note.
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At the end of the alley, a passage opened onto the side street. She checked the pavement for drag marks, for blood, for anything not washed away by the night’s rain. Nothing. The only thing new was a set of footprints leading in from the main drag: size eleven
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