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      La Croix…

      I sat on the picnic table, scuffed boots, leather eaten and some of the shine of the steel toe on the left one shining through under the strings of bare lightbulbs. They were strung up around the inside of the slatted fence of the club’s front courtyard. It was hot – a sweaty, muggy, NOLA night – and the boys were partying hard inside.

      I wasn’t interested. The mood felt forced and wasn’t all good – but things had been declining for a while like that.

      I took a sip outta my flask, the rich, smoky, good, bourbon a rolling fire against my tongue and all the way down. I didn’t want no part of the festivities no more. I found myself out here more often than not… but then again, I had a good reason.

      I squinted up past the glare of the streetlight at the window on the third floor of the old building across the way, at the woman between the curtains and the fall of her red hair over her creamy shoulders, hiding her pale back under a straight shining copper fall that was damn near to her waist. She wore a green tank top, the kind that clung tight to her and cut a straight line across, just above where the band of her bra should be. The bra was a neutral beige. I could see the straps around the thin ones of the tank.

      Soundlessly, her voice encased by the window glass and insulated from my ears by the brick walls of the old place, she laughed as a boy picked her up and she hung over his shoulder, beating her fists against his back ineffectually. She had the most perfect heart-shaped ass under her beige panties, a match for the bra. Cotton, though. Nothing fancy or satin…

      Still, the underwear matched. She planned to fuck him.

      I grunted and put the freshly rolled spliff between my lips, fishing my lighter out of my pocket and swiping it twice, once down and once up, against the rough denim of my jeans at my thigh.

      “Figured I’d find you out here,” Hex called out from behind me as I sucked in a lungful of green.

      I grunted in acknowledgment of his presence, didn’t need much beyond that.

      He sighed and dropped onto the bench by my booted feet and leaned back, with an “ahhh.”

      I knew that sound, and without a word, I passed him my flask.

      “Thank you kindly,” he muttered and took a healthy swig.

      I stared at him, waiting him out, waiting to hear how bad it was.

      He glanced up at me, handed me back my flask, and wordlessly held out his hand for the joint in my other hand. I passed it silently and felt myself frown.

      He took a puff off it and handed it back.

      Through his held breath, he said, “It’s bad, brother. I think we’re past a no-confidence vote. Ruth is off his fuckin’ rocker and the boys are gettin’ restless.”

      He didn’t sound happy about it. Hell, I wasn’t happy about it, either. Still, I had to say, “Don’t sound like no confidence in there to me—”

      “Yeah, well, still gotta let off steam where you can, but the vibe in there ain’t great. I imagine that’s why you’re out here – no?”

      I glanced back up to the pixie-like woman through her window. I liked to watch her. She was all that was sweet and good in this world and easy on my eyes. I didn’t know her. Like, I didn’t know her name – at least not really. Just what was on the label next to her apartment number on the buzzer. At least what I thought was her apartment number. I’d never been inside the building to look, but if I had to reckon, she was in apartment 3A and the name on 3A was A. Bouchard.

      “Boy, you even listening to me?” Hex rapped his knuckles on the toe of my boot like he was knocking on a door.

      I swung my gaze down from the girl’s now-empty window and fixed my gaze on Hex who leaned back and said, “Alright, damn. Y’ ain’t gotta turn that creepy stare on me, brother.”

      I blinked and frowned. I hadn’t realized I’d looked at him any type of way, but with the inked sclera of my eyes, hell – probably any look was scary as fuck, which was sorta the whole point.

      I took another hit off the joint and grunted again, and he sighed.

      “I said, I don’t know how much longer this is gonna roll until the goddamn wheels come off.”

      I nodded. I knew Ruth wasn’t in his right head and I also knew we were past it. That he was too far gone on that shit he’d been breathin’ and poisonin’ himself with.

      “What d’ you want me t’ do?” I asked and I turned and looked at Hex again. He looked troubled.

      He sighed finally and shook his head, dropping it so he could look at his own booted feet.

      “I don’t rightly know,” he confessed. “All I do know, is that whatever it is, the time come, it ain’t gon’ be pretty.”

      I looked up at the girl’s window. The only thing that was pretty on this block was her.

      “I ain’t here for pretty,” I reminded him. “That’s not what y’all keep me ‘round for.”

      He sighed again, and it wasn’t happy.

      “We don’t ‘keep you around’ for nothin’,” he said and I snorted. “We don’t. You’re one of us, our brother, at least that’s how this is supposed to work.”

      I chuckled darkly at that. With Ruth at the helm, that’s hardly how it worked. He was the king of his fucked-up little kingdom, alright – but he wasn’t no benevolent king. Not like Cutter and his boys seemed to work.

      I looked to Hex and sighed.

      “You want change,” I said and it wasn’t a question.

      He nodded judiciously. “We all do, I reckon.”

      I grunted in agreement to that one – problem was, what form that change would take.

      “A coup, then?” I asked.

      “Think there’s any other way?” he demanded.

      I shook my head and ran a hand over my bald head, the stubble of the hair just starting to grow, rasping my rough palm like sandpaper. I scowled.

      “You got a leader picked out?” I growled.

      “Was kinda hopin’ it’d be you,” he said and I hocked and spit, giving him a down and dirty look.

      He held up his hands in surrender and said, “Okay. Don’t shoot the messenger.”

      I cocked my head. “That what the rest of them boys want?” I asked.

