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PROLOGUE


When Caydee Spurgeon glanced over at Roger Mitchell, sitting with his back against a brick wall, pale as death, face buried in his hands as if afraid it might fall off, her older sister’s parting pearl of wisdom rang in her head like an ancient prophecy of doom. “When a couple takes their first trip together,” Bree had said, “it’s make or break. Either you come out of it crazy in love, or you want to murder each other. There’s no middle ground.”


That was how it had worked for Bree and Spence. A weeklong climbing and hiking trip to Lake Placid had culminated in a proposal at the top of Mount Marcy, New York’s highest peak. Seven years and two babies later, they were still, in Bree’s words, “deliriously happy.” Bree might have been exaggerating the “delirious” part—they had their ups and downs, as any married couple did. But they were still together, and happy more often than not. Caydee loved her nieces, and was glad the hiking trip had turned into so much more.


But this Mardi Gras trip with Roger was turning out very much the other way—which, in retrospect, she figured her sister had been trying to warn her about. Murder was looking better all the time.


They’d only been here for three days so far. The first day had been nice, walking around, exploring the sights and the shops. But it had gone downhill since, and yesterday had been the worst. Roger hadn’t wanted to leave the French Quarter all day. More specifically, he hadn’t wanted to leave the French Quarter’s bars, and even when he could be persuaded to, he carried a go-cup with him. Increasingly inebriated as afternoon turned into night, he’d become just one more loud, obnoxious drunk among many others. He had pressured Caydee to bare her breasts for some cheap plastic beads offered by a trio of different loud, obnoxious drunks, and when she had refused, he’d sulked and called her a prude. She had pointed out a couple of strip clubs where he could see all the breasts he wanted, and she went back to their hotel alone. He had stumbled in a few hours later, smelling of cheap perfume and vomit—which still flecked his shoes, she noticed—and fell onto the bed, fully dressed.


Now she was wondering if she could exchange her ticket for an earlier flight, so she wouldn’t have to sit next to him all the way back to Ohio. She had already decided to break up with him; the only question remaining was whether it would happen in New Orleans or back home in Dayton.


She turned her attention back to the parade. She was standing under one of the gorgeous shade trees lining St. Charles Avenue, and it was the real, actual Fat Tuesday, and a Mardi Gras parade was passing by right in front of her eyes in all its color and spectacle. Seeing this had been a dream for years, and she wouldn’t let a bad boyfriend decision ruin it for her.


She was astonished by the beauty and complexity of some of the costumes, both in the parade and among the spectators. Music and laughter and cheers filled the air, and her eyes almost ached at the riot of colors—especially the variations on purple, green, and gold, the “official” colors of Mardi Gras, according to the pre-trip research she’d done. This was so different from the seedy scenes in the French Quarter the night before that she could hardly believe she was in the same city.


Across the street, people thronged the balconies of the Buccaneer Hotel, which was where she had wanted to stay when the idea of the trip was initially broached. Roger had dithered, as he so often did—that should have been a sign, she realized now—and the Buccaneer had sold out long before they’d made their reservation. Instead, they were at a dump called the Crescent Palms Motel, in a marginal neighborhood, miles from the parade route. She wasn’t sure whether the cockroaches or the bedbugs would win the war for dominance of the room—the roaches had size and weight, but the bedbugs had strength in numbers. Either way, she knew who the loser was.


She noticed a man sitting by himself on one of the third-floor balconies. He looked like a serviceman, wearing a khaki uniform of some kind. He was African American, slender, maybe in his late thirties, she guessed, and the reason he stood out to her was because it looked like from his chair, he could barely see the parade passing below him. Something else seemed to be on his mind. He looked worried, even afraid. Caydee found herself checking up on him often, hoping that whatever was weighing on him would leave him alone so he could enjoy the hotel room he’d obviously paid a small fortune for.


A gasp coursed through the crowd like an electrical charge as the next float lumbered into view. This parade was put on by the Krewe of Poseidon, and the sea king himself loomed over the float. Poseidon was fifteen or twenty feet tall, she guessed, a papier-mâché giant with shaggy hair and a long, flowing beard made of silvery feathers. That beard looked soft, not like the one Roger had been growing out for the past few months, which sometimes made her feel like she was making out with a Brillo pad. Clutched in Poseidon’s raised fist was a trident that looked like real metal and towered another seven or eight feet above the figure’s head.


People on the float were tossing “throws” to the audience lining both sides of St. Charles: more plastic beads, doubloons, rubber tentacles and sharks, even a few shoes. Caydee had caught a strand of beads earlier, and had got her foot down on a tentacle before anyone else could, but for the sake of her fingers, she hadn’t tried to pick it up until after the people around her had stopped stomping at it themselves. Now it was safe in the pocket of her jeans and the gold beads hung around her neck. No nudity necessary, thank you very much, Roger.


