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			PART ONE

			Bloody Beds

		

	
		
			Chapter One 

			Tuesday, June 18

			Honey Moon

			I see them every day. They come here by the thousands looking for a good time. Drinking themselves into oblivion on Bourbon Street. Laughing and gorging and lifting their shirts to strangers in the ridiculous ritual of beads. Waking up in strange beds with partners they don’t recognize in the hard morning light. Walking through the voodoo shops and taking home Love Potion and Tranquility Tea. 

			As if these things were spells to be toyed with. 

			They have no idea. 

			Voodoo is not a toy. I can’t really blame tourists for not understanding; it’s taken me my whole life to realize that. Most of them will never be given any reason to think otherwise. Because they’ll pack up their suitcases and pop a pill for their hangovers and head to the airport and whatever transgressions they’ve enjoyed in the Crescent City will be a blurred memory.

			Those of us who stay here, however, often grow to know better. 

			My name is Detective Lawrence Ribaud. My friends call me Cork. But I don’t have many friends.

			What I do have is problems. New ones every day. Dead ones.

			Because that’s what you get when you’re a detective in New Orleans. Sweat and blood and booze…and death.

			And lately, a lot of missing bodies. 

			Case in point: the bed in front of me was unmade, the sheets twisted and draped on the floor near its foot.

			There were two deep dents in the mattress; it was not a new bed by any means. The woman who slept on one side stood next to me, still in her nightgown, an old blue robe hastily sashed over it. Mary Mendel was talking, fast and animated, but I barely heard a word.

			She’d already said it twice before.

			When she woke up early this morning and got up to go to the bathroom, she’d realized that her husband wasn’t lying in bed next to her. When she’d come back to bed, she’d realized the sheets beside her were wet.

			That’s when she’d turned the lights on.

			That’s when she’d seen the blood.

			That’s when she’d screamed. 

			That’s why I was here now.

			* * *

			There was no body. 

			The sheets were drenched in blood on half the bed. Right around the area where Mr. Mendel’s shoulders would have been. 

			But Mr. Mendel wasn’t there. 

			A lump of something dark and crimson lay in the center of the stains. I bent over the mattress and nodded. The killer had cut out Mr. Mendel’s heart. And left it behind while stealing away the rest of him. A quick search of the small one-story house did not turn up a body.

			I wasn’t surprised. I’ve been through this before and knew it wouldn’t. Not that I could say that to Mrs. Mendel.

			Bloodstained beds, missing bodies and broken hearts (not to mention disembodied ones) had become a regular occurrence of late. 

			“I’m not a sound sleeper,” Mrs. Mendel sobbed. “I don’t understand. How could someone have hurt him so bad and I didn’t hear it? Oh, my Lord, look at the blood. Could he be okay still after all that?”

			She clearly was ignoring the significance of the lump of flesh that lay in the center of the stain. “I don’t know, ma’am,” I said. “Let’s talk about what happened exactly.”

			It was a pointless but necessary process question. I knew the answer – I’d heard it in too many cases now.

			All unsolved.

			There was one commonality in all of them.

			Woman or man woke up. Spouse was missing. Their place on the bed was drenched in wet blood. There was no body. 

			“I already told you, I woke up and Bert was gone. I thought maybe he’d just gone to the bathroom or maybe the kitchen to get himself something to drink. Bert gets insomnia sometimes and it isn’t unusual for him to be up wandering the house while I’m sleeping. But when he didn’t come back after a few minutes, I got up myself.”

			I put up my hand to stop her. “We’ve talked about this already,” I said. “But what I’m wondering is, did Bert have anyone who was angry with him? Had he had a fight earlier that day maybe?”

			Mrs. Mendel shook her head quickly. I was clearly frustrating her.

			“Bert is the nicest man alive,” she said. “There isn’t a soul who dislikes him. He makes friends with everyone he’s ever met.”

			I nodded and made a note in my case notepad. Occasional insomnia. Charismatic type.

			“Was he funny?” I asked. “Class clown type?”

			She grinned. “Bert can always make you smile,” she offered. “He can walk into the middle of a fight and have both sides laughing in two minutes flat and wondering what they’d even been arguing about in the first place.”