      He looked at me a little startled and said, “You really ain’t got no clue, do yah?”

      My scowl deepened and I growled a little and he laughed, climbing to his feet, and slapping me on the cut that covered my back.

      “Only man in this club they respect more ‘n Ruth and fear just at much… is you,” he said. “Now, they might respect me, but they don’t fear me the same way they do you, and sometimes in moments when the respect runs thin, even momentarily, you gotta have that fear or somethin’ else to fall back on.”

      I lowered my head, shook it and said, “Call a meeting on the downlow. I need to hear it from them.”

      Hex nodded and asked me, “You don’t want it, do yah?”

      I glared at him, and he nodded to himself.

      “Tells me you might just be the right man for the job, then.”

      “Fuck outta here,” I grumbled and took another deep hit off the spliff while I unscrewed the cap off my flask for another pull off it.

      I looked up to the window again, hoping for another glimpse and felt my brow crush down even harder.

      All that long red hair was pressed to the glass as her boyfriend plowed into her.

      It wasn’t the show I was hoping for. Instead of the calm I usually felt at seeing her, all I felt was more rage. Especially when his hand appeared over her shoulder, pressed to the glass.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, and flicked the remainder of my marijuana cigarette away. I downed the rest of what was in my flask in three long swallows and got up.

      I turned, shaking with rage, and walked back toward the club. I’d either slug it out or fuck it out and nobody’d better get in my fucking way.
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      Alina…

      Moving day.

      You would think I would be happy about it, and in some ways; yes, I was, but in others…

      “Hey, you, are you okay?” I looked up at Dorian, smiled and heaved a big sigh. Dorian was a good guy, a fellow bartender down in the Quarter at the bar we both worked at, and hey – he was here to help which automatically made him a good friend. There were friends, and then there were friends who would help you move. And the friends who would help you move? Well, they were gold.

      “Yeah, just a little bit in my feelings, you know?” I asked.

      “Ah, yeah,” he said, crow’s feet fanning out from his eyes as he smiled. He was younger than me, which was to say mid-twenties, to my late-twenties – so only a few years, but he looked older.

      Of course, everybody looked older than me. I pretty much looked like I was perpetually sixteen due to my petite size, but most people I guess were too nice to say it. I tossed one of my thick red braids over my shoulder and heaved a big sigh.

      “It’s just my first apartment, and I’m gonna miss it,” I whined. He laughed and put an arm around my shoulders, giving me a sideways hug.

      “Yes, but on to new adventures, right?” he asked, giving me a little shake.

      I rolled my eyes.

      “I mean, I’ll certainly be closer to work, and it is a smaller place,” I said.

      “Cheaper, too, and away from Patrick,” Maya said, coming up to us and making a face. She was a Creole Queen – light skinned, sure, but with a glorious crown of curls and a descendant of some distant cousin of Marie Laveau, New Orleans’ Voodoo Queen herself. Or so the “legend has it” and the rumor mill liked to say. Maya had a flair for the dramatic though, and let the rumors run rampant. She laughed at all the silliness with me and was an absolute riot about it. She was my best friend and we were – what she liked to call – sisters of the heart.

      I sighed and nodded. Patrick Cahill was my very ex-boyfriend and had wound up being a cheater and an absolute dog.

      I felt a wave of nausea roll through me at even the mere mention of his name.

      “Sorry,” Maya said with a shrug of her perfect shoulders. She was trying to break into modeling, and if she could, she would go so very far. She was beautiful in that way that wasn’t quite real, you know?

      “It’s fine, but can we please just relegate him to ‘the nameless one’ or something?” I asked meekly.

      “Sure,” Dorian said and let me go. With a gusty sigh, he asked, “You ready to tackle this couch then?”

      I groaned.

      “No,” I said. “But let’s do it.”

      We wrestled the three-seater overstuffed thing all the way down from the third floor and over to the moving van.

      “Okay, hold on, hold on, hold on!” Dorian cried, and I panted and braced my end, my arms shaking with fatigue as I pivoted and tried to rest it against my hip – Dorian yelling from the other end, “Wait, wait, wait, wait, wait! Don’t shove it in yet!”

      “That’s what she said!” Maya called over the back of the couch where she steadied it.

      I snorted and yelled back, “I’m not! I’m just trying to—” The weight was just gone, like magic and I startled and whirled, looking up into eyes that were wall-to-wall midnight. I blinked, my mouth falling open in shock as the big, and I do mean big, bald, and heavily tattooed man looked down at me. His face was impassive and hard as stone. He jerked his head to one side and I moved out of the way, my feet feeling like they barely touched the ground as a shiver went down my spine.

      And no, I wasn’t cold. There was no such thing as being cold in New Orleans, standing outside on the summer sidewalk.

      “Alina, you got it?” Dorian called. He straightened up and said, “Oh, hey. Thanks, man.”

      The big man holding the end of my couch up off the ground with one hand didn’t take his eyes off me, as though he was committing my face to memory.

      “Uh, right,” Dorian said after a protracted silence that was interrupted not only by Dorian but by the subtle laughing and chuckling out of three more bikers standing nearby, watching the strange spectacle as a cicada screamed in the near distance.

      The big man in the leather vest finally tore his eyes off me and looked to Dorian, raising his chin as though to silently ask if Dorian was ready.

      “Yeah, put it in,” he said.

      Maya snorted and said again, “That’s what she said.”

      The rest of the bikers spectating all had another good laugh.

