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  EVERYTHING WAS ALL right until the photograph showed up in my mailbox.




  Actually, that isn’t true. Nothing had been all right since my sister vanished into thin air.




  I’d never known people could disappear so completely that no trace was ever found. Isn’t this America? Land of the free, home of the security camera? Big Brother is watching more

  often than we think. Unfortunately, he’d been asleep at the switch when Katie went AWOL.




  For three years there hadn’t been a sign of her despite all the pictures I’d plastered on signposts, store windows, and every missing persons Internet site I could find.




  Then I’d gone into the office, started sorting through my stack of mail, opened a five-by-seven manila envelope, and voilà! There she was, standing outside a building named Rising

  Moon.




  It had taken me all of three minutes to determine the place was a jazz club in New Orleans. I’d shoved a few changes of clothes and my toothbrush into a backpack and boarded the next

  available flight.




  A few hours later, I stood on a street called Frenchmen, listening to jazz wail out an open doorway and wondering how it could be so freaking hot in the middle of February. When I’d gotten

  on the plane in Philly, fat snowflakes had been tumbling down.




  I’d never visited New Orleans, never wanted to. I wasn’t the party type; I wouldn’t fit in. However, I didn’t plan to stay. I planned to get Katie and get gone.




  I forced myself to walk through the door, ignoring the smoke, the noise, the people. The inside was sparse, narrow, nothing like the big, airy taverns at home, which boasted lots of tables, lots

  of space for billiards, darts, and other amusements. Rising Moon was all about the music.




  I knew nothing about jazz. Give me some Aerosmith, a little Guns n’ Roses, even Ozzie on a really tough day. But jazz? I’d never understood the attraction.




  One look at the man playing the saxophone near the front of the room and attraction took on a different twist.




  He was tall and slim, and everything about him—his hair, his clothes, even the glasses that covered his eyes—was dark.




  I glanced at the ceiling. Not a spotlight to be had.




  “Weird,” I muttered, and received a few glares from the spectators crowded as close to the man as they could get.




  There wasn’t any stage. He just stood in a corner and played. From the microphone, the piano, and the abandoned drum set behind him, I assumed the corner was the stage.




  He held that sax as if it were the only thing he’d ever loved. Despite the need to show the picture of Katie to anything that moved, I found myself watching, listening, captivated by a

  stranger and his music.




  Even with the dark sunglasses bisecting his face, I could tell he was better than handsome. His hair was shorn close, but that only drew attention to the sharpness of his cheekbones and the

  devilishly well-trimmed mustache and goatee.




  His hands were long fingered and elegant, the hands of an aristocrat in a world where such distinctions were long dead. He seemed European, and I guess that wasn’t too odd,

  considering.




  New Orleans had always been more foreign than domestic—a city where life moved at a slower pace, where music and dancing were part of every day and every night, where French was as

  commonly murmured as curse words. No wonder I’d felt itchy and out of sorts from the moment I’d stepped off the plane. I was a peasant, and I always would be.




  The tune ended, whatever it was, the last notes drifting toward the high ceiling and fading away. The spell over the crowd broke as they clapped, chattered among themselves, then lifted their

  glasses to drink.




  “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen.” His voice was as mesmerizing as his hands—deep, melodious, with an accent I couldn’t place. Perhaps Spanish, with a pinch of the South,

  a dash of the North, and something mysterious just beneath.




  The bartender, a tall, muscular black man with eerily light brown eyes and impossibly short natural hair appeared at my elbow. “What can I get you?”




  I wanted to shake my head to clear it of the dopey infatuation with the sax player’s hands and voice. I was not the type of woman who went gaga over a guy for any reason, let alone his

  looks. If I cared about looks I’d be in deep shit. My face certainly wouldn’t inspire any sonnets.




  I laid the photo of Katie atop the polished wood. “Seen her?”




  “You a cop?” The bartender’s accent was pure Dixie.




  “No.” I could have shown him my private investigator’s license, but I’d discovered more info was forthcoming when I made my reasons personal. “She’s my

  sister. She was eighteen when she went missing. Three years ago.”




  “Oh.” His face went from suspicious to sympathetic in an instant. “That’s too bad.”




  I couldn’t determine his age—maybe thirty, maybe fifty. He seemed both a part of this place and yet removed from it. Muscles bulged beneath his dark T-shirt, and the hand that

  reached for the snapshot would have made two of my own.




  He peered at the picture so long, I wondered if his tiger-eyes were in need of some pretty thick glasses. Then he set it back on the bar and lifted his gaze. “A lot of people go missing in

  this city. Always have. What with the tourists, Bourbon Street, Mardi Gras, the river, the swamp, the lake—” He spread his big hands and shrugged.




