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PROLOGUE
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“If any city needs saving, it’s New Orleans.” 

The one known as the French Quarter King sits at his dark mahogany writing desk. His bird’s eye view of Canal Street in New Orleans is like none other. From his high rise penthouse apartment, the distant lights on the bridges, barges, bustling street traffic, and tall street lamps appear as twinkling stars below him. He loves the view of the city at night.

On this night, like most others recently, his heart is heavy as he reflects on the events of the past ten years. Resolved to reconcile his thoughts and feelings on paper, he slides open the heavy top drawer and withdraws a brand new, leather bound writing journal. He runs his hand and over its dark maroon cover, his fingertips following the custom engraved outline of a fleur-de-lis. Opening the cover, he flips the Papyrus paper to the second page and folds the first page down against the cover, his way of protecting the immaculate leather design. He picks up his gold rollerball pen and clicks it to expose the writing point. He always loved writing, but in the old school way, with pen and paper, not with a typewriter or computer.

He glances out his window into the dark and sparkling night once more. It’s time to atone for his sins. Sighing heavily, he puts pen to paper.

“We saw it as a chance to evolve,” he begins writing. “If there’s one certainty about a catastrophe, it’s that it brings the opportunity for renewal. The ability to wipe out the norm, force a clean slate. Disaster is the ultimate reset button.

“Our opportunity came with the 2005 desolation of New Orleans, otherwise known as Hurricane Katrina. That godforsaken homicidal storm carried the ocean into homes and businesses, wielding swelling waves and winds as its murder weapons. It severed power and telephone lines, and the breakdown of communication, life support, and law became inevitable. The slaughter of nearly two thousand residents was only the beginning. With the storm came the opportunity for renewal. 

“The storm woke sleeping giants, both evil and benevolent. Of the evil already living and breathing inside the city, it spread in aggressiveness and intensity. Both the Central City King and the Gentilly King used the cover of the storm to commit murder and spread mayhem that was assumed by law enforcement to be a side effect of the natural disaster. 

“For those of us witness to, or victims of, this malignant hand of injustice, and for victims of the villainous Kings, a new purpose burned within us. The Kings solidified their reign, their territory, their terror. So, in defense of all that was good and just, I naively seized an opportunity to become a King myself and quickly realized protecting the ultimate good often required committing the ultimate evil.

“Do my actions violate the Hippocratic Oath I took as a young man and revere to this day? I fight a disease of this city’s soul. But am I any better than the cancer that grows here? My intentions were benevolent. They were designed to improve lives, to save lives. I wanted to help innocent people. I wanted to stand up to the sickness that the other Kings were inducing on these poor people. My methods have resulted in death. Destruction. Suffering. Does the end justify the means? Or am I simply an evil man with the delusion of being good?”

The King’s pen pauses. He reads his words, his confession, in an effort to evaluate himself. His heart sinks. He knows he’s in too deep to stop now. It’s too late for him. He has chosen his path and it is a one-way journey. His thoughts turn to his men.

“What of my Jesters?” He pens. “I admit, I am as fond of them as if they were my own children. All are remarkable. The Gold’s natural leadership. The Red’s dedication. The Blue’s sense of justice. And the Black’s ferocity, despite his internal battle. Remarkable.”

He gazes up and presses the expensive pen against his lips as his body briefly warms with thoughts of his men. His kids. A sobering thought sends a cold chill through his body, chasing away the warmth.

“Have I lead them into darkness from which they will not return? They’re good men, all of them. But this mission is distorting their views of the world. I can see that now. They deliver vengeance and justice at the cost of their empathy and goodness. I fear the day they veer from our task, when human nature rears its ugly head, and they begin to crave violence and power, viewing them as a necessity of life, rather than tools to ensure justice. The signs of this outcome are showing among them. I no longer ask if that day is coming but when my actions will result in a horrific influx of danger and death that will rage upon this city unlike any a monster storm could ever produce.”

He leans back in the soft leather captain’s chair that matches his desk. The beautiful furniture set he was so proud to have custom ordered several years ago offers him no comfort now. He stares wide-eyed at the words in his journal. Disturbed by inner rumblings of apprehension and remorse, he shakes his head, silently cursing himself.

“My God. What have I done?”
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CHAPTER ONE: KATRINA
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“Clear!” The young African-American doctor applies the paddles of the defibrillation device to the chest of a teen boy on the table before him. His handsome features are strained and he’s oblivious to the bead of sweat that rolls down his forehead and into his eye. A nurse works hurriedly to prepare a breathing tube for insertion into the patient’s throat. The temporarily audible pulse of electricity accompanies the steady long beep of the heart rate monitor as it flat lines. Controlled but rushed communication flows between doctors and nurses inside the overwhelmed emergency room. 