			“So, you’re not aware of anyone who wished him harm,” I reiterated. I knew the answer, but I had to ask all the standard questions.

			She shook her head violently. “No sir,” she said. “My Bert stops folks from getting hot, he doesn’t start fires.”

			Peacemaker and comedian, I wrote.

			“Was he away from home much?”

			She shrugged. “Not too much. He works at a shop just off St. Bernard Avenue. Sometimes they keep him late when it gets to be the busy season, like a couple nights this week, but mostly, he’s home by supper time.”

			We were interrupted by a metallic knock on the rickety front screen door. I glanced over my shoulder and saw a shoulder clad in uniform blues. It wasn’t often that I scooped the boys on their regular beat. But I’d been just a couple blocks away when I heard the radio call. They’d probably be annoyed. 

			Mrs. Mendel was already at the door ushering the two beat cops into the small sitting room. I held my badge up over my head so they could see.

			“Detective Ribaud,” I announced. “Heard the call and was nearby.”

			I got a curt nod from what I assumed was the senior partner given the sprinkle of gray in his short brown hair. He didn’t say a word to me, but instead pointedly only addressed Mrs. Mendel. Yep. He was annoyed.

			“Officer Metaine,” he said, introducing himself. Then he gestured at the squat dark-haired man at his side. “And this is Officer Jarousch. Can you tell us what happened?”

			I listened to the story of Mrs. Mendel’s rude awakening for the third time and followed them into the bedroom. Eventually, they told Mrs. Mendel to go sit down while they looked things over closer. The short guy – Jarousch – moved all around the bed, shooting photos of the bloody mattress from every angle. When he was finished, he set down the camera, pulled a pair of rubber gloves from a pocket and gingerly picked up the red hunk of flesh that lay in the center of the crimson stain.

			“What do you make of this?” he asked, holding it up between thumb and forefinger. It was larger than my fist, and blood dripped from the end of it to soak back into the bed.

			“Looks like a human heart,” Metaine suggested. 

			“Who would do such a thing?” Jarousch said, clearly disgusted.

			“That is the question, isn’t it?” I said.

			The two of them looked at me as if they’d only just noticed that I was in the room.

			“We’ve got this,” Metaine said.

			I nodded. Beat cops hated it when detectives they didn’t normally work with turned up to cramp their style. I filled them in anyway.

			“We had some cases just like this last month. And a few the month before. We’ve been able to keep it out of the media so far, but I’m guessing this won’t be the only one we get a call for today. The number seems to be increasing each time it happens.”

			Jarousch opened his mouth to say something and then thought better of it. The silence between us grew uncomfortable.

			“Put everything you find in your report,” I said. They both rolled their eyes…as if….

			“And be careful with that heart,” I warned. “Somebody might want it back.”

			Jarousch realized he was still holding the thing between his thumb and forefinger and dropped it instantly. 

			The orphaned heart made a soft splat as it hit the sheets.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I walked in on a vampire joke at the Two-Headed Horse. It happens a lot here, thanks to Anne Rice. Raymond was sitting at a low round table and holding up a glass that I bet, after knowing him a long while, held more bitters than alcohol. He could ‘drink anybody under the table’ because the reality was, there was barely any liquor in his drinks.

			“Three vampires walk into a bar….” Raymond was saying. “The bartender looks them over and shakes his head. ‘We don’t serve the likes of you,’ he says. ‘No problem,’ the first vampire says, and grabs one of the patrons who already looks close to dead. The guy is leaning against the bar rail. ‘I serve myself,’ the vampire says, and takes a deep drink from the man but then abruptly stiffens and his eyes bug out. 

			“‘That guy’s been drinking martinis with garlic olives all night,’ the bartender announces. ‘You should really pay a little closer attention to what you drink when you’re in a bar.’ 

			“The first vampire falls to the floor. 