She was watching one of the Krewe dressed as a masked pirate tossing out gold-colored plastic chalices when a sudden motion on the balcony across the street caught her eye. It was the serviceman again, she realized, but he was no longer sitting in that chair, well back from the edge. Instead, he was standing at the railing—no, not standing. Lunging, climbing… she couldn’t even tell. He was a flurry of movement, all khaki and dark skin, and was that someone behind him? Was he trying to escape the balcony, or—


Then Caydee stopped trying to figure out what was happening, because none of it made any logical sense. The man was perched for an instant on the railing, and then he was flying, soaring through the air. But he was airborne for just moments before his course altered again, and then he was plummeting toward the street.


No, not that far. Because the float was passing just beneath him, and the tines of Poseidon’s trident broke his fall. She blew out the breath she’d been holding, but it caught in her throat when the tines erupted out the other side of him. As blood began to drip down onto the float’s passengers, Caydee started to scream.


So did everyone else.


Almost everyone else.


Sitting against the wall, head in his hands and oblivious to the scene in the street, Roger just moaned.




1


Dwayne Cassius Pride—“King” to special friends, and, more often than not, less respectful names to people he had arrested—had enjoyed a lot of Mardi Gras celebrations. A lifetime of them, in fact. He had been to the balls, listened to what seemed like thousands of musicians and bands of every style, size, and degree of talent, and watched parades from every angle: looking down from rooftops or balconies, riding on the floats, sitting at a restaurant table with a good meal in front of him, a beer, a Sazerac, or a glass of fine wine close at hand.


The floats could be fun, and most of the millions of people who’d watched the parades and participated in the long stretch of celebrations held between Epiphany and Ash Wednesday would never have a chance to experience riding them. He would always be happy that he had been able to. But the experience was limiting, too—the crowd passed by in a blur, his view partially blocked by the requisite mask; the sound was a ferocious roar in which individual voices, much less the notes played by the float’s musicians, were utterly lost; and the constant motion of dipping into the containers of throws and tossing them overboard made the whole experience into a kind of grueling ordeal. It was nonetheless a blast, of course, and not an experience he would ever regret. Nobody who rode on a float forgot it; in the days immediately following, they remembered every time they tried to lift their hands above chest height, and the ringing in their ears reminded them at every otherwise quiet moment.


This year, Pride was more than content to watch from the sidewalk, like the hundreds of thousands of visitors and locals lining the parade route. He had arrived early and staked out a spot near the corner of Napoleon and St. Charles. The parade made a turn there, enabling the spectators to get a good look at each float from multiple angles. The marching bands slowed for the turn, too, so the crowd got to hear a little more of each performance than they would elsewhere on the route.


The morning was cool; spotty showers the night before had dampened the streets, but fortunately hadn’t lingered past sunrise. Still, Pride had worn a brown leather jacket until the press of bodies and the sun pushing through cloud cover warmed the day. Now he held it slung over his shoulder. He stood with family, by blood and by choice: daughter Laurel and fellow NCIS special agents Chris Lasalle and Sonja Percy, Jefferson Parish medical examiner Doctor Loretta Wade, and forensic agent Sebastian Lund. Investigative computer specialist Patton Plame sat among them in his wheelchair, with purple, green, and gold streamers threaded between the spokes of his wheels. Pride had hoped Tammy Gregorio, his team’s newest addition, could be there, but Washington, in its infinite wisdom and mercy, had chosen Mardi Gras week to summon her to lead some specialized training workshops.


The Krewe of Zulu parade had passed by earlier. The Krewe of Poseidon parade had just finished; next would come the Krewe of Rex. Shrove Tuesday was a legal holiday in Louisiana and, with any luck, the day’s NCIS workload would be light to nonexistent. Over at CFA, the bar Pride owned, manager and bartender Michael Buckley was no doubt already being run ragged. It would only get busier toward evening, so Pride expected he would be helping out there later on.


Then he heard the screams echoing from farther down St. Charles Avenue, and he winced. They didn’t necessarily portend trouble for NCIS, but they assuredly meant that somebody’s day had just gotten a lot worse.


“Come on, folks,” he said. “I don’t know what’s going on down there, but whatever it is, I expect NOPD could use a hand.”


“I hope it’s just your hands that are needed, and not mine,” Loretta Wade replied. “Mardi Gras parades should be memorable, not fatal.”


“I think we’re all hoping that,” Pride said. “Only one way to know for sure, though. Let’s go learn things.”


* * *


“He was gigged!” Lasalle said.


“Excuse me?” Sonja said. “What do you mean by that, Country Mouse?”