  I’d have to take his word for it. I hadn’t done much research on the city proper before I’d hopped on the plane. I’d spent what time I had trying to figure out where the

  manila envelope had come from, although I’d had no luck.




  My address had been typed in both the center and the top left-hand corner. There’d been a stamp, but no postmark. Which made me think someone had shoved it into my mailbox when I

  wasn’t looking.




  But why?




  “My sister went missing from home,” I clarified. “From Philadelphia.”




  “You’ve come a long way.”




  I shrugged. “She’s my sister.”




  Sisters can be both the best and the worst—depending on the day, the mood, the sister. Mine was no different. Still, I’d travel to the ends of the earth twice over for Katie. Sure,

  we’d fought, but we’d also been best friends. I’d shared so many things with Katie, that without her I felt like only half of myself.




  “I don’t recognize her.” The bartender leaned back, nodding at someone who waved for a drink.




  “Are you the owner?” I asked.




  “No, ma’am. That would be John Rodolfo.”




  “And where could I find him?”




  He jerked his chin toward the rear of the tavern. “Should be in the office.”




  As I headed in that direction, the murmur of voices and the clink of glasses filled the burgeoning night. The corner of the room was empty; the hot saxophone player was gone.




  I was surprised at my disappointment. I didn’t have time to hang around and listen to music I wasn’t all that fond of. Hell, I didn’t have time to listen to music I liked.




  My life was my work and I didn’t mind. I can’t say what I would have done if I hadn’t become a private investigator. Back when I was twenty, two years into college and no clue

  on a major, it had seemed like a good idea to take a little time off and work for Matt Hawkins, the PI my parents had hired to look for Katie. He was old, he needed help, and it was my fault she

  was missing anyway.




  Well, not technically my fault. We’d had a stupid sister fight, and she’d walked out. I should have gone after her; at the very least, I should have met her later that night

  as I’d promised. But I’d been angry; I’d stood her up, and I hadn’t seen her since.




  I never had gone back to college. Matt had left me his business when he’d retired the previous year. He helped out here and there—like now, for instance, when I had to leave town to

  follow a lead. I was conveniently between cases, and Matt could deal with anything that might come in during the few days I was gone.




  A door marked PRIVATE stood between two others marked MESSIEURS and MESDEMOISELLES. So where did the

  “Mesdames” pee?




  Most people would hesitate before barreling through a door labeled “private” but not me. I’d never been very polite even before I’d applied for my license to pry, so I

  turned the knob and stepped inside.




  The room was pitch-black. I guessed Rodolfo wasn’t home. I started to leave, but a single muttered curse from the depths of the darkness had me fumbling for a switch.




  The harsh electric glare left me blinking. Not so the man behind the desk. He still wore his sunglasses.




  For a minute my mind floundered, wondering why he was in a dark room, wearing dark glasses. Then the truth hit me in a flash brighter than the fluorescent lights.




  He was blind.




  “Can’t you read?” The man came around the desk, his long supple fingers trailing the edge, showing him the way. “ ‘Private’ means just that. The facilities

  are on either side of this door.”




  “I—uh—sorry.”




  “Fine. Get out.”




  My eyebrows lifted at the rude words spoken in that sexy growl of a voice. “I wasn’t looking for the bathroom. I was looking for—”




  I stopped. Was I looking for him? I wasn’t sure.




  “A quick fuck with the sax man. Not today, chica, I have a headache.”




  He crossed the short distance separating us more quickly than a man who couldn’t see should. He also grabbed my arm with a minimum of bumbling and yanked me toward the door.




  I stood my ground. I was at least four inches shorter than his six feet, and he probably outweighed me by thirty pounds, but I was in shape and determined. He couldn’t budge me if I

  didn’t want him to.




  “John Rodolfo?” I asked, and he stopped tugging.




  Staring at a point just to the left of my face, he demanded, “Who the hell wants to know?”




  “Anne Lockheart.”




  He tilted his head, and I was struck anew by his beauty. Even with his eyes covered so I could discern neither their shape nor their color, he was handsome beyond imagining.




  “Do I know you?” he asked.




  “No.”




  He dropped my arm, but he didn’t step back. “Let’s try this again. What do you want if not a quickie on the desk?”




  “I prefer my quickies against the wall, but not today and not with you.”




  His lips twitched. I wondered what he’d look like if he smiled, then shoved the notion aside. I doubted the expression ever crossed his face, and wasn’t that sad?




  Come to think of it, sad was how he’d seemed in the flare of the overhead lights in that instant before he’d sprung to his feet and come after me.