      The couch went into the back of the van and the big man turned back to me to stare some more.

      “You good?” a voice called from the three bikers off to the side.

      “What? Me? Yeah,” I said finally, tearing my eyes from the big man staring me down. There was something wrong with his eyes. I mean, there was no white. They were just black as midnight, black as pitch, the inkiest darkness I had ever seen – which is when it dawned on me. It was ink. He’d tattooed the whites of his eyes – which made me shudder. I couldn’t even imagine what that’d felt like, and no! Just no. Mm-mm. No, no, no, and nope. Didn’t want to think about it too hard. I was good.

      Jesus!

      “Anything else, darlin’?” the same biker from the pack of them off to the side asked. I shook my head no.

      “No, that was the last thing,” I murmured. Still wide-eyed and transfixed by the giant – or at least giant to me – bald man who was absolutely jacked, who hadn’t budged from his spot in front of me. A coldness radiated off of him despite the muggy heat socking us all in.

      “Thank you,” I said and he gave me a slow, single nod before turning and walking back up the sidewalk and joining the rest of his friends. They all turned and walked across the street and through the gate of the Voodoo Bastards’ compound.

      “Alina?” Dorian called and I turned and looked from him to Maya who mouthed, What was that? at me. I shrugged and mouthed back I don’t know! Then I looked back to Dorian who looked just as mystified as both me and my bestie.

      I’d lived right outside their compound for three years, now. Had a view from both my living room and bedroom window right down into it even. But I’d really never paid them any mind except for the roar of their bikes when they’d drunkenly drag raced up the block on wild party nights and the times the music had been almost too loud to think – but I wasn’t dumb. I never called it in or complained or anything. The Voodoo Bastards weren’t something you messed with out here. Not if you didn’t want to become gator food or whatever.

      Still, in the last three years, this was the first time I had ever had an up-close encounter with any of them… and I was suddenly glad it was moving day. I wasn’t sure I ever wanted another encounter ever again. They were scary!
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      La Croix…

      “What was that all about, boss?” I ignored Axeman and walked right past him, Hex, and Saint.

      I could almost feel Axe and Saint exchange a look and shrug behind me, Hex falling into step beside me. He probably already knew what I was thinkin’. Hex was the real brains of this fuckin’ outfit, not me. I was president, sure, but in name only. A ploy. I was the biggest and baddest motherfucker in the yard and if I got taken out, it would suck to be me, but the club? The club would do just fine because it was Hex who was the real brains of the entire outfit. I mean, this was all his design. I wasn’t stupid, just not as smart as he was. It was a good leadership model as far as they went. What president didn’t have his trusted cabinet?

      Ruth had thought he was smart but he’d let the drugs fuck him over. A few too many bad decisions later and he had the rest of the club questioning his loyalty. As in was it to the club and the rest of us, or just himself? A few more bad decisions later and it was clear. Ruth had to fuckin’ go.

      The coup had been easy, almost too easy. It had me and Hex watching each other’s backs for a minute. We’d quashed some shit a few months later and that’d tightened things right up.

      We’d been thirteen under Ruthless, but that’d dropped to eight. We didn’t like the even number, but it couldn’t be helped. We had a prospect, and he wasn’t far from earning his colors. In fact, we were sure it’d be any day now.

      I went for our office once we were inside. Yeah, I know it was supposed to be mine – but it was Hex’s and mine’s and truthfully, I preferred to think of it that way. It’d been a year and some change and I still couldn’t quite get my head around the whole thing – me bein’ the president and all. Still didn’t feel real.

      “Looks like your little redheaded obsession’s movin’ on out,” Hex said once the door’d been shut. He gave me a bit of a sly look and a wink. I scowled darkly and he chuckled, opened the door back up, and yelled for our prospect, Louie.

      “Yeah, boss?” Louie called from somewhere out there. I didn’t pay it no never mind.

      “Might wanna get our fearless leader a bourbon, boy,” Hex called out, reading my mind.

      “You got it. Anything else?”

      Hex looked back over his shoulder at me as I dropped heavily into the seat behind the big ol’ battered desk.

      “Yeah,” he muttered. “Better make it a double.”

      “You got it, boss,” Louie declared and hustled his ass back down the hall unseen.

      Hex leaned his back against the wall by the slightly open door, waiting for my bourbon to show up.

      “You wanna talk about it, man?” he asked.

      I shook my head. Talking never got me anywhere. Just a bunch of bullshit and excuses as my daddy always liked to say, usually before he cracked me in the mouth as a kid. Silence was always better ‘n bullshit in my book.

      “Learn anything new, getting’ a look up close?” he asked.

      “Her name,” I answered, knowing he wouldn’t let it the fuck go until he dragged something outta me. I knew how he worked.

      “You mean all this time you ain’t learned her name?” he asked after barking a laugh.

      I kept my mouth shut. The prospect’s boot tread loud on the concrete floor out in the hallway.

      “I say goddamn prospect!” Hex shouted, taking the bourbon from the kid. “You keep walkin’ around like that, ain’t a fuckin’ soul in NOLA ain’t know you comin’. Good way to get yourself shot, dipshit.”

      “Shit,” the kid said chagrinned. “My bad.”

      I frowned.

      “Take off your boots,” I ordered. “You can have ‘em back when you learn t’ be quieter.” Wordlessly, the kid complied, pulling off one then the other as I jerked my head at the empty corner of the room. He tossed ‘em there and I said, “Now get out.”