“I wouldn’t expect you to know, City Mouse,” Lasalle countered. “But gigging is when you go fishing with a multi-pronged spear.”


“Like a trident?”


“Exactly like a trident.”


Sonja shook her head. “The things you learn…”


“Hang with me, Percy. I’ll teach you lots of things.”


“I just bet you will. Only most of them, I probably don’t want to know.”


The police department had cleared St. Charles Avenue and rerouted the later parades, much to the consternation of people who had been lining the street since before sunrise to claim prime spots. Considering the size of the crowd, Pride thought the NOPD had handled the situation as well as they could. There had been complaints and a few scuffles, but most people had complied, especially once the reason for the shift spread through the crowd. Then the problem became the morbidly curious, those more interested in seeing the victim than watching the rest of the parades. The NOPD had pushed them back to the ends of the block, sealing the area with CRIME SCENE tape and as many uniformed officers as could be spared.


EMTs and firefighters had worked together to free the victim from the trident and bring him down to the street, and Loretta was performing a preliminary investigation on the body. Pride stood with Sebastian, who shook his head sadly. “I’ve seen some compromised crime scenes before,” he said, “but never one that probably had five thousand people walk all over it between the crime and the investigation.”


Pride nodded toward the still-bloody trident atop the float. “That’s the crime scene, not this street,” he said. “That float, and that balcony over there.”


“Yeah, on top of that trident? You remember that I’m not great with heights?”


“I won’t make you climb it,” Pride assured him. “You can focus on trying to figure out if this was a homicide, a suicide, or an accident.”


“Yeah, that sounds better,” Sebastian said. “I’ll stay here and work on—well, what you said. Thanks.”


Sebastian wandered off to get a wider view of the overall scene. When he had gone, Pride surveyed the street. The detritus of the spectators remained very obvious: cigarette butts, food wrappers, empty go-cups and broken bottles and dented aluminum cans, dirty disposable diapers, abandoned parade throws everywhere. It was a good thing the victim had never hit the ground, he thought, or Sebastian would have been stuck in the lab for the next ten years, examining every item recovered from the scene for trace evidence.


“Dwayne?”


Pride’s attention snapped back to the medical examiner. “Yes, Miss Loretta?”


She had opened a wallet on a clean spot on the victim’s clothing, and she held a couple of plastic cards out toward Pride. “We knew from the service khaki uniform that the victim was Navy. Here’s his ID. He’s Lieutenant Edouard Alpuente. The address on the driver’s license is in Nicholson, Mississippi.”


“Nicholson?” Pride echoed.


“He must work out at Stennis,” Lasalle suggested.


“That’d be my guess,” Pride said, taking the cards and glancing at them. Stennis Space Center was a NASA field center—primarily a rocket testing facility—but it also served as the home base for various U.S. Navy organizations, including the Naval Meteorology and Oceanography Command, the Naval Oceanographic Office, and a small craft training center.


According to his driver’s license, Alpuente was thirty-four years old. He looked younger. He was an African American man, trim, with a short, military-style haircut. His eyes were set far apart, but his most prominent facial feature was a strong chin with a cleft in it. He had been a handsome man, cut down in his prime.


“Interestingly, I also found this,” Loretta said, interrupting Pride’s review of the victim’s appearance. She raised a small cloth bag, dirty red and tied at the top with string. The fabric was worn almost through in some places, and ragged at the edges.


“What is that?” Lasalle asked.


Pride took it from Loretta’s hand, handing back the lieutenant’s ID cards at the same time. He didn’t have to open the little bag to know the answer to Lasalle’s query. “Gris-gris bag,” he said.


“Gris-gris? As in voodoo?”


“That’s right, Chris.” Pride untied the bag and poured the contents into his palm. He counted eleven items altogether: some tiny plastic bags containing herbs, a piece of root he didn’t recognize, what looked like a desiccated mushroom, a couple of small metal charms, a crystal, what he guessed was a chunk of white bone, and a fragment of heavy, cream-colored paper on which was a hand-drawn sigil. “They’re meant to ward off evil spirits and bad luck.”


“I guess it didn’t work for him,” Sonja said.


“Or somebody else had some stronger juju,” Loretta replied.


“Wait a minute,” Lasalle said. “So this guy is working at one of the most advanced scientific facilities in the world, and he believes in voodoo?”


“It’s impossible to say yet if he truly believed,” Loretta said. “But if he did, it wouldn’t be unheard of. Science and the spiritual are sometimes separated only by a thin veil, if any. Is it easier to believe in a Big Bang than in the power of Li Grand Zombi?”


“It is for me,” Lasalle said. “Do you believe in voodoo?”