			“The second vampire shakes his head. ‘You really do have to be a little more selective when you’re out on the town.’ He moves to a woman sitting alone at a table with a glass of red wine in front of her. After talking to her for a moment, he leans in closer to her as if to whisper a secret. But just as his fangs extend and touch her neck, he screams. Smoke is suddenly billowing from his face and hair as if he’s just been set on fire. The woman reaches into her handbag and shakes something in her hand all over his head. He scrambles away from her on the floor as if he’s escaping from a fire.

			“‘She doesn’t wear the habit, but that’s a nun,’ the bartender notes. ‘She doesn’t have many friends, but she always has holy water. You should really pay a little closer attention to the kinds of friends you make when you’re in a bar.’

			“That left the third vampire,” Raymond continued. “Noting the fate of his friends, he takes a long look at the bartender. ‘If you were me, what would you suggest I do to have a good time in a bar?’

			“The bartender shrugs. ‘Pick out a good spot with the wall to your back so nobody can sneak up on you, and then pay attention.’

			“‘Good advice,’ the vampire says, and suddenly lofts over the bar and plunges his teeth into the bartender’s neck. ‘You’ve got the best seat in the house,’ he says as he draws a sip of warm, sweet blood.

			“And then his eyes pop wide and he gags and clutches at his heart. A wooden stake protrudes from the center of his chest. The bartender releases his hold on it and brushes his hands together as the vampire falls to the floor.

			“‘And I don’t intend to give it up,’ the bartender says. ‘You should pay a little closer attention to what your victims have in their hands when you decide to have a drink.’

			“The bartender raises a glass. ‘Bloody Marys are on the house!’ he says and the whole bar cheers.”

			“And the point of all that is?” I asked. 

			Raymond looked surprised. “Well, I thought it was obvious.” He shook his head. “When you’re in a bar you need to watch what you drink, watch who you kiss and watch whose stick gives you a prick!”

			I shook my head in despair, but the three men around him broke up in loud guffaws. They’d clearly been matching Raymond drink for drink…and he was going to win.

			“So how was another day wearing the uniform?” he asked after taking a sip from his glass.

			I pulled up a chair and sunk into it with a loud sigh. “Just another day in paradise,” I said, looking around the bar. I hadn’t come here for Raymond’s meandering, pedantic stories. “Is Gen working tonight?”

			“What, four drunken fat men aren’t enough to keep you entertained?” Raymond laughed.

			“Not on the best of days,” I said, refusing to play his game.

			“I’m hurt,” Raymond said.

			“I’m not fat,” Caldwell said, the import of Raymond’s comment dawning on him after a moment.

			“And I’m not working the armpit of the Gulf of Mexico,” I said. “Is she here?”

			Stu piped up then and pointed across the room at a table with two silver-haired men and a dark-haired waitress leaning with one arm on their table. 

			“She’s been trying to take their order for fifteen minutes,” Caldwell said.

			“And you couldn’t get up and give her a hand?” I asked. “Chivalry is dead.”

			“I don’t work for tips,” he drawled and lifted a glass with a shaky hand.

			“Pathetic lot, you all are,” I said, and pushed myself back up and out of the chair. 

			Genevieve and I went back a long while. She had been a friend of my wife’s, but I didn’t hold that against her. Though if she’d been more of a friend to me, Amanda might still be alive today. I tried not to think too much about that, though it was never far from my mind. 

			“Is there a problem with the order?” I asked, sidling up to the table she was working. The men traded guilty looks and then smiled. 

			“No sir, we were just enjoying a little conversation with the lady. I hope we didn’t get her into any trouble.”

			“Not at all,” I said. “Just so long as she’s served you well, that’s all we care about here at the Two-Headed Horse.” I played it up further and looked directly at Gen. “If I could see you by the kitchen when you’re done here?”

			She nodded, a faint smile tilting the edge of her pouty lips, and I walked away before they could pull me into further conversation. She’d be along.

			And a couple minutes later, she was.

			“Ever the knight, aren’t you?” she asked as she turned the corner and found me in the dark hallway between the bar and the kitchen.

			“Someone’s gotta tilt at windmills,” I said.

			She snorted. “Careful you don’t fall off your horse,” she said.

			Then she curtseyed. “Thank you, good knight, for saving me from the knaves. How may I repay the favor?”