      Hex brought the glass of bourbon over and set it in front of me. I sipped it and stared off into space, thinking about Alina, Alina Bouchard.

      “I know that look,” Hex said sighing. “You ain’t fixin’ to do something foolish now, are you?” he asked. I flicked my gaze from that indeterminable point in space back to his and growled.

      “Fuck me,” he muttered. “You want me to put a call into Radar? Have him do some o’ dat hoodoo magic computer shit he do?” he asked.

      I shook my head.

      I’d do it myself.

      Later.

      Some things were just too personal, and for whatever reason, Alina had become personal for me. Never mind I didn’t actually know her from fuckin’ Eve.

      “What business we got to attend to?” I demanded, changing the subject.

      Hex chuckled and cocked his head.

      “Not a damn thing,” he said. “We’re gravy.”

      I grunted.

      “Then get the fuck out,” I told him and he barked a laugh.

      “Alright, then. Have fun.” He waved over his shoulder dismissively on his way out and shut the door behind him.

      I sat for a while, in the stale warmth of the small office and frowned slightly when the swamp cooler in the painted-over window kicked on to try and cool it. It was struggling, the press of summer hot and heavy. Reminded me of the time I pressed a motherfucker that owed us money down onto the grill at this joint off of Rampart. The way the cooler rattled in its frame bringing me back to the hiss and pop of his flesh and the sweet smell of pork filling the small kitchen as his face cooked.

      I smiled. That’d been a lesson he’d never forget. He’d see that shit every time he looked in the mirror.

      Truth be told, I don’t even remember what he owed us money for – drugs, more than likely. Maybe he got behind in the books? I didn’t care. Ruth pointed; I did my thing. It’d worked; but now I was in the uncomfortable position of having to point and sit back – and I hated sitting back.

      I picked up my phone, the good one, and scrolled through the numbers. I smiled in a bit of irony when I found hers… Justice was something I hoped never caught up to me, at least, not citizen justice. That wasn’t real justice, though. Any man lived the life we did knew that. No, it wasn’t justice, it was control. We made our own justice out here in the street and it was far more reliable, a hell of a lot quicker, and usually, a hell of a lot fairer.

      I put the call through and waited as it rang. I hated talking. I wasn’t much of a talker; but this wasn’t something you sent in a text.

      “Hey, you! Long time no talk. How have you been?” She sounded… better – more vivacious, brighter – and she was a sweet woman. Brave. Seen some shit and been through it but hadn’t let it change her. Hadn’t given into it. I had a lot of respect for that. Of course, it had been a while. How long, I didn’t know. Time did funny things in my head.

      “Doing good,” I said roughly, and I took a sip of what was in my glass, appreciating the soothing burn going down.

      “Oh, yeah?” Justice asked, a sly tone to her voice. She was sharp, and I had to think her own healing journey made her keen on wanting to fix everybody. Problem with that was there wasn’t any fixing the kind of broken in my head. There just wasn’t. Didn’t mean I didn’t appreciate her tryin’ but the woman needed to learn that some things were just a lost cause.

      “Yeah,” I said and couldn’t help but smile. “Actually, I need a favor from your man,” I said. “Somethin’ low key, just lookin’ someone up for me like he does.”

      “Oh,” she said and sounded a bit guarded now. “Nothing bad, is it?”

      “No, not at all. I wouldn’t call you for none of that,” I said and it was true.

      I took a deep breath and I partially lied to her.

      “I met a girl, and I didn’t have my phone on me. She wrote her number on my hand and before I could put it in, the last couple of numbers rubbed off. Was hoping your man could help so I could, uh, run into her again. You know?”

      There was a long pause on the other end of the line and finally Justice said, “Aww, that’s really sweet! Hang on, he’s actually in his den. Gimme a second here.”

      I heard her get up and move across either a room or the house. She knocked lightly and I heard her man Radar’s voice muffled and indistinct.

      “It’s La Croix,” I heard her say faintly, a little distant as she held the phone out or down.

      “Yeah?” Radar had come closer and I heard some static as something rubbed against the phone’s mic as it was passed over. “La Croix! Man, what’s up?” he asked.

      “I need a small favor,” I said. “A personal one. No club business.”

      “Oh yeah? What’s up?”

      “It’s about a girl…” I said and let my breath out slow and even. Somehow a knot of tension between my shoulders, that I hadn’t even known I’d carried, loosened as I thought back to my encounter with Alina Bouchard only minutes ago, out front of her building and the club’s compound.

      At the way her wide, silvery eyes had looked up into mine. How it’d been the first time I’d even been close enough to look into those eyes.

      They were a cool gray, the outer iris ringed in darker smoke – like the mist off the Bayou in the early morning light, before the sun had even finished clearing the horizon out through the cypress trees.

      Her eyes reminded me of my most favorite time of day. Out there, in the swamps I grew up in, when the rest o’ the world was still silent and sleeping. When I felt the absolute most alone that I ever did, and I enjoyed the fuck out of my solitude.

      “How can I help?” Radar asked in my ear and I closed my eyes and nodded slowly to myself.

      Yeah. I wasn’t ready to let little miss Alina outta my sight. Not completely anyway.

      I gave Radar what I had and downed the rest of the bourbon in my glass while he clacked at some keys on the other end of the line.