Loretta chuckled and shook her head. “Science is what I do,” she said. “All I’m saying is that it doesn’t hurt to keep an open mind. About voodoo, and just about anything else.”


Pride didn’t want the conversation to devolve into a philosophical discussion of belief systems, given how much work lay ahead. “What else do you have, Loretta?” he asked.


“I can say for sure that Lieutenant Alpuente was alive when he hit the trident,” she said. “And that his death was quick and relatively painless, after that. The tines are barbed at the top, so the entry and exit wounds were larger than the diameter of the shafts. The barbs opened good-sized holes, and he bled out rapidly.” She touched the man’s blood-soaked uniform shirt. “I won’t know for certain until I have him on my table, but I believe one penetrated his heart.”


“Bad way to go,” Sonja said. “But I guess it could have been worse.”


“It could have been much worse,” Loretta agreed. “The trident was part of the support structure holding up the deck, so it was solidly built. Landing on it was going to injure him, but if things had been different, he could have died much more slowly and with a great deal more pain. If it were me… well, I would choose to go fast.”


In the distance, Pride could hear the roar of another parade: the music, the cheers and applause, the familiar sounds of Mardi Gras in New Orleans. America’s biggest party. Those watching were having the time of their lives, and those participating were taking part in an old and rich tradition—one that helped define the city that he loved.


But he and his team were here, on a now largely deserted street, examining the victim of a violent death. Which is as it should be, he thought. Alpuente will never experience another Mardi Gras. Our duty is to figure out why, and find whoever is responsible.


Sebastian rejoined the team, looking at the screen of his smartphone as he crossed toward them.


“I ran a quick check on the ID Loretta found,” he began. “The victim is from Shell Beach, in St. Bernard Parish. Unmarried. He lives in MS, but is also renting a house over in Tremé, on a month-to-month basis.”


He tapped on his screen, then looked up with a half-smile on his face. Pride felt his phone buzz in his pocket. “I just texted you all the addresses of his rental, and a home he owns in Nicholson.”


“Thanks, Sebastian,” Pride said. “Chris, Sonja, why don’t you two go check out that house in Tremé? Sebastian and I will drop into the Buccaneer Hotel and try to find out what a guy who had a house across the state line and one here in town was doing on that hotel balcony, besides watching a parade. You okay here, Loretta?”


“I’m nearly finished. I’ll get Lt. Alpuente moved to the morgue and I’ll have more for you later today.”


“All right, then,” Pride said. “Let’s get to it. Oh, and by the way—happy Mardi Gras.”
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“Pride.”


Pride stopped and looked at the man who had spoken his name. New Orleans Police Department Detective Byron Menefee stood in the street, crooking a finger in a “come hither” motion. His massive shoulders were hunched as usual, his neck almost nonexistent behind them. He wore a dark blue suit jacket that might have fit him forty pounds earlier, but was splitting at the seams now, a white shirt that didn’t quite close over his substantial gut, and a red tie. The flaglike colors didn’t look like a patriotic display on him, but instead like the sartorial decisions of a man who chose his clothes in the dark and hoped for the best.


But he was a good detective, and through periods when the NOPD’s reputation had suffered from allegations of corruption—allegations that were true, as often as not—Menefee had always maintained a clean reputation. He was wrinkled and he hadn’t shaved in a couple of days and he had a hangdog expression and bleary eyes rimmed in red. Despite appearances, he was a solid cop, a longtime veteran of the homicide unit, and one of the most effective investigators on that constantly overworked, understaffed team. So Pride, who had been headed into the hotel, veered away when Menefee beckoned.


“Byron,” he said. “It’s good to see you. Your guys did a great job clearing the street.”


“It’ll be years before they forgive you for that.”


“I’m not the one who decided to stage a homicide in the middle of a Mardi Gras parade.”


“Homicide? Are you sure about that?” He looked at Sebastian, and Pride could read a second question in his eyes.


“This is Sebastian Lund, our newest agent. Sebastian, Detective Byron Menefee is as good a cop as cops get.”


Sebastian and Byron shook hands. Sebastian was about to say something, but Pride broke in before he could get it out. “In answer to your question, Byron, not officially, but between you and me, it looks like a homicide to me. I’m open to being persuaded otherwise, but suicides tend to be private matters, and this was… well, pretty public. The victim is ours, so it won’t be any trouble for you. I mean, beyond the obvious.”


“Thanks, Pride,” Menefee said. “I just wanted to make sure you know that we’ll provide whatever help we can. Just ask.”


“Thanks, Byron.”


Menefee’s grin twitched the ends of his mustache. “I mean, you know, if you don’t count all the unis who are going to hold a grudge against you for making them shift an entire parade route.”