  “You prefer women.” He shrugged. “I could change your mind.”




  I snorted. A typical macho answer—as if one night with him could change anyone’s sexual preferences.




  “Not that it’s any of your business, but I don’t prefer women. What I prefer is to get down to business.”




  “Which is?”




  I still clutched the photograph, but since it would do me no good with Rodolfo, I shoved it into the pocket of my jeans. “I’m searching for my missing sister.”




  Any trace of amusement vanished. “What does that have to do with me?”




  “Someone sent me a photograph of her standing outside this jazz club.”




  “And you wanted to ask if I’d seen her.” He spread his hands. “Can’t help you. Haven’t seen anyone in quite a long time.”




  “Her name was—is Katie. Katie Lockheart.”




  I’d made that slip before, talking about Katie as if she were dead. It was hard not to after three years.




  I’d worked enough missing persons cases to know that not finding someone in the first thirty-six hours indicated, more often than not, that they wouldn’t be found alive. I patted my

  pocket, praying the photograph meant the statistics were wrong in Katie’s case.




  “Never heard of her,” Rodolfo said.




  “That doesn’t mean she wasn’t here.”




  “True.” He stood so close his breath stirred my hair. Even though the door was open, the lights were on, I felt crowded, lost, and a little bit trapped.




  I inched back. “I spoke with the bartender, and I’d like to speak with your other employees—”




  “There aren’t any.”




  “Excuse me?”




  “No other employees.”




  “But—”




  “We haven’t been open that long.”




  “How long?” I demanded.




  If Rising Moon was new, that would date the photo, give me a better idea of when Katie might have been here.




  “Less than a year.”




  “What was the place called before?”




  “Same thing. I haven’t done much except clean and stock.”




  “The outside hasn’t changed? You didn’t buy a new sign?”




  “No.”




  The excitement rushed out of me like air from a punctured balloon.




  “We’ve had a few cocktail waitresses but in the service business . . .” He shrugged. “They come and go. We’re constantly shorthanded even though I offer a room as

  part of the salary. A lot of cheap apartments were washed away by Katrina.”




  “Anyone who’s worked for you still in town, maybe working somewhere else?”




  “Not that I know of, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t.”




  I sighed and withdrew the snapshot from my pocket, staring at the image of my sister. Katie had always been the golden child, literally. While my hair was an indistinct shade, hers sparkled like

  a sunbeam at dusk. My eyes were the hue of a mud puddle, hers seemed to reflect the deepest blue sea. Her nose was straight and cute, her skin clear and white. And her body . . . Let’s just

  say that when God handed out bra sizes, he’d given Katie three quarters of mine.




  You’d think I would hate someone so perfect, and sometimes I had. But along with all that beauty, Katie was genuinely sweet and a whole lot of fun. We’d played a thousand and one

  games of hide-and-seek as kids—and Katie always won, but I didn’t mind because I’d loved being with her.




  I’d become obsessed with the search, to the exclusion of almost everything else, but she was my little sister, and I was supposed to take care of her. I hadn’t done a very good

  job.




  “Shut off the light when you leave.” Rodolfo turned sharply, as if he couldn’t wait to be alone.




  I’m not sure why, but I touched his shoulder, meaning to apologize for intruding, or maybe thank him for nothing. He spun around, his hand coming up and snatching my wrist before he yanked

  me against him.




  I gave a little squeak of surprise, then my breath whooshed out as I slammed against his chest. I glanced into his face but all I saw was my reflection in the dark lenses that shaded his eyes. I

  looked pale, frightened, and somehow prettier than I knew myself to be.




  “I—I’m sorry,” I managed. “I startled you.”




  “I don’t like to be touched,” he murmured.




  Which explained his annoyance when he’d thought I’d come for sex. What it didn’t explain was the bulge in his silky black trousers, which pressed against my hip, the heat, the

  pulse revealing that while Rodolfo might not want to be touched, his body had other ideas.




  He let me go with an annoyed shove, then stalked to his desk and sat down, effectively removing his lower body from view. But I knew what I’d felt.




  Hot guy was attracted to me. I wasn’t sure what to think about that.
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  IN DIRECT CONTRAST to my girlie-girl sister, I’d always been a tomboy. I’d liked sports instead of dolls,

  preferred outdoor games to books. Men were intimidated by my aggressiveness, turned off by my dishwater hair, my crooked nose, and my less than gorgeous face and body. I wasn’t fat or thin,

  neither short nor tall. I was okay—average, plain.