      I stayed on with him, getting rife with nervous energy I just had to walk off. I wandered out through the club, letting my ugly fuckin’ mug stave off any unwanted attention by glowering something spectacular.

      Outside, the heat and humidity were a slap in the face with a warm, dead fish. The smell of the river wafted faintly this direction and it wasn’t great. Most people disliked it, but to me it just smelled like home.

      I stared out the open gate to the compound at the empty spot at the curb where the moving van had been parked. It was long gone, though. I looked up to the empty window of her apartment. The lacy, sheer, and ruffled curtains that framed the portal into her world were gone too.

      Fuck.

      I didn’t like that, and I didn’t like the anxiousness that I’d not see her again that knotted me up between the shoulder blades.

      I wandered to the curb and stepped down into the street, wandering across and up onto the corner while I waited.

      “What was the last name again?” he asked after a moment. “The spelling, I mean.”

      “Bouchard. B-O-U-C-H-A-R-D,” I told him, spelling it out.

      “Oh, shit. That’s why,” he muttered and went on about being a dumbass for having had it spelled wrong for a moment.

      “Looks like she’s moved, or just moved. New address isn’t out there yet.”

      “You got where she works?” I asked, scuffing the toe of my boot through the strip of dried brown grass between the sidewalk and the curb in front of her building. I wasn’t lookin’ for nothing in particular but I guess I found it anyway.

      A glint of gold caught my eye, metallic against the golden twist and ruin of the desiccated grass under my feet. I bent at the waist, phone to my ear, and plucked the gold band from the weeds. It was bent, slightly, from having been stepped on, but the moment I brought it up where I could see it? I knew it was hers.

      The delicate filigree, the simple elegance, and the small chip of gemstone in the setting screamed that it belonged to the woman with the freckles and the fiery red hair.

      I wrapped my fist around it, feeling the bite of the metal into my palm and I swear, I could feel a tenuous connection to her, out there, somewhere in the city.

      “Ah, here we go. She’s got her bartender’s license. Clean record on that, and she works at a bar down on Bourbon. Need her schedule? Pretty sure I can crack their shit in a jiff if you do.”

      “Nah, man. Just the name of the bar,” I said.

      “Sure thing. I got you.”

      I looked up into the blue sky above and listened as a cicada screamed and wondered which place it would be that she worked at. If it was one of the classier joints that I would stick out in, or if it was a dive where I’d fit right in.

      Guess I’d find out.
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      Alina…

      Maya and I fell into a giggling, shrieking tangle of limbs as she tried to wrestle the remote control out of my hands. I was trying to change it from whatever high drama reality trash television show she wanted to watch to something, anything, different.

      “No, no, no!” she cried as I went in for the cheater’s attack she always used on me, tickling her ribs to make her let go of the remote.

      We tussled, and finally, victory was mine! I got the remote and spilled off the couch onto my butt, howling with laughter even as the floor beneath me bounced a few times from the downstairs neighbor punching or hitting the ceiling in a bid to get us to be quiet.

      “Oh, shit!” I said in an ominous whisper around my laughter.

      “Aw, they’ll get over it.” Maya waved me off. “Not like we do this every night.”

      I rolled my eyes and said, “Not how I want to impress the new neighbors!”

      She made a dismissive “Pfft!” noise and said, “They’re used to my bullshit, though.”

      I smiled and stifled a laugh behind my hand.

      I’d moved out of my apartment to move in with Maya. She had a place just off the French Quarter – which, yeah, high-dollar real estate, but her family had owned this place for like, ever, and she had just kicked her last roommate out for stealing from her. She was renting my room to me for an absolute steal.

      I couldn’t complain. I mean, I was walking distance from work, had a great view from here for the parades when it came to that, and honestly, I was hoping to bring a little bit of calm and balance to my best friend who honestly did the opposite for me – but in a good way. She sort of had this magic way of getting me out of my shell and, I don’t know, charged my social batteries?

      I mean, I could switch it on at a moment’s notice at work, could extrovert all night long, but the second the bar shut down? Blargh. I was done and ready to go home… unless Maya was around. Then I could stay up a little bit later, like now. It was something like four in the morning and I was as jazzed as I ever was at work as we play fought over remotes and spilled popcorn all over my couch – which had been in better shape than Maya’s.

      We’d had so much fun redecorating and incorporating both of our wildly differing eclectic styles into something that looked so fantastic in here.

      My earth tones and greenery, her shiny modern metals and squared off furniture. The perfect blend of natural and modern.

      Things felt right. I was happy. She was happy. The world was our oyster and nothing could stop us!

      “Yeah, still!” I protested. “I’m the one that’s gonna have to see and deal with them when you’re model-and-fashion famous, jet setting off to New York, Milan, and Paris.”

      I struck a few duck-lipped poses, and she crossed her eyes and fell out laughing in a fresh set of giggles.

      “You know you could do it, too!” she said, and I rolled my eyes and shook my head.

      “No way,” I said. “Not tall enough and way too many freckles.”

      “Oh, stop it! Modeling’s changed by leaps and bounds, you know. Plus, your freckles are to die for. I would kill to have them.”

      I shook my head and flipped through shows on our favorite streaming service, landing on something I knew we both liked.

      “Oo! Oo! Oo! Yes, please!” she cried excitedly.

      “Much better than that stupid family reality drama,” I said. “Those people are so insipid. I don’t even know how they got famous or why you bother watching them,” I said.