			I ignored the drama and cut to the chase. “Tell me who Amanda was sleeping with.”

			She dropped the hem of her skirt and stood up straight. 

			“Let it go,” she said. “I’ve told you a hundred times, I don’t know.”

			“And I know better,” I said. “She was with him the night before she was killed, wasn’t she?”

			Gen clenched her eyes closed for a second before reopening them with a look that was intense and final. “I don’t know. I only know she’s gone and nothing you can do will bring her back. So, stop. Just…stop.”

			“I can’t stop,” I said. “There’s been another murder. Or, as the official police reports say, “a disappearance.” Actually, when I left the station an hour ago there had been a half dozen disappearances reported today. More hearts left on the bedsheets like pieces of discarded clothing. The chief has managed to keep this thing fairly quiet up to now – the papers have reported most of the incidents as “missing persons” and haven’t connected the dots. But with that many in one night…I think it’s about to hit the fan. I need to know who Amanda was with that night. This all started in March, the night she was killed. And I’m not saying disappeared. I know better.  I also know that she was cheating on me with someone. Whoever she was with could be the key to all of this.”

			She shook her head, and a hint of moisture glinted from the corner of one eye. “He didn’t kill her,” she said. “He didn’t do any of this.”

			“How do you know?” I asked.

			She looked away from me, and then stared at the ceiling, trying to regain her composure.

			“How do you know?” I insisted. “People are dying. Just like she did.”

			She turned her face back to me then and there was a look of anger there that I’d never seen before. 

			“I know because the guy she was seeing is dead too. His wife found a bloody piece of meat in her bed instead of her husband on the same night that Amanda disappeared.”

			“You did know,” I said. My voice broke. The fact that the man was dead hadn’t sunk in yet. I was still stuck on the fact that Genevieve had known who my wife was sleeping with and had kept it hidden from me for weeks. “I knew there was no way that she would have kept it from you. Did you help her sneak around behind my back to meet him?”

			Gen threw back her head and laughed. It was a bitter sound. “What need to sneak? You were never home. The poor girl had to do something. She didn’t deserve you.” She choked then and turned her head away. “She didn’t deserve to die for it, either.”

			“I’m going to find the man who did it,” I said. “And when I do….”

			Gen looked at me sideways. “What makes you think it’s a man? Hell, what makes you think it’s one person?”

			“All of the killings have been the same. Bloody bedsheets. A heart left behind. And we’ve kept the details out of the papers so far, so it can’t be a copycat. There have only been a couple minor stories about disappearances because the first couple months it happened, the police were able to keep them quiet. They’re missing persons, not murders, and so the papers aren’t really picking up on it. But from the way these have happened, we know it’s got to be the same guy behind them all.”

			“I might have bought that the first couple times it happened. But do you really think one guy snuck around to all those houses last night and killed all those people and stole their bodies without help? No way. And why all on the same night? You haven’t had any of these for weeks and then…bam. A slaughter? And it was the same thing the last time…just not as many people died.”

			I nodded. She was right. It was weird before, but now?

			“I’ll find him,” I promised. “Who was the guy she was sleeping with?”

			Gen shook her head. “Let it go. It doesn’t matter. His wife doesn’t need you to make her feel worse. I’ve gotta get back to work.” 

			She turned and disappeared into the kitchen.

			I frowned. “Fine,” I said. “I can just look up whoever else was killed that night.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Wednesday, June 19

			There was a note taped to the computer monitor at my desk. See me. ASAP.

			It wasn’t signed, but I knew the writing. It was the chief. And I knew what he wanted to talk about. The problem was I didn’t have anything to tell him. I took a deep breath and walked down the hall to the door that said simply, Fontenot. Looked like any other office…but it wasn’t the one you wanted to be called down to.

			“Hi Chief,” I said, poking my head in the door. “You wanted to see me?”

			Chief Peter Fontenot had been on the force as long as I’ve been alive. But he looked anything but old and feeble. He stood six feet tall and probably weighed in at about 250. His hair was mostly gray but still showed some pepper in the salt. He looked up from the paperwork strewn across his desk and scowled at me from behind his trademark black plastic glasses.