  I wore jeans a size too big, extra large men’s dress shirts, always white so I could bleach out the stains that never failed to appear, even when I hadn’t been near a single thing

  capable of causing them.




  Not that I hadn’t had boyfriends, relationships, sex. Just not lately. When Katie disappeared, I’d dedicated my life to finding her. I hadn’t considered it might actually take

  my whole life, but if it did, then it did.




  Just because I harbored a secret longing for the kind of love my parents had—one that never faltered despite numerous years and the incredible hardship of losing a child—didn’t

  mean I was going to find it. Women like me usually ended up living with cats. I didn’t much like cats, but that was beside the point.




  Rodolfo was so out of my league it was scary. However—my gaze was drawn to his sunglasses—he didn’t know that.




  Still, why so interested so fast? He’d behaved as if he’d been behind bars for several years. I made a mental note to check his background.




  “Well . . . thanks,” I said.




  “For manhandling you?”




  He sounded disgusted with himself. I felt kind of bad. He hadn’t scared me, much. In truth, I’d enjoyed the last few minutes more than a little. I wasn’t the type of woman who

  brought out the beast in men. I hadn’t realized I’d wanted to be until today.




  “I’ll live,” I said dryly, and inched toward the door.




  “The lights,” he murmured.




  My hand hovered near the wall. Why did it bother me to leave him in a darkness he couldn’t see any more than he could see my face? I barely knew the man. If he chose to brood blindly in

  the dark, what was it to me?




  I flicked the switch, shut the door, then stood in the hall, unable to walk away. The murmur of the crowd, the clink of the glasses, the warm-up squawks of a new band almost made me miss the

  sounds from the room marked PRIVATE.




  Rodolfo was talking to himself.




  I doubted he’d be happy if he found me hovering out here, so I turned and took one step toward the crowded, noisy bar before I stopped.




  I didn’t want to go through there again; I just wanted out. To my right lay the rear exit. I used it, slipping into a dark back alley strewn with garbage. Maybe the crowd would have been a

  better idea.




  I reached for the door just as it clicked shut behind me. I tugged, but the thing was locked from the inside.




  “Dammit.” I wished I had a gun.




  I’d been certified to carry a lethal weapon in Pennsylvania—I’d taken a class and everything—though I usually didn’t bother. Searching for missing persons and

  sneaking around taking pictures of cheating spouses or fraudulent employees didn’t call for a handgun.




  I could have brought mine along, but the understandable hassle that went with transporting a firearm on a plane just wasn’t worth it. Who knew I’d be creeping around a scary alleyway

  after dark?




  And it was scary—chilly despite the blistering heat of the night, almost navy blue with flickers of silver from a moon too covered with clouds to discern a shape. The stench of rot

  lingered in the air and somewhere, not too far away, something with more feet than two skittered off.




  I might be a tomboy; I might know how to shoot a gun; I could even beat the crap out of someone who outweighed me by thirty pounds—I’d taken self-defense the first time a nut took a

  swing at me on the job—but I was still woman enough to hate rats. Does anyone really like them?




  I forced myself to walk with a confident swagger in the direction of a single dim streetlight. There had to be a way back to Frenchmen Street where I could catch a cab to the brightly lit neon

  center of Bourbon. Considering I was the antiparty girl, the notion shouldn’t be so appealing.




  I hadn’t taken four steps when the blare of a trumpet and the beat of drums erupted from inside Rising Moon. I jumped a foot, spun toward the sound, and swore I’d caught a glimpse of

  an animal sliding along the side of the building.




  Should I run? I doubted a rat would chase me.




  But if that had been a rat, it was the hugest rat ever grown in Louisiana, maybe the world. What I’d seen had looked more like a dog—a big one.




  Except a dog shouldn’t make my heart thump so hard it threatened to burst from my chest. A dog wouldn’t hang in the shadows, just out of sight, but rather run out to greet me, or at

  least try to beg a meal. Unless there was something wrong with it. Like rabies.




  Which meant running—probably not a good idea.




  Instead, I walked backward. Keeping my gaze fixed on the dark shadows that surrounded Rising Moon, I vowed never to leave home again without my gun.




  The closer I got to the single streetlight, the darker those shadows became. The music spilled through the open windows and into the night, nearly drowning the thunderous beat of my heart.

  Nevertheless, I could have sworn I heard a growl simmering beneath.




  I was spooked. That was all. I knew better than to walk alone in dark alleys. I’d just been so desperate to get away from Rodolfo’s muttering that I’d taken the first out I

  could find. Which was foolish and impulsive—two adjectives that rarely applied to me. If Matt ever found out about this, he’d smack me upside the head, and I’d deserve it. Hey, if

  I lived to see him again, I’d smack myself.