      She stuck out her tongue at me. “Neah!”

      “What?”

      “Don’t yuck my yum,” she complained. “It’s a total guilty pleasure. They make my family seem tame by comparison.”

      I laughed and shook my head.

      “Mm, your family’s not that bad,” I told her.

      She twisted her lips back and forth and said, “Not as bad as yours, fine, sure, I’ll give you that – but they still suck in their own way.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Your dad gave you the apartment…” I looked around us and she rolled her eyes at me again.

      “Yeah, only to keep me out of his hair.”

      I snorted. “Your dad’s bald.”

      It was her turn to roll her eyes at me. “You know what I mean.” She let out an exasperated sigh.

      “Yeah.” I nodded in agreement. “I know.”

      I scraped my bottom lip between my teeth and twisted my fingers around the spot where my great-grandmother’s ring was supposed to be on my finger. Only a thin tan line remained, and I was still pretty heartbroken about it. It was the only thing I had left of her.

      Maya sighed and said, “I’m sure it’ll turn up…” But it sounded halfhearted at best. I nodded and forced a smile.

      “I’m sure you’re right.”

      I’d lost it in the move, and honestly? I didn’t have a hope or a prayer of seeing it again. I mean, I never took it off, and it’d slipped off my finger somehow. It could be anywhere. I didn’t think it was in a box in storage and I’d torn through everything that’d come here. I thought it was gone, gone… and that hurt.

      The only bright spot in my childhood had been going to visit Gramma Mimi – no, that wasn’t her name, it was Sarah, but I couldn’t call her Gramma Gramma when it had been my grandma that took me to visit in the first place.

      I didn’t have the happiest of origin stories. My mother had me when she was sixteen. She didn’t want me, but my grandma wouldn’t hear of her getting an abortion. At the same time, my grandmother didn’t want me either but guess what? Mom abandoned ship as soon as she was able and I honestly only remember meeting her once.

      I was seven.

      She’d come to my grandmother’s to ask for money and I’d heard the whole fight. I didn’t know what “rape” was, but my mother had flung the word at my grandmother like some sort of ice javelin and had screamed how she’d never wanted me in the first place. Likewise, my grandmother – a deeply Christian woman for all she never went to church on Sundays – had screamed back some shit about it being God’s will and had demanded of my mother, “You think I want her? You think I want to do this shit all over again? It was bad enough with you!”

      Let me tell you, that scars a kid and kids know. At least, I did. I mean, I never wanted for food, clothes, or a roof over my head and my grandmother did that single mom thing. She was sixty something now, and let me tell you what – she took a chainsaw to those apron strings.

      Like, as soon as I was eighteen! I got home with her and Gramma-Gramma from my graduation to a load of packed bags and a “good luck.”

      I was lucky I had the savings I did and my grandma grandma? I had never seen her swear or say a single unkind word or anything until that day. She lost it on my grandmother and had blasted her into next week.

      I wasn’t kicked out that night – but whew, that battle raged. I swore as soon as I could get out, I would be out, and as soon as I could was the very next week. I pulled up stakes and never looked back. Still, I think the whole thing broke my grandma grandma’s heart. She went back to her assisted-living facility and a few weeks later, she had a stroke.

      She didn’t make it much longer past that. A little under a year? Still, she did accomplish one thing. She had completely written both my grandmother and my mother out of her will and left what meager money and possessions she had left to me.

      I got the ring and her books. That was it. My grandmother took everything else anyway, and I didn’t know how to fight it at all, so I just let it go. The only reason I got the ring was because my great-grandma had given it to me on one of my last visits before she died. Unable to speak, just looking at me beseechingly to take it as she pressed it into my hands with her gnarled ones.

      I’d not taken it off since.

      It’d fit perfectly for the longest time until I’d gotten involved with Patrick. I swallowed hard. Just one more reason to hate him. He’d stressed me out so much with his lies and his gaslighting me, making me feel crazy when I knew, I knew I wasn’t! I’d lost so much weight, the ring became loose and had slipped off.

      The only person I hated more than Patrick for that was myself for letting him get to me that way.

      “Hey.” Maya broke me out of my reverie and I looked up and smiled at her.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nuh-uh,” she said, shaking her head resolutely. “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what?” I asked innocently.

      “Think about them,” she said. “Don’t you dare.”

      “Sorry,” I murmured.

      “I said no, Queen!” She pushed against my shoulder with her toes in their pink fluffy low socks that she wore around the apartment, using them to slide over the polished hardwood floors.

      I smiled and shook my head. See what I mean? She was the best.

      We’d become friends when I was nineteen and we waitressed at the same place. Her dad had cut her off, and she’d been on the struggle bus for a bit. But she hadn’t cared and we’d become fast friends, bitching about the grabby-hands practical-pedophile of a manager we’d had to work under.

      Yeah, Maya had gotten fired from that job and arrested for assault when she’d dumped a tray of drinks on the floor and started wailing on that manager with the tray when he was getting more than a little too up close and personal with a fifteen-year-old waitress, having backed her into a corner.

      I’d kept my job, mostly because I’d stood there too shocked to say or do anything.

      It was like Maya had been born with all the fire in her spirit and I’d just gotten it in my hair.

      I’d started looking elsewhere for employment right away, and Maya’s dad had bailed her out of jail. Unfortunately, it didn’t do much for their relationship being as Maya’s dad was a prominent city political figure. He didn’t care why she did it. All he cared about were the optics.