Pride knew he was right. There were cops on the force who would take a long time to forgive the man who had insisted that it be done, regardless of whose fault the original incident had been. “So who does that leave?” Pride asked, wary of the answer.


The detective shrugged. “Well… me, I guess.”


“You sure you’re not mad at me, too?”


“Now that you mention it, I’m still kind of peeved at you for winning that Super Bowl bet.”


“My team appreciated the beignets,” Pride said. His favorite kind of bet. “So did the random people on the street who got the leftovers. We’ll have to do it again next year.”


Menefee chuckled and turned as if to walk away. “Oh, one more thing,” he said. “I found a witness for you.”


“To the trident incident?”


“To the homicide, in your words. Yeah, that.”


“Who is it?”


Menefee pointed toward a young woman standing outside the yellow tape, flanked by two uniformed officers. “Her. Tourist from Ohio. She says she was looking up at the guy on the balcony. Saw the whole thing.”


“Why did you take so long to mention that?”


“Hey,” Menefee said. “Two dozen beignets don’t come cheap.”


* * *


The witness’s name was Caydee Spurgeon, and as it turned out, she didn’t see much at all. Menefee had the cops bring her inside the tape, and Pride met her in the shade of a tree. He’d asked Sebastian to wait some distance away; she was still shaken by what she’d seen, and two agents would feel like an interrogation, not a conversation. He let her sit on the curb, and he sat down beside her, speaking in low, measured tones, trying his hardest to be a calming presence instead of coming across like just another cop.


“How are you enjoying New Orleans?” he asked.


“The city’s beautiful.”


“It really is, isn’t it?”


“I love the history, the architecture, the culture. The music everywhere you turn. Oh, and the food.”


Pride smiled and nodded. “We’re kind of known for that.”


“Deservedly so. I wish I was here with someone else, though.”


“Why? Who are you with?”


“My boyfriend.” She shot a glance at the tape line. A young man sat on the sidewalk, looking her way. When he saw her turn, he gave her a feeble wave. He looked a little pale. “Ex-boyfriend, really, or he will be soon. He doesn’t know that yet, though.”


“I’m sorry,” Pride said.


“Don’t be. I’m glad I found out now, before it’s too late.”


“There’s something to be said for that, I guess. Forewarned is forearmed, or something like that.”


“I won’t bore you with the whole sordid tale,” she said. “But if I could change my flight, I’d let him go home alone. I’d rather not have to travel with him.”


“I can make some calls,” he offered.


“Really? You would do that?”


“Nothing to it,” Pride said. “We like people to go home from New Orleans happy, and we’ll usually do whatever we can to make that happen. It’s the best way to make people want to come back.”


“Oh, thank you,” she said, fairly gushing. Pride was embarrassed for her, so he changed the subject.


“Can you tell me what you saw?”


She considered the question for a few moments before she answered. He was glad; it meant she was replaying the memory in her head, trying to describe it correctly. Or she was making up a lie, but he didn’t get that impression from her, and he considered himself a pretty fair judge of character.


“I looked up. He was right across from me, only, you know, up there, sitting on the balcony. He was facing the parade, but I had the impression he had something else on his mind, like he was so lost in his thoughts that he wasn’t really seeing anything in front of him. His chair was so far back he could hardly see it, anyway. I thought it was sad that he was so preoccupied that he wasn’t enjoying this amazing spectacle, especially considering how much he must have spent on that hotel room.”


“You have a good eye,” Pride said.


“I was an art history major,” she explained. “Which means I work in a bank now, because careers in art history are kind of thin on the ground in Ohio. But I guess I notice things. Visually, anyway; I’m not so good with sounds.”


“Maybe you should look into a law enforcement career.”


“You think?”


“Couldn’t hurt. Police officers need to be able to scan a street and process what they see. And to remember it afterwards.”


She smiled. “I’ll think about that. Thank you.”


“What did you see next?” he pressed.


“When I looked up there again, he was on his feet, at the rail. I thought he was clutching it pretty tightly, but then I realized that he wasn’t really standing there. He was in motion. Over it.”


“By himself, or…?”


“I couldn’t tell, honestly. There might have been somebody else… someone behind him on the balcony. Or it might have just been his shadow. I don’t know, honestly. I mean, I’ve tried and tried to remember. But really, it was all so fast and so shocking and it only took a second. I saw him flying out over the rail and headed for the float, and then he landed and I… I guess I kind of closed my eyes, because…”


“Nobody could blame you for that, Caydee. I’m sorry you had to see it.”


“I know I’ll have nightmares about it forever.”


“I wouldn’t be a bit surprised. I can tell you, they’ll fade, with time. But it’s not something you’re ever likely to forget, unfortunately.”