  At last the streetlight glared from directly above. A small corridor between two buildings revealed a busy Frenchmen Street beyond. I headed in.




  The structures surrounding me were so tall they blocked any trace of a glow; I could see nothing but a blotch of gray ahead. I hurried toward it, even as something entered the alley behind me,

  its bulk causing the shadows to dance. I couldn’t hold myself back anymore; I ran.




  In the tight, enclosed lane, the harsh rush of my own breath echoed in staccato rhythm with the muted thud of my tennis shoes against the pavement and the clunk of my backpack slung over one

  shoulder.




  The end of the alley loomed, seemingly farther away the closer I got. The space between my shoulder blades burned, as if a bull’s-eye had suddenly appeared—a place for the bullet to

  strike, the knife to plunge, or the wild beast to land, then fall with me to the ground.




  I tried to glance around, as all stupid people do when they’re chased, and my toe caught on a crease in the cement; there were a lot of them. I pitched forward; my hands shot out and

  smacked hard into the buildings on each side. A sliver plunged into my left palm, a ragged board scraped my right, but at least I didn’t fall.




  I burst into the open seconds later, sweaty, wild-eyed, and hyperventilating. Using a shaking hand to swipe my tangled, shoulder-length hair from my eyes, I lifted the other and hailed a passing

  cab.




  If I climbed in a little too fast and nearly shut the door on my foot, the cabbie didn’t seem to notice. “Where to?” he asked.




  “Bourbon Street.”




  The moon burst from behind all the clouds, bright and eerily silver. I threw a final glance at the alley, which was now lit up like Times Square.




  Nothing was there.




  I forced myself to face front as the cabbie swung a U-turn, the wail of a sax that sounded more like a howl rising toward the navy blue night.
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  WHERE CAN I get a room?” I asked.




  The cabbie snorted and glanced in the rear-view mirror. “Mardi Gras parades are gonna start soon. There ain’t a room to be had.”




  “Anywhere?” My voice rose.




  He shrugged. “You can try.”




  He dumped me at the corner of Bourbon and St. Peter. I walked into the nearest hotel, where I heard the same thing. I asked for a recommendation and only got laughed at. Seemed I’d been

  more than foolish to come to New Orleans without a reservation this close to such a busy time of the year.




  Wandering down Bourbon Street, I was fascinated in spite of myself. A lovely, gated restaurant, with gardens and outdoor tables, existed next to a theater that, from the appearance of their

  posters, didn’t show Disney movies. A sports bar with a Dixieland band shared space with a shop that proudly displayed pornographic T-shirts. A gorgeous, nineteenth-century hotel—also

  booked to capacity—with a row of second- and third-floor terraces accessed by French doors, was positioned directly across the street from a strip joint.




  The distinctive smell reflected the nature of the place—stale beer, fresh greenery, and rot.




  I stopped at one of the bars, ordered a sandwich, showed Katie’s picture, but no one knew her. I was never going to find her this way. I needed help.




  The closest police station was on Royal Street, at the heart of the French Quarter.




  I explained my situation to the first cop who asked, showed my ID and Katie’s picture. A short while later I shook the hand of Detective Conner Sullivan.




  “Have a seat.” He indicated a chair on the opposite side of his desk.




  Sullivan was NFL size—probably six feet five, about two fifty—with blond hair that appeared to have been styled by the Marines and brown eyes that did not jibe with his name or match

  his fair coloring.




  I especially liked his tie, which sported a Harlequin clown tossing heart-shaped confetti. The contrast of the shorn hair, crisp suit, and flat cop eyes with the amusing tie intrigued me more

  than it should.




  I’d spent the earlier part of the evening lusting after a slightly crazy, blind jazz musician; I didn’t need to be curious about the great big, well-dressed detective. I had more

  important things to worry about.




  “I’m looking for my sister.” I laid Katie’s picture on the desk. “Her name’s Katie. Katherine Lockheart.”




  His large hands enveloped the snapshot. He stared at the photo for at least thirty seconds, and I started to think he might recognize her, then he slowly shook his head. “Haven’t

  seen her, and I don’t recognize the name.”




  I took a deep breath, swallowed my fear, and plunged ahead. “Any Jane Does?”




  His gaze flicked from Katie to me. “Always. But none that match this.” He returned the picture. “You’ll want to check the hospitals.”




  I nodded. I knew the drill.




  “Are you in missing persons?” I asked.




  “Homicide.” At my confused expression he continued. “We’ve had a lot of people go missing around here. Quite a few of them turned up dead. An equal amount haven’t

  turned up at all.”