      Boy, did I feel that. I was raised the same way, only I didn’t know who the hell my grandmother had been trying to impress. She wasn’t prominent in any way unless you considered her for the position of reigning Southern Ice Queen. Then she took the title to town and there wasn’t anyone more prominent in the city than her – or so she thought. The irony of her name being Karen wasn’t lost on me.

      Anyway, Maya and I stayed friends. The best of friends. I’d managed through hard work and determination, as well as selling some of my art on the side, to work my way up in the restaurant industry from waitress to hostess, ping-ponging back and forth until I was old enough to legally serve and then bartend – where the real tips were at if you asked me.

      Maya had beaten me there by a few months and had passed me along all kinds of tips and tricks, which was great and had helped a lot.

      Then, somehow, some way, she’d found something more suited to her wild nature. She’d started working at a strip club behind the bar, and while she wouldn’t dance, she’d somehow gotten into the world of escorting and whew… the money she made. I wished, but I could never! I just wasn’t built like Maya was. She was resilient, fierce, brave beyond your wildest dreams.

      …but not me.

      No, I had way too many hang-ups from my pseudo-southern Baptist and thoroughly weird upbringing.

      I don’t think I would ever come to grips or understand how my grandmother came from my sweet grandma grandma. I totally understand how my bio mom came about from my grandmother, though. Sheesh.

      We watched the sword-swinging fantasy epic with the long, silver-haired hero and the snappy dialogue between him and his Bard friend, who was the type of hot that it might as well be criminal with how dopey he could be.

      We crunched popcorn and binged several episodes until I couldn’t stop yawning and with a smirk, and the glimmer of sunrise coming in around the ratan blinds over our windows and French doors, Maya nudged me with her foot and sent me to bed.

      I smiled tiredly and clambered to my feet.

      “G’night, girl,” she called after me, turning off the television.

      “G’morning,” I said, waving over my shoulder. I went into my room and shut the door.

      I mean, it was what it was, and what it was, was morning. I hated getting it wrong… it was just one of my things.
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      La Croix…

      “Lenny, boy, c’mere and see if you can get this man his part. I can’t figure what the hell he’s sayin’.”

      I had just set my tool tray down and was only half through wiping my hands on the filthy red rag I’d found somewhere out there in the yard when Big Saul called me over. I went to the front counter and frowned. The old-timer in front of the desk was one of my people – that’s to say, one of the swamp people.

      He looked at me through watery blue eyes and held out what he was lookin’ for and I asked him a few questions. He perked up at the Cajun comin’ out of my mouth and fired back in rapid French-Creole that I could keep up with, but barely. Language was like a muscle. If it went unflexed long enough, you lost some tone or whatever.

      Still, I worked out well enough from the busted shit he handed me what it was he needed. Nodding, I picked my tool tray up off the counter and jerked my head at the man to follow me out into the yard full of weed-choked and rusting hulks of boat motors and hulls.

      I wiped the sweat from my brow and midway through pulling his part, I had to stop for my phone ringing in the back pocket of my coveralls.

      “Yeah?” I asked by way of greeting.

      “P. it’s me, Hex.”

      “I know who you are, asshole.” I scowled. I hated talking on the phone.

      “Got a problem, brother. Bring your big ass in when you’re done there,” he said.

      I grunted an assent, then returned the phone to my back pocket.

      “Heh.” The old man I was pulling the part for grinned at me and spit tobacco juice on the ground. With a few more turns of my socket, I had the starter for his outboard free and was handing it over.

      I told him Big Saul would handle the rest up front.

      I looked to the sky, through the shadows cast by the surrounding trees and the Spanish moss hanging from them, and nodded to myself.

      The day was almost done.

      Did I need to work here? No. Was it the smart thing to do? Yes. Always good to have a day job to cover what a man did at night. I didn’t need the money, but the government didn’t know that. Nor did they need to know that.

      Big Saul got quite the cut to punch my timecard and to pay me regular. He also got my help more often than he didn’t. I was here, I did my job, and I did a good one at that.

      When I wasn’t here, he kept my alibi above board on the odd occasion I had shit to do during the day.

      It was the way shit worked. He covered my ass; I greased his palm.

      Fuck, why did that sound dirtier than it needed to?

      I shucked off my coveralls and hung them up on their peg in the back before I pulled down and shrugged into my cut. Next, I took my ass out front to my bike, waving over my shoulder at Big Saul. He was on the phone behind the counter, the buzz and flicker of the fluorescent lighting over his head distracting as he grunted, “Mm-hm,” into the phone cradled against his big, bearded cheek.

      Big Saul was big. Something like five foot six, but like four hundred pounds. He had an encyclopedic knowledge of any type of engine or boat motor, though. Folks from all over the state in and out of every parish knew that Big Saul was the one to call when they couldn’t figure it out.

      He gave me a pair of raised eyebrows and a chin lift, acknowledging I was leaving without so much as breaking stride in his listening or conversation on the phone as he henpecked with two fingers on the ancient keyboard the invoice for whatever part he was gonna need pulled.

      He still had three other guys here and out back in the yard. He didn’t need me; so, I wasn’t worried about it.

      I wasn’t overly worried about whatever the hell Hex wanted, either. Whatever it was, it’d be handled in its own time. No reason to get my blood pressure up. All that tended to do was make my short-fused temper even shorter and nobody wanted that.