“Anyway, after I opened my eyes again, I looked back up there. Really, I wanted to see anything except that float. But the balcony was empty. And he was… he was…”


“I know, Caydee. It’s okay. Thank you for everything you’ve told me.” He slipped a business card from his pocket and handed it to her. “There’s my information. If you think of anything else, please call me anytime. If it’s okay with you, I’ll turn you back over to the NOPD. They’ll take your contact information, so if I can do anything about changing your ticket, I’ll be able to reach you.”


“That’s so nice, Special Agent Pride,” she said. She turned the card over and over, as if looking for something on it that wasn’t there, then put it in her pocket. “I don’t know how to thank you.”


“You just enjoy the rest of your New Orleans vacation,” he said. “And when you get home, tell your friends. I mean, tell them about the good parts, not just the awful ones.”


He gestured to one of the uniformed officers, who came and fetched the young woman and walked her back to the other side of the tape. The young man waiting for her didn’t get the enthusiastic reception he seemed to be expecting.


The course of young love, Pride thought. He caught Sebastian’s eye and headed for the Buccaneer.


* * *


“Dwayne Pride! It’s been an age and a half.”


“At least that,” he replied with a grin. “How’re you holding up, Rose? Last I saw you, you were singing at d.b.a.”


Rose Vergados smiled and came out from behind the hotel’s check-in counter, moving in close for a hug. She was the kind of woman for whom the adjective “willowy” had been coined, slender and as flexible as a dancer. She smelled like a tropical rain forest, floral and fragrant. “Those were good times, weren’t they?” she said. “But with Paul’s health issues, you know, I needed benefits. Insurance.”


Her husband, Pride remembered now, had suffered a run of bad luck. Parkinson’s, he thought, then colon cancer, and various complications that stemmed from those. As he so often did, he offered silent thanks that such things had not afflicted him or his immediate family. “So you work here now?”


“It’s worse than that,” she said with a laugh. “I manage the joint.”


“I guess you’ve had better days than today, then,” Pride said. “I’m sorry about what happened this morning.”


Her smile faded and she ran her fingers through her thick, blond hair. “You could say that. Is that why you’re here? That poor man? And here I was hoping it was a social call.”


“I wish it was, too. Official business, I’m afraid.” He introduced her to Sebastian.


“A little while after it happened, a couple of police officers came in,” Rose said. “They looked inside, but the room was empty. They sealed it off and said detectives would be over later. I’m just surprised that it’s you.”


“The victim was Navy, so now it’s an NCIS case. NOPD’s busy with crowd control, anyway.”


“No doubt.” Rose slid behind the hotel’s front desk. The pirate theme implied by the name carried over to the décor. Gold paint was abundant, as were displays of fake treasure chests overflowing with gold pieces. Huge, framed prints of pirate paintings by N.C. Wyeth, Howard Pyle, and other artists Pride didn’t recognize hung on the walls. Tall potted plants inhabited by brightly painted wooden parrots flanked the check-in counter, which had been built from aged wooden planks that might be found on a ship, in a kind of wedge shape suggesting a prow.


Rose tapped some keys on a keyboard down behind the counter, where Pride couldn’t see. “The balcony the man fell from belongs to room 327,” she said. “It was occupied by someone named J.B. Goodtown. That’s a strange name, isn’t it?”


“You must see plenty of strange names in this business,” Sebastian said. “And strange people, for that matter.”


“That’s for sure. But that’s not all that’s strange here.”


“What do you mean?” Pride asked.


“There’s no credit card on file, or any indication that the room was prepaid. It looks like a complimentary booking. But that doesn’t make any sense. We might—under truly extenuating circumstances—comp a room during Mardi Gras, even one with a parade-view balcony. But only to a major celebrity or a very highly valued regular guest. Nobody named J.B. Goodtown fits either of those criteria. And I would have to have approved the comp, but I didn’t.”


“When did he check in?”


“Two days ago,” Rose said. “He would have checked out tomorrow.”


“That’s a short stay.”


“Not that unusual for this time of year—a lot of people just want to be here for the parade. But yes, it’s on the short side.”


“Has anyone else been inside the room? Since the incident, I mean?”


“Just the two uniformed officers. One of them is still upstairs, watching it. I told the staff that under no circumstances were any of them to set foot in there without my say-so.”


“That’s good, Rose, thanks.” Pride took a step toward the elevator, then stopped and turned back to her. “We’ll need a copy of the security video, too.”


“For the third floor, this morning? Of course.”


“For the entire hotel. Since the morning of the day he checked in.”


“That will take a little longer, Dwayne.”


“Understood. Let me know when it’s ready and I’ll have it picked up.”


“Will do. Are you two going to go up there?”


“Yes. We have to.”


“I understand. Do me a favor?”


“Name it.”