  “When you say a lot . . .”




  “Dozens.”




  My eyes widened. “And you haven’t been on CNN?”




  “Not yet,” he said dryly. “Though the dozens have been over a period of several years, lately the tally’s increased to a disturbing level.”




  “How disturbing?”




  “Double the usual amount of missing and dead in the past six months.”




  “You thinking serial killer?”




  He blinked. “Why would you say that?”




  “It didn’t cross your mind?”




  “Crisscrossed several times and settled in for a nice long stay. I just didn’t figure anyone else would agree.”




  “Why not?”




  “For one thing, the multiple methods of death.”




  “Multiple?”




  “Yeah.” His disappointed sigh said it all.




  Serial killers followed a pattern, almost anally so. They found a way to do the deed that worked for them, and they stuck to it.




  “Some died by strangulation, others had knife wounds, a few gunshots. We’ve even had several deaths by animal attack.”




  “Which wouldn’t be attributed to a serial killer.”




  He grunted as if he were unconvinced.




  “Did you call the FBI?” I asked.




  Two bright spots of color flared beneath his cheekbones. His Irish skin probably fried like bacon beneath the Louisiana sun.




  “They sent an Agent Franklin. He went over the cases and decided we couldn’t possibly have a serial killer.”




  “Because the methods of death were so dissimilar?”




  “That and the victims were nothing alike—women, men, young, old.”




  Serial killers were also a bit anal about whom they killed, sticking to short, sassy blondes or big-boned redheads, basically anyone who reminded them of Mommy.




  “My boss wasn’t happy that I brought in the Feds on a case that was so obviously not Federal.”




  Bosses were funny that way. I was glad all over again that I didn’t have one. I’d never played very well with others—except for Katie and sometimes not even her.




  “I’m not supposed to be treating the murders as connected. But—” He shrugged.




  “You’ve got a hunch.”




  “I’ve got something,” he muttered. “I can’t believe that we’ve suddenly had a rash of killings from a dozen different people, or that another dozen have

  suddenly disappeared without a trace. That’s just too much of a coincidence.”




  People disappearing without a trace—that was right up my alley. I had to admit I was intrigued.




  “You’d rather believe that one person has killed them all,” I said, “in defiance of every truth we know about how mass murderers behave?”




  “It’d be tidier.”




  My eyes drifted over his blue suit, pristine white shirt, and neatly knotted tie. I could see where tidy would appeal to him.




  “So how come I was brought to you?” I asked.




  “I’ve got an agreement with Missing Persons. We exchange information, and if someone comes in when they aren’t here and I am, I take the report, then give them a

  copy.”




  “And vice versa?”




  “You got it.” Sullivan opened a drawer in his desk and yanked out a huge file. “I’ve been nosing around on my own. But lately, I haven’t had any extra time to

  spare.”




  I wasn’t sure why he was telling me this, except I’d been told I was easy to talk to. The trait was a handy one since a lot of my work involved trying to get information, a

  confession, a name.




  “Why do you keep at this when there’s no connection between the victims?” I asked.




  He lifted his gaze to mine. “Because I found one.”




  I leaned forward. “What?”




  “The majority of the victims were missing before at one time or another.”




  Silence settled between us, broken only by the distant ring of a telephone.




  “Let me get this straight,” I said, “the sudden influx of dead and missing were all previously missing?”




  “Not all, but that may just be because no one noticed or no one reported it.”




  “Which still doesn’t mean they’re victims of a serial killer.”




  “No. But it is a connection.”




  “Did you tell your boss? The FBI?”




  “I need more information before I make a fool of myself again.” He stared at me for several seconds. “Would you like to look into this?”




  “Me?”




  “Everyone who’s turned up dead or missing was missing before,” he said slowly, as if speaking to a half-wit.




  “I got that.”




  “Your sister is missing.”




  “She’s been missing a long time.”




  “Seems she went missing here last. Like a whole lot of other people.”




  I frowned. I didn’t like what he wasn’t saying.




  Sullivan shoved the file over to my side of the desk, opened it and pointed to a list of names. “These are the missing and the dead; next to them is the last place they were

  seen.”




  My eyes skimmed the page, then I straightened as if I’d been goosed.




  “As you can see,” Sullivan said, “quite a few got on that list after visiting Rising Moon.”
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  I DON’T UNDERSTAND.”




  “It’s not that hard, Miss Lockheart.”




  “Anne,” I said absently, staring at the list, biting my lip, then glancing at the picture of Katie standing outside Rising Moon.




  “Anne,” Sullivan repeated. “People have disappeared, some have turned up dead, and the last place they were seen was that jazz club on Frenchmen.”