Outside the hospital, Hurricane Katrina rages without mercy, destroying buildings and drowning its terrified victims. The hospital lights pulse and flicker despite being on a generator system separate from the city’s devastated power grid. The Classical Mozart music playing over the speakers has more of a haunting effect than a soothing one. Walls and windows bang and creak as the beastly wind screeches and howls. The hospital staff struggles desperately to keep up with the increasing number of injured patients pouring in from the catastrophe.  

The young man’s body doesn’t respond to the electric shocks. His heart has flat lined and his breathing has stopped. His hair and clothing are still soaked from ocean water, and his face is badly burned. He’s been clinically dead for nearly five minutes.

“Clear!” The doctor yells again, applying the paddles to the young man again. The body arches beneath them, but the heart monitor still sings its flat line song. “Come on, kid!”

His staff exchange disheartened looks. “Doctor,” the nurse says solemnly, shaking her head. “He’s gone.”

The doctor’s heart pounds in his chest. “Get me another epinephrine shot.” He glances up when his staff hesitates. “Now!”

“Doctor, you gave him two already. He’s gone!” the nurse protests.

“Get me the shot, Jane, please.” 

Relenting, she unlocks the medicine cabinet and retrieves the syringe. She hands it to the doctor and watches as he injects this the third shot of adrenaline into the young man’s dead body.

The doctor watches the monitor as he injects the solution into the IV. No response. He picks up the defibrillator paddles again and charges them.

“Clear!” The charge surges through the young man’s body. The doctor remains poised, ready to charge and apply the paddles again.

The faintest agitation disrupts the terse flat line on the monitor. The staff gasps collectively. Fearing it is a random anomaly, the doctor raises the paddles and prepares to send another charge into the boy’s body.

Another agitation, followed by a stronger but irregular staccato pattern, hops on the screen.

“Wait!” the nurse cries.

Holding his breath, the doctor watches as a faint but steady rhythm begins to course on the monitor. 

“He’s alive!” Another staff member verifies.

The doctor numbly returns the paddles to the machine and checks the other vitals. Blood pressure returning. Temperature normalizing. Breathing slow but steady. The young man is coming back to life. But in what mental condition? Deprived of oxygen for over five minutes, it’s possible his brain won’t recover the way his body is. 

The doctor takes his penlight and opens the young man’s eyelids to check the pupils. The right eye responds normally; the whites of the eye are clear and the iris is a warm brown. He may not have brain damage after all, he thinks to himself. But then as he opens the left eye, he balks.

Noticing the doctor’s unusual flinch, the nurse grows closer. “What is it, Doctor?”

“This is really odd,” the doctor says, shining the light into the young man’s left eye. “Am I seeing this right?”

The nurse peers over his shoulder and gasps. “What is that?”

“I’ve never seen anything like this. The entire iris is white!”

A hospital aid peeks around the curtain from the hallway. “Doctor? The young man’s friends are asking about him. Is there a status update?”

Puzzling over the change in the boy’s eye color, the doctor releases the eyelid and lets it close. He verifies the vitals again to be sure the teen is recovering. “I’ll come out and speak with them,” he answers finally. He turns to his nurse. “Let’s keep him here for a half hour, then we’ll transfer him to ICU.”

The hospital aid leads the doctor to the young man’s friends in the overcrowded emergency room lobby, which has reached a state of chaos. The police are just arriving to help maintain order in the hospital, and the doctor watches them infiltrate the room and begin to calm the agitated mass. Hospital staff members are passing out blankets to the wet, panicked masses crowding every inch of the hallways and waiting rooms.

The strained faces of a group of disheveled boys in their late teens light up hopefully as the doctor approaches them. Having the appearance of stressed out drowned rats, they’ve obviously been battling it out with the wind and floodwaters. Draped over their shoulders are colored hospital blankets.

“How’s our friend? Is he okay?” The one with the royal blue blanket asks anxiously. He’s tall with dark hair and a tortured look in his dark blue eyes. Beneath the blanket, his clothes are a bit torn but he appears to be injury free.

“I’m Dr. Percy. Are you his friends?” the doctor asks. 

Wrapped in a mustard-gold blanket, the taller of the two young blonde men steps up. “I’m Harry, this is my brother Eric, and this is Johnny.”

Dr. Percy nods. “Your friend was out for quite a while. He’s stable now. He’s breathing and we’re watching him closely.” He glances around at the boys, certain that they’ve just been through hell. “Do you boys know where his family is?”

The young men look at each other grimly. “He just watched his mother die,” Eric replies, pulling the blood red blanket around him tighter. “We all were-” 

Harry’s fist flies out from beneath his gold blanket and socks his younger brother in the arm. He glares at him, silently ordering him to shut up. There’s an odd silence among the young men. Johnny appears to be lost in thought and stares down at his feet. Are they in shock? Or are they hiding something?