“Find out what happened. As soon as you can. Something like this—on a day like this, when all eyes are on New Orleans? That can kill a hotel’s reputation. Just absolutely kill it. And I really can’t afford to have to go hunting for another job.”


“We will, Rose. That’s what we do. Although, to be honest, it’s not the killing of the hotel’s reputation I’m most concerned about.”


She blushed. “Of course. That’s not what I—”


“Don’t worry, Rose. We’re good at what we do.”


“I don’t doubt that for an instant.”


“Oh, also?”


“Yes, Dwayne?”


“I hope you haven’t stopped singing altogether. Your ‘Crescent City Blues’ is the best I’ve ever heard, including Beverly Maher’s original.”
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As Rose had said, a uniformed NOPD officer was sitting in a straight-backed chair in front of room 327. The chair was tipped back against the wall, so the officer’s weight rested entirely on the two back legs, and he was flipping through something on his smartphone. The door to 327 was slightly ajar, but only by an inch or so, not open wide enough for anyone to see inside. Underneath the chair was a clipboard with a pen tied to it on a length of dirty string. The officer was a huge guy with a broad, flat face, his skin as pink as a baby’s behind. Pride felt sorry for the chair.


“NCIS,” he said, showing his ID and badge.


The officer started at the voice and dropped the chair back onto all four legs. “I’ve been expecting you guys,” the officer said. “Or somebody, I guess. Not you specifically.” His name tag said MASON.


“Has anyone been inside?”


Mason reached under the chair, pulled out the clipboard, and handed it to Pride. “Just me and my partner, Dev Billings.”


“Do either of you know the victim?”


Mason tipped his chair back again. “I didn’t really get a good look at him. He was kind of high up when I came inside. I’ve been here ever since.”


“His name’s Edouard Alpuente. He’s a Navy lieutenant from SSC.”


“That name don’t sound familiar.”


Pride wrote down his name and badge number on the visitor checklist on the man’s clipboard. The pen was almost out of ink, and skipped spaces as he wrote. “You might want to get a new pen,” he said, passing the clipboard to Sebastian.


“You offering?”


“I’m sure the department can afford one.”


“Do you want me to stay out here?” He sounded like he was hoping to be released. Pride wasn’t sure why—it wasn’t the most exciting assignment of the day, but it probably beat standing with his back to a parade, telling over-excited kids to keep their feet out of the street. And there was essentially no chance that he would be rained on or otherwise drenched, which was more than the cops working the parade could say.


“Yes,” Pride said. “Until we can finish processing the scene, please keep the room secured.”


“OT?”


“You can take overtime up with your captain.” Pride ushered Sebastian in, then closed the door before Mason could ask any more questions.


Inside the room, the pirate theme was more subdued than down in the lobby. Instead, there was a semi-tropical air to the room, with floral wallpaper and fresh flowers in a cut-glass vase, a batik bedspread, and furnishings that wouldn’t have been out of place in a Tiki lounge or backstage at a Jimmy Buffett concert. French doors to the balcony stood open, and a gentle breeze blew in, carrying the blended aromas of the Mississippi River with it. Pride smelled algae and fish, diesel and jasmine, along with less identifiable odors.


It smelled like New Orleans. Smelled like home.


“Yuck,” Sebastian said. “A hotel room. Grand Central for DNA transference. Ever since I started studying forensic science, it’s been almost impossible for me to stay in a hotel. And when I do—well, let’s just say it’s really hard to fall asleep when you’re wearing a hazmat suit.”


“I’m sure it is,” Pride replied. He knew Sebastian was a professional. He would complain—he wouldn’t be Sebastian if he didn’t—but soon enough, he’d focus on the task at hand.


The room didn’t look much like a crime scene. The bed wasn’t made to Navy standards, but the covers had been pulled neatly up. A glass-topped coffee table held magazines left there by the hotel, along with a copy of yesterday’s Nola Dispatch.


It also didn’t look like the room’s occupant had planned for a long stay. On a table beside the bed was a small, framed photograph of Alpuente with a young woman. They were sitting at a restaurant, heads together, arms around one another’s shoulders. They looked close; he guessed romantically involved, though it was hard to be certain from one picture. The woman was pretty, but Pride didn’t recognize her and it was impossible to get much of a sense of her from the picture.


He pulled open the drawer below the picture. Inside was a laptop computer, closed and powered off, a bottle of pills—Marplan; the prescription label had Alpuente’s name on it—and what could only be a voodoo doll.