  “Coincidence.”




  “Coincidence is just another word for clue. Especially when you show up with a picture of a missing person in front of that cursed bar.”




  “Cursed?”




  New Orleans was the voodoo capital of America. If a police detective who believed in curses existed, I had no doubt he’d work here.




  “Figure of speech.” His lip curled, revealing his disdain for the whole idea. “Although there are rumors the building’s haunted. I swear everything is around

  here.”




  “That’s common in very old cities.”




  He lifted one shoulder. “Something’s weird there; I just don’t know what. The place reopened under new ownership about six months ago.”




  My head went up as I recalled Rodolfo saying he’d been open less than a year, but six months . . .




  Sullivan dipped his chin, answering the question I had yet to ask. “Just when the dead and the missing began to double.”




  “You can’t . . .” I trailed off.




  “What?”




  “Think that Rodolfo is a serial killer.”




  “You met him?”




  “Yes.”




  His lips tightened. “Just because he can play the sax and the piano—”




  “Piano?” The image of those hands caressing the keys made me a little light-headed.




  Sullivan’s eyes narrowed. “He’s a talented pretty boy, that doesn’t mean he isn’t dangerous.”




  “He’s also blind. I doubt he’s capable of chasing people around the city and murdering them.”




  “Maybe he has an accomplice.”




  “Because he’s so damn gorgeous anyone would be happy to be his murder buddy?”




  “You never know,” Sullivan muttered. “I’ve seen crazier things than that.”




  I was certain he had. I’d dealt with my share of cops. They saw a lot, most of it bad. That Sullivan was even pursuing this when he’d been slapped down by both his boss and the FBI

  meant he cared. I had to admire that.




  “Did you check him out?” I asked.




  Sullivan gave me a long look. Of course he had.




  “And?”




  “He’s a native of the city. Creole background.”




  I’d heard the word, but I wasn’t exactly certain of its meaning.




  Sullivan noted my confusion. “Creoles are descendents of Europeans born in this country. The Spanish and the French settled New Orleans. The place feels French, but a lot of the

  architecture is Spanish, and Rodolfo is an old Spanish name.”




  Which explained his slight accent, although he didn’t seem to be speaking English as a second language.




  “How far back were his Spanish ancestors?”




  “A few branches on the family tree, but around here they like to keep the past alive.”




  Understandable when the past lived and breathed on every street corner.




  “So Rodolfo’s got family in New Orleans?”




  Sullivan shook his head. “He’s the last of them according to the records. He left years ago, before he even graduated from high school.”




  “Why?”




  “No one knows. Probably the usual stuff—his parents didn’t understand him; he wanted to be a rock star.”




  “Where did he go?”




  “He drifted, which made it damn hard to find out what he’s been up to. I tried to track his Social Security number—”




  “And were there a rash of unexplained deaths or disappearances in any city where he lived or worked?”




  Sullivan lifted a brow. “You’ve done this before.”




  “A little.”




  “I couldn’t find a trace of him. He didn’t file a tax return until last year.”




  That was odd, but not unheard of. Especially for a runaway who’d probably lived on the streets.




  “You gonna call the IRS?” I asked.




  “Maybe.”




  “I’m sure Rodolfo was working for cash, playing sets in bars, getting paid under the table. People do it all the time.”




  “Still illegal.”




  “Boy Scout,” I muttered, ignoring the glare he sent my way. “How did he lose his sight?”




  “Couldn’t find anything on that either.”




  Strange. The loss must have been caused by an accident or an illness, maybe even a tumor. Incidents like that would leave a paper trail. Somewhere.




  Unless he’d been too down and out to go to a doctor and that’s why he’d ended up blind in the first place.




  “Will you help me?” Sullivan asked.




  Since the detective was right about Katie fitting the profile, such that it was, and I didn’t have any more leads, or any pressing business in Philly—




  “Can I take the file?”




  Sullivan grinned; the expression made me realize he was years younger than I’d first thought—late twenties instead of mid-thirties. Not that it mattered.




  “I’ll make copies.” He disappeared into a back room, and seconds later the whir of a machine drifted out.




  I’d agreed to stay, but where would I stay? Maybe Sullivan had a suggestion.




  When he returned, he tossed the file onto the desk, and the sheet with the list of names spilled onto the floor. As I reached down to retrieve it, my eyes stuck on the repetition of the words

  “Rising Moon,” almost as if the place were calling to me.




  Rising Moon was short handed; I had hands. The salary included a room, which I needed. And, conveniently, people were disappearing from there in droves. I should really keep an eye on

  things.