			“There were nine murders Monday night, and an equal number of missing bodies.”

			“Nine?” I said.

			He nodded. “Another one was just found. Tell me you’ve got some leads this time because the media is going to be all over this any minute now.”

			I hesitated a minute and then shook my head. Negative.

			“What do the victims have in common? There must be something that ties them together.”

			“It’s hard to say since we don’t have bodies for any of them,” I began. 

			Chief put up his hand. “I don’t mean how they were cut up. I don’t care about that. There must be some reason that the killer – or killers, I’m inclined to think this is a gang at this point – is targeting these people. Did they all work at Entergy or Tulane or something? Were they all related to someone? Did they all belong to the same social club?”

			I shook my head. “They come from all backgrounds and races. I haven’t run checks yet on all of today’s victims, but you know from last month and the month before that we haven’t seen anything that connected them. They don’t even live in the same sections of the city.”

			“So, when Randy Tidaris shows up from NBC, I should just shrug and say, ‘Yeah, it’s a mystery and we don’t have a clue’?”

			“No, of course not,” I said. But I honestly had no idea what to tell him to say. That was his job and I knew he’d handle it perfectly. Whatever Chief Fontenot said, people ate it up. He had the steel eyes and deep voice that just made him come across as the unquestionable authority. It served him well in his current job. Hell, it was probably why he got the job.

			“While you were out, I put Aubrey and Tarrington on this case. And we’ve got every cop on the street looking for bodies. They have to be somewhere. Connect with Tarrington and make sure you three divide and conquer. Let’s get some leads this time. There’s going to be panic if the full scope of this gets out and we need to get ahead of it.”

			I didn’t say anything. Inside I breathed a sigh of relief. Part of me was sure he was going to take me off the case completely. But instead, he was just giving me some help. Lord knows I needed it. 

			“If he’s dumping the bodies in the swamps, we’ll never find them,” I said.

			He looked up at me and raised a single eyebrow. “Even gators leave evidence,” he said. 

			Then he looked back down at his papers and began marking something up with a pen. I took that as my cue to get back on the case.

			* * *

			Back at my desk, I pulled the ancient PC back from sleep mode and navigated to the unsolved cases directory. I’d get with Tarrington shortly, but first, I needed to look something up for myself.

			I needed to see which men had died on March 20. More particularly, which men had gone missing, leaving behind a shriveled red organ on the bed.

			There were two in the downtown area. 

			Fernando Ortiz, aged twenty-three, Seventh Ward.

			James O’Brien, aged thirty-two, Lakeview.

			I lived in Lakeview. So that made James O’Brien my prime suspect. Plus, the age seemed more likely. I couldn’t see Amanda messing around with a kid just out of college. 

			I wrote down the addresses of both, and then went to O’Brien’s case file.

			It was basically empty. Victim’s wife discovered a bloody bed in the morning. She’d been sleeping in the other room and claimed to have heard nothing. The bedroom showed no sign of struggle. Just an empty bed. I wrote down the wife’s name and tucked the information in my pocket. Then I went to find Tarrington, to see about how we were going to divvy up this investigation.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			I pulled up in front of a small green frame house. The brown shutters were missing a couple of their slats and one of them hung crookedly away from the window. The number 6438 was pinned above a brown door. I let myself in the low wrought-iron gate and walked up the patched cement steps to knock on the front door. 

			I waited a minute or two and then knocked again. There was a car parked in front, but that didn’t mean it was hers. I heard the creak of floorboards inside before the door opened and a short, heavyset woman stood before me. She had short curled dark hair and tired eyes. “Can I help you?” she asked before I could introduce myself. 

			“Are you Florence O’Brien?” I asked.

			She looked guarded. “Who wants to know?”

			“Detective Ribaud, New Orleans police, ma’am.”

			Her eyes perked up at that. “Did you find something out about Jimmy?”

			I shook my head, still trying to think of how I wanted to bring this up. “Not exactly,” I said. “Do you mind if I come in?”