“Are you boys okay?” Dr. Percy inquires. After a long silent moment, he tries another angle. “Your friend will need to stay here for a while. If you boys aren’t able to get home, I suggest you stay here for the time being. This hospital is a storm shelter. You’ll be safe here.” Assuming things don’t get worse, he added silently.

A riot breaks out at the entrance of the emergency room as police struggle to maintain order. The sick and injured alike battle desperately for the hospital staff’s attention, the floor squeaking beneath them as wet shoes shuffle and stumble on the bare waxed floor.

The doctor withdraws a set of keys from his pocket. He flips through the keys and stops at a large gold one. “Here. Take these. Go to the third floor, room 325. That’s my office. You boys go in there, and take it easy for a while. There are vending machines down the hall from there, too. I’ll have someone come find you when we have any updates on your friend, okay?”

Harry takes the keys and thanks him. They file into a line and head towards the elevators. 

“Oh, boys, one more thing,” Dr. Percy calls after them. “Are your friend’s eyes different colors? Or does he wear colored lenses?”

The puzzled look on their faces gives the doctor his answer. “No,” Johnny says slowly. “Why do you ask?”

Not wanting to worry the boys more than they already are, the doctor smiles and shakes his head. He turns to walk back to the emergency room. “It’s nothing. Go on upstairs.”
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CHAPTER TWO: CANAL STREET
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Present Day

“Help a blind man? Help a blind man.” 

The elderly man shakes the red plastic cup held closely to his chest, the coins inside it rattling. With his other hand he slowly swings a long walking stick across the sidewalk in front of him, feeling for obstacles in his path. He’s dressed in a worn brown tweed suit with a matching fedora. He shuffles in his scuffed brown leather shoes while his head gently sways back and forth in rhythm with the swinging walking stick. Black sunglasses cover his unseeing eyes. 

It’s a warm Monday morning in April. The French Quarter in New Orleans is bustling with tourists in the shops and on the sidewalks, and a healthy mix of work and tourist traffic beeps and buzzes in the streets. The heat and humidity amplify the highly unpleasant smell of rotten trash vapors seeping out of the overflowing garbage receptacles on the sidewalks. The city waste management team is running behind schedule due to budget cutbacks, a common topic in the monthly city government meetings the elderly man overhears on the television.

He senses someone has approached him and stops his slow shuffling walk. He rattles his cup. “Help a blind man?”

“Not today, Pops. Today you’re going to help me.” The man’s voice has a thick Brooklyn accent. “Word around town is, you’re the man to come to for information on things happening in the streets. Is that right?”

The elderly man turns his head towards the voice and smiles. “You must be that Detective...uh, Jenkins, right? Yeah, I hear you on the news sometimes, Detective. You ain’t from here, you from up in New York, ain’t that right?”

“Yeah, that’s right. Look, I’ve got some questions for you. How about you come with me to the police station so we can talk?”

“No, sir, I can’t do that. See, I got to be here right now, this is how I make a living.” He rattles the plastic cup. 

“I need you to tell me everything you know about who’s behind the French Quarter murders. Tell me who people think they are, and where I can find them.”

The old man chuckles. “What makes you think an old man like me knows anything about that?”

“Don’t play me, Pops. There’s enough buzz on the streets that you know exactly what goes on around here. And if you’re not careful, I can have you arrested for obstruction of justice. So, you’ve got two choices. Either you start talkin’, or I’ll lock you up, blind man or not.”

“Well now, Detective. Since you put it that way, I might have a story for you.”

“A story? Pops, this isn’t a game, I don’t want some story-”

“Now calm down there, Detective, all’s a man like me does is tell stories. It’s up to you if you believe it or not.”

The Detective sighs in frustration. “All right, then. Tell me your story, but make it fast, I ain’t got all day. I gotta hunt this psycho down before he kills again.”

“You know, on second thought, I could use a cup of coffee first. The Ruby Slipper Diner has damn good coffee!”

“All right, let’s go to the diner. I’ll get you coffee, and then you’re gonna talk to me.”

“You got it, Detective.”

Better not be just another crazy old homeless guy, the Detective thinks as they walk down the street. After what seemed like eons with the old man’s slow pace, they are finally settled in a booth at the diner, both with coffee, the detective ready to write on his notepad. 

The old man slowly inhales the aroma of his brew and takes a sip. “Ah, that’s what I’m talkin’ about.”

“All right Pops, let’s get this going. Who is he?”

“Who is who?”

“The guy killing people, Pops. Who is this psychotic criminal, or criminals?”

The old man tilts his head as if considering the question. A faint smile flashes across his face but fades into a serious scowl just as quickly. “I hear whoever’s doin’ this... ain’t human.”
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