  I doubted Sullivan would agree that I needed to be that close, so I just wouldn’t tell him about it.




  How crazy could Rodolfo be? He was running a successful business; he had employees, customers. If he talked to himself in the dark, not my problem.




  Besides, we’d already established that Rodolfo couldn’t be the killer, but there might be someone at Rising Moon who was.




  “How can I reach you?” Sullivan asked.




  I scribbled my cell phone number on a corner of a page, tore it off and handed it to him, my mind already moving ahead, trying to figure out how I’d get a job in a jazz club when I knew

  nothing about jazz, and I’d never been a waitress or a bartender in my life.




  I left the police station after promising to stay in touch. Once outside I relished the coolness of the air just before dawn.




  I had to call my parents, make up something. I couldn’t tell them I was investigating a possible serial killer. They’d flip about that even before I told them why.




  Until I knew for certain Katie was a victim, I’d keep my mouth shut. However, I did need them to send me more clothes.




  I glanced at my watch—five A.M.—if I added the time difference they’d be up in half an hour. I’d just check out the

  Café du Monde until then.




  By the time I reached the café near the river, exhaustion threatened. Not that I hadn’t pulled some all-nighters in my life, but everything that had happened since

  yesterday—the envelope with Katie’s picture, the travel, the emotional ups and downs—had combined to make me dizzy with fatigue.




  I discovered chicory coffee and beignets cleared that right up. By the time I ran up the staircase to the elevated walkway near the river, I was wired. I gazed at the sleepy city and wondered

  what had possessed the founders to build in the crescent-shaped bend of the Mississippi. Back then the place had to have been a mosquito-infested swamp.




  My mother answered on the second ring, as if people called at dawn every morning. Of course, since Katie, every phone call could be “the call.”




  My choice of career hadn’t thrilled my upper-middle-class parents. My dad was an accountant; my mother had been a nurse. Once Katie was born, she’d stayed home and she’d never

  gone back. I’d think our family was lost in the fifties, except in that gilded decade daughters didn’t often disappear and women didn’t become private investigators.




  “Mom, hi—” I began.




  “Where are you?”




  Sometimes I swore the woman was psychic. Then again, they did have caller ID.




  “New Orleans,” I answered, and quickly told her as little as possible.




  “Anne, you don’t even know if the girl in the picture is Katie,” my mother said.




  “Yes I do.”




  “Why would someone send you a photo and not tell you who they were or why they took it?” my father asked. As usual he’d gotten on the extension the instant my mother said

  hello.




  “I’m sure the person saw Katie’s picture on a Web site or a poster and was surprised to remember her face from their vacation pictures.”




  My father grunted, as unconvinced of that as I was.




  “Not knowing when the photo was taken means it could date from before she disappeared and not after,” my mother pointed out.




  “But Katie never went to New Orleans.”




  “You’re certain of that?”




  “Aren’t you?” I demanded. “She’d just graduated from high school when she disappeared. Did she turn up missing at any other time I’m not aware of?”




  “Only the one time,” my mother whispered.




  I wanted to smack myself for upsetting her, even as I fought not to break into a happy dance.




  “Don’t you see?” I said excitedly. “The picture had to have been taken after Katie disappeared, and that means she was alive longer than the last night she was

  seen.”




  I hadn’t realized until right then that I’d been secretly afraid Katie was at the bottom of the Delaware River.




  “Annie.”




  My mother was the only one who called me that. I was not the “Annie” type. I didn’t have curly red hair, couldn’t sing a note, and in my opinion the sun did not always

  come out tomorrow. Tomorrow was usually a day full of clouds.




  “You need to give this up now,” she continued.




  “Give what up?”




  “Your obsession with finding Katie. She’s gone, honey. She isn’t ever coming back.”




  I collapsed on one of the benches and stared at the Mississippi flowing peacefully by as if mocking the sudden gurgling, coffee-laced turmoil in my gut.




  My parents had given up. They thought Katie was dead.




  “You’ve changed so much since we lost her,” my mother murmured.




  “Haven’t we all?”




  Before, my parents had seemed young. They’d laughed during meals, danced beneath the stars on warm summer nights, there hadn’t been a speck of gray in their hair.




  Afterward, they’d aged, almost overnight. They never went anywhere, just in case Katie called. Later it was just in case someone found her. Lately . . .




  Lately they’d started going places again. They’d even taken a vacation to Florida last month. Why hadn’t I understood what that meant?




  “I need you to FedEx me some clothes,” I said, ignoring what I didn’t want to hear. “Warm weather stuff, okay?”




  “How long are you staying?” my father asked.
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