The doll was made of various fabrics, stitched together with seemingly random bits of thread: white and red silks and satins for the clothing, with beads serving as tiny buttons, bunched brown twine for limbs, and a cloth head with crude facial features painted on. Pride picked it up, squeezed it. There might have been a wooden cross providing its structure, with a longer piece stretching from head to feet (the legs were sewn together), and a crossbar for the arms. It was elaborate, but not sophisticated—folk art, like most professionally sold voodoo dolls Pride had seen. This one had a name typed on a slip of paper and pinned to it: Dan Petro. The name meant nothing to him.


Sebastian was across the room, checking out the closet and a small suitcase on a folding luggage stand. “Sebastian,” Pride said. “I have something for you.”


Sebastian turned, his face brightening, then fading just as quickly. “Oh,” he said. “Evidence. I thought for a second you meant a gift. Or, you know, something to eat.” He had on a brown cardigan sweater over a Crescent City Comics T-shirt, with brown pants and sneakers, and something about the outfit emphasized his thinness. He had always been lean, but the thought passed through Pride’s mind that it wouldn’t hurt to buy him a po’ boy or a muffuletta once in a while.


“I wouldn’t recommend eating this,” Pride said. “But it is a little different from your run-of-the-mill hair or bodily fluid samples.” He held up the doll.


“A voodoo doll! Cool!”


“We’ll need to know everything you can get out of it. Origin, any significance in voodoo beliefs. There’s a name pinned to it, Dan Petro, but it doesn’t mean anything to me.”


“I’ll do some digging when we get back to the squad room,” Sebastian promised. “Or I’ll run it over to the lab.”


Pride set the doll back down. “Anything in that suitcase?” he asked.


“As empty as a banker’s soul,” Sebastian replied. He tugged open the dresser drawers, but only one had anything in it: a tumble of dirty clothes. The closet was as empty as the suitcase.


In the bathroom, Pride found a toothbrush, toothpaste, comb, electric shaver. Alpuente had used the shampoo and soap supplied by the hotel, but the conditioner and body lotion bottles were undisturbed.


Pride had the impression that if Alpuente had spent much time in the room, he had been largely inactive. He might have read the magazines and the Dispatch from front to back, or watched TV, but he hadn’t done anything that left a mark on the room. The other alternative was that he had taken it for some specific purpose, and had otherwise hardly used it. But what would that purpose have been? What had he been doing up here? Meditating? Sleeping? Hiding?


And what would have caused him to rent the room under an assumed name, without even putting down a credit card to verify his actual identity? At Mardi Gras, the room would have cost hundreds of dollars. Something was going on here, and Pride needed to know what it was.


While Sebastian swabbed for DNA, and checked for fingerprints, Pride stood in the middle of the room, trying to put himself in Alpuente’s head. Secrecy probably meant the man was afraid of being found out. Why? He looked at the photograph of Alpuente with the young woman again. Was he having an affair? With her? They were together in a restaurant, having their picture taken by somebody. So maybe she was his girlfriend, and he was cheating on her with someone else. In that case, though, would one of the only bits of his personal life he had brought into the room have been that particular photo? And would he have left it standing on the night table?


That seemed unlikely. Pride couldn’t rule it out—people had all kinds of strange ideas, after all, and when it came to sex, it was never safe to assume anything. Maybe his playmate found it a turn-on to make love in front of a picture of him with his girlfriend.


Then again, maybe it had nothing to do with sex at all. Hotel rooms could have other purposes. A secret meeting, perhaps. For what? Espionage? Drugs?


There were too many possibilities. He had to know more about Alpuente before he could narrow them down. With luck, Lasalle and Sonja would learn more at the house in Tremé.


Before he processed the room, Pride pushed aside heavy drapes and went out onto the balcony. A breeze ruffled his hair, brushed like ghostly fingertips across his face. It was laced with warmth and moisture, a harbinger of spring. He looked out at the broad expanse of St. Charles below, with the streetcar tracks running up the neutral ground in the middle of the street. Two hours ago it had been wall-to-wall bodies. Now, the street was almost empty. Loretta was there with a couple of her people, preparing Alpuente for his trip to the morgue. A handful of cops wandered around, trying to look busy. A pair of detectives interviewed potential witnesses, though Caydee Spurgeon had been in as good a spot as anyone, and seen nothing that would help. Beyond the yellow tape, stray onlookers angled for a glimpse of the victim. Beyond St. Charles, looking toward the river, Pride could see the rooftops of New Orleans.


His city.


He put his hands on the railing of the balcony. It would have taken quite a leap to reach the trident from here. The float had been on the other side of the street, so Alpuente would have had to go above the streetcar’s overhead cables. Maybe an Olympic track-and-field star could have done it; Pride doubted that he could.


“Sebastian!” he called.


A moment later, the curtains fluttered, and Sebastian untangled himself from them. “You rang?”


“Look at the distance Alpuente had to cover to reach that trident,” Pride said. “Do you think he could have done that?”
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