			She stepped back from the door to allow me to step in out of the heat. But her air-conditioner wasn’t much of an improvement over the ninety-degree afternoon. Beads of sweat dotted her forehead. She didn’t offer me a seat, but stood with her arms crossed over a pale pink robe. 

			“I work the late shift,” she said. “It’s the middle of the night for me, and I’d really like to get back to sleep.”

			“I’m sorry, I’ll make it brief,” I said. “I needed to ask you about a delicate matter. Would you say you and your husband had a strong marriage?”

			She snorted. “You woke me up to ask me that? You have got to be kidding.” She turned away from me and walked three paces toward the kitchen, then turned and moved toward me again. “Jimmy was a lying, cheatin’ sack of shit. Why d’ya think we were sleeping in separate rooms when he was killed? I didn’t even know he was missing for who knows how long? Sometimes I’d go a couple days without seeing him. But like I told the other officers, that don’t mean I killed him. I still loved the bastard.”

			“So, you know he was cheating on you?” I said.

			“Of course I knew,” she said. “Jimmy didn’t like to sleep alone, and I work nights. There were a couple times I came home and he didn’t even have the decency to make sure his sluts were gone before I got off work. I can tell you those girls never made that mistake twice.”

			“So, you had an open marriage?” I asked. 

			She laughed. “Not by choice,” she said. “But he couldn’t keep his hands to himself. That’s how we got together in the first place, so I shoulda known back then that he’d do the same thing to me.”

			I reached into my pocket and pulled out a picture of Amanda. It was a shot of her holding a glass of white wine and smiling. We’d been sitting at Leveau’s one night after dinner. It was one of my favorite pictures of her. The glint of the chardonnay brought out the humor in her eyes.

			“Any chance you’d know if this woman was a friend of Jimmy’s?” I asked.

			She snorted. “That bitch? What is her name…Amy? Audrey?”

			“Amanda,” I said. 

			“That’s it. I knew it was an A name. Why do you care?”

			“She was my wife,” I said.

			Her eyes widened a moment, and then she started to snicker. Finally, she shook her head. “Jimmy was messing around with that one for quite a while. Is that what you wanted to hear? Because you can’t do much about it now. You can’t beat Jimmy up until you find him. And at this point, I don’t have a lot of hope for that.”

			“Me either,” I said. “Amanda disappeared on the same night, in the same way as Jimmy.”

			A frown crossed her forehead. 

			“You think they ran off together?”

			“With all that blood?” I said. “No. Somebody took them. And others as well.”

			“You think they want them as slaves or something?” she asked.

			I shrugged. “I have no idea. But Jimmy and Amanda aren’t the only ones who have disappeared this way. This isn’t just about them.”

			“I don’t know what they’d want with Jimmy,” she said. “Man didn’t work an honest day in his life. But he sure could talk up a storm.”

			“Do you mind if I ask why you stayed with him?” I said. “It doesn’t sound like a good situation.”

			“Probably for the same reason your wife came sniffing around his bed,” she said. “When you had Jimmy’s eye, well, he made you feel like nobody else. There was something about him that could just make a woman melt when he wanted you to.”

			She yawned then and looked me straight in the eye. “Is that all you came for? To see if your wife was sleeping with my husband?”

			“Pretty much,” I admitted.

			She nodded. “Well, now you know. I don’t see what good it does you, but…maybe you’ll sleep better tonight. I doubt it though. Me? I need to go back to bed and get some more sleep myself. So, if you don’t mind….”

			I didn’t really know what else to say. I thanked her and let myself back out the old screen door. When I settled into the driver’s seat, I didn’t start the car immediately. Instead, I looked up and down the old street lined with ramshackle houses. This was where my wife had come when I was working late. To cheat with a cheater. The thought gave me a stabbing sensation in the middle of my chest. 

			So, there it was. I knew who Amanda had been with. But Mrs. O’Brien was right. I didn’t feel any better about it. 

			* * *

			I started the engine and slowly drove home. When I walked in, the place felt eerily quiet, with early evening shadows cloaking the corners of the room. I still hadn’t grown used to Amanda being gone. Every night when I got home I still half expected to hear her lilting voice from the back bedroom. But it never came. Needing something to fill the gap, I flipped on the television to make some noise. The six o’clock news was on, and the sound of people talking eased the emptiness just a little as I traded my damp shirt and slacks for shorts and a T-shirt. The background noise made it seem a little more like a home than an empty drywall box.