      If Hex was calling me, though, it meant one thing and one thing only… someone was fixin’ to bleed or even die. I was that guy and there weren’t no bones about it.

      I rode into the city, making for the club’s compound, and I found a few of the guys smoking angrily just inside the gate.

      “’Bout fuckin’ time you got here,” Hex grumbled as I killed the engine to my bike and I swung my dark gaze in his direction.

      “Where’s the fucking fire at?” I demanded.

      Hex sighed, pinning his hands to his hips as he hung his head low and I frowned. He looked like he had the weight of the fuckin’ world on his shoulders and it wasn’t like him. He was pretty chill most of the time, even when things got hot. He was usually the guy who was cool under pressure. Except he wasn’t cool at all right now and I saw it in the glint in his eye when he looked back up at me.

      “The prospect,” he said.

      I swung a leg over my bike and stood up, crossing my arms over my chest, and demanding, “Spill it, it’s not like you to beat around the bush.”

      Hex sighed. “He got himself stabbed. He’s at the hospital an’ he’s gonna be okay, but—”

      “Who, what, when, where, why, and how?” I demanded, my scowl deepening. He cut to the chase.

      “Who would be his own kin, some kinda family squabble. What over, I don’t know but I have to suspect it has to do with his mamma,” he said.

      I grunted, giving a nod, and waited for him to continue.

      “Anyhow, he got himself stabbed about an hour or so ago, an’ called me up to let me know they was taking him in the ambulance to the hospital there downtown.”

      “Alright,” I drawled. “Where’d he get stabbed at?”

      “Near as I can tell, his momma’s house.”

      “Do we know why?”

      “If I had to guess, drugs… money… she ain’t much of a mother near as I can tell. You know the type to come to the life,” he said, and I nodded. Most of the men in with the likes of me and Hex came from broken homes. Hell, I wasn’t any exception to that rule. My momma’d died giving birth to my little sister, who didn’t much make it past a day beyond our mother. My daddy didn’t give two fucks about me and let me know every minute of every day what a pain-in-the-ass burden I was to him and his getting his drink on.

      Some of that was on the mend now that I was an adult, but not really at the same time… The Voodoo Bastards was more family than a lot of us had ever known and I had to bet it was for Louie, our prospect. It was time to show him how we looked out for each other.

      “His momma the one to stab him?” I asked.

      Hex shook his head. “Her boyfriend, not quite Louie’s stepfucker or anything. Ain’t been around long enough for that. Guess she’s only been seein’ this one a few months or whatever.”

      “What was Louie doin’ over there?” I asked.

      “Bringin’ his momma some groceries,” Hex said and his tone was flat, nonplussed, and I couldn’t tell if he was pissed at Louie or the situation, or what.

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “I didn’t get a lot,” Hex said. “They were working on him, or whatever. Still don’t know how takin’ your mother groceries ends up in you gettin’ stabbed.”

      I sucked my teeth and made a tsking sound while I calculated some things and said, “Well, I’m fixin’ to find out. Take Axeman with you out to the hospital and see what you can get. I’ll take Saint with me an’ go pay dear ol’ mom a visit an’ see what’s what.”

      Hex raised an eyebrow at me and asked, “You sure?”

      “You think I’m gon’ let it stand?” I asked, and he gave me a slightly feral grin.

      “Nah, it’s as it always was and ever been, retribution sure and swift.”

      “Get back at me with the details as soon as you can,” I muttered.

      “Need to know how far to go on puttin’ the hurt on?” he asked.

      “No, I know how far to go with that,” I said and Hex gave me a careful nod.

      “You know you should just let Saint and some of the other boys handle it,” he said, and I gave him a look.

      He sighed and nodded, saying “Awright, go on an’ do what it is you’re gonna do.”

      I nodded. He knew me well enough, and I rarely went too far left of center or did anything out of character on something like this. It was all business as far as I was concerned. I didn’t let much get personal.

      “Saint!” I called and Saint came jogging up. “You’re with me,” I said, and he gave a nod.

      “On it, boss. I’ll follow your lead.”

      I nodded and got back on my bike while Saint jogged on over to his, exchanging a few words with some of the other guys lingering in the yard inside the fence line.

      “You watch yourself,” Hex said as a parting shot.

      I called out to his back as he walked away, “That’s what I’m bringing Saint for.”

      Hex waved over his shoulder and went for the knot of brothers standing around. I fired up my Harley, big and flat black with purple pinstripe detailing that faded into green flourishes. Sharp and lines crisp, my bike stood out as unique unto itself, but not so much as to be ostentatious. I wasn’t into loud and obnoxious. That’d all been Ruth and had helped lead up to his downfall in a way.

      Saint fell in beside me and we maneuvered out the gate and down the street on the way down to one of the poorest neighborhoods in the city. While the club itself was in the lower ninth ward which had the reputation for being one of the poorest and the roughest, I knew Louie’s momma’s place was somewhere over in the seventh. I didn’t know the exact address, but I’d been out that way once and Louie had pointed it out to some of us as we’d ridden by.

      That boy loved his momma dearly, worked at earning a love back that just wasn’t there to be given. I knew it because I’d lived it with my daddy. At a certain point it broke something inside you but Louie wasn’t to that point yet… I didn’t know if he was now, but it didn’t matter. He was on the cusp of earning his full patch with us and was already all but one of us, so this was the last time any shit like this was about to go down with him.
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