			Then it occurred to me what they were talking about. 

			“…a rash of disappearances that might have set a New Orleans record for the highest number of people killed in a single day, if these turn out to be murders and not abductions….”

			The shit had hit the fan. This was not going to be good.

			“…Police Chief Fontenot has confirmed that there are similarities between the missing persons cases, which suggest that they are all linked, though the police have released no details about what they believe ties these victims together. However, we have talked to several spouses and friends of the missing people and all have confirmed that in each case, there was blood found in the victims’ beds, though no trace of the victims’ bodies.”

			I sat down on the couch just as the co-anchor called on a remote reporter. The camera switched to a twentysomething blond girl holding a microphone in the face of a dark-skinned woman. The lines of several decades were etched into the skin around her brown eyes.

			“I’m here with Jacqueline Tobarres, at the corner of Fifth and Balm, just a few yards from where one of the victims disappeared. While theories already range from this being a mass cult suicide to slave trade abductions, Mrs. Tobarres believes that something even more sinister is at work.”

			She held the microphone closer to the old woman’s face. The camera zoomed in. 

			“There is only one thing that could have caused this,” she said. The lines in her forehead deepened. “This is voodoo. There is a curse at work here, a bad one. You people aren’t paying attention. I’ve seen the back pages of the newspaper. Things like this have happened the past couple months on the night of the full moon. And now it’s happened again. Mark my words, when the moon is full once more, more people will vanish.”

			The reporter smiled patronizingly and pointed at an old house just down the sidewalk as she launched into her segment wrap-up. “Whether it’s voodoo, abduction or something worse, the family of Labelle Montrose just want their wife and mother home again. I’m Caitlin Currales for NBC Stories at Six.”

			I had stopped listening by then. One thing the old woman said had stuck with me. Something I’d never considered before. Could it be true? Where did I have a calendar?

			Amanda always had one hung in the den and so I walked down the hall to that small room where she’d put in bookcases and a recliner chair. I pulled the Dogs of Summer calendar off the wall. Last night had been a full moon.

			I flipped the pages back to March. 

			I had a feeling about what I would see, but that didn’t stop my heart from jumping when I looked at March 20, the night Amanda had disappeared.

			The icon of a full moon sat at the bottom of the square.

			I pulled out my phone and looked for my notes on the April disappearances. The date had been April 19. I flipped the calendar to the next page and put my finger on the box for April 19.

			The full moon icon was there too.

			Holy shit. 

			I looked at May and the same thing panned out. A rash of bloody beds on the 18th. 

			Full moon on May 18.

			Okay. The old woman on the newscast might have been a bit wack when it came to the voodoo thing – everyone in New Orleans wants voodoo to be the culprit – but there definitely was something to the full moon connection. I kicked myself for not picking up on that before.

			There had been disappearances reported in March, April and May, as well as this month. I’d never noticed that they had all occurred on the day of the full moon. Could there really be a connection?

			I walked over to the fridge, pulled out a Hopitoulas IPA and took a hard swig. The soft bitterness went down easy but at the same time brought a tear to my eye. It was cool and hard and made me have to blink and breathe. Sometimes you could gulp a little too much of a good thing if you allowed it. 

			Chief wanted leads, and now I at least had something to consider as a tie-together bit of fact on these cases. 

			People all disappearing on the night of the full moon. What did it mean? The truth was, maybe nothing. But it probably did mean something to the person who was orchestrating the killings…or, as we were still referring to them to the media…disappearances. I had to stop myself when I talked about the case every time. I knew these people were dead. I knew Amanda was not coming back to me. Beds were not left sodden with blood when someone got up and walked away. Especially if their hearts were left behind. We still hadn’t acknowledged that last bit to the press. Nor had we proved conclusively that the hearts did indeed belong to the victims, though it was a good bet. We needed to find the bodies, and I had a hunch that they were in the bellies of alligators at this point, having been dumped in the miles of river and swamp just outside the city.

			But why?

			There were people I knew who could theorize. And there were people I knew who really knew things, even if those things did not correspond to what was taught at university about how the world worked.

			In this instance, I thought the latter type of person would be the most useful source. And so I looked up Eleanor’s Arcana on my phone. As I thought, the shop was open until at least 11 p.m. tonight. Eleanor would likely be there. It was past peak tourist season but still busy, and she would be in the shop most of the time it was open these days. They needed every hand they could get. I knew that she’d know some potential reason why someone might pick the night of the full moon as a time to steal people from their beds.

			That didn’t mean that the reason was valid…but she’d know all of the lore that might lead someone to pick the event of the full moon as the right time for whatever ritual they were messing with.

			I didn’t believe in voodoo or magic or any of that shit. But I knew that plenty of people did. Especially here in New Orleans. We were like a fucking beacon to crazies who thought that they could pinch an herb or put the blood of a frog into an absinthe potion and come out with some weird change in the natural world because of it. 

			I always thought voodoo was the result of an impressionable mind that has latched on to a cure for an ailment that can’t be cured. Impotency. Loneliness. Fear. Those were the things people bought spells and potions for. Whether or not you believed for a minute that the combinations of herbs and blood and chicken sacrifices could change the course of real life for better or worse, other people did. There were plenty who felt that spirits could be called into the service of the living with the right mix of aromatics and sacrificial blood.

			Whatever.

			I knew a woman who knew about those things. And if someone was counting on the full moon as a trigger for…a curse…well…she might know the lore that led them to whatever causal end result they were gunning for. 

			The rest of the Hopitoulas went down fast. For the first time in months I had a lead that might tell me what had happened to Amanda. Not to mention a long list of other victims on my caseload.

			I threw the can in the trash and slapped water from the sink on my face.

			Then I went to the bedroom and pulled on a pair of pants to meet the night. 

			I had places to go and a voodoo priestess to see.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Thursday, June 20

			Litha Eve

			The French Quarter was already coming alive though it was only just after seven. People wandered down the center of Bourbon Street holding tulip-shaped plastic cups filled with electric green and blue drinks. I shook my head quietly as they laughed and danced with manic energy down the street. These were the ones who would be puking before it was even fully dark. The alcohol they put in those things had to be masked with Kool-Aid and sugar to hide how nasty it really was. You want to see double fast? Or maybe just go blind? Drink grain alcohol. Me? I appreciate a good buzz and good bourbon; I avoid crap.

			Eleanor’s Arcana was just off Bourbon Street. That immediately made it suspect. Some might say, ‘Well, if she’s got a store in the Quarter then she’s not a real voodoo priestess. That place is just for scammers and tourists.’ 

			But the truth was, Eleanor was the real deal. That is, if you believed people could influence the world by putting together potions and calling on invisible forces to reshape the world to your whims. There were plenty of scammers who were only in business to rook tourists looking for charms. But even though I was a skeptic, I knew that she truly believed. She wasn’t scamming anyone – she created charms and spells that she thought could help people, so I respected her for that.  She also maintained a private shop outside the city for a limited clientele. I’d been there once or twice in the past. After Amanda had disappeared, she’d insisted that I come to see her there. But that shop was never going to bring in the kind of money that a shop in the Quarter would. Eleanor was more than just a voodoo priestess; she was a savvy businesswoman. She promoted her spells and potions and religion here to the gawking visitors hungry for spooky, kitschy souvenirs; people who thought voodoo was just a silly superstitious belief system informed by horror films. I assume she actually made converts, in addition to socking away a good wad of cash that went back into her private chapel. No matter what your religion, everyone understands the importance of free enterprise.

			I parked in a garage a couple blocks away from her store and walked through the mob until I found her door. As soon as I stepped inside and moved across the wooden plank floor, I felt the falseness. Air-conditioning. Incense. T-shirts with price tags on the wall. I had to smile. A real voodoo shack would have none of these things. 

			But as Eleanor had told me many times, “I do what I need to do. And I do it well.”

			“Hey stranger,” a voice whispered in my ear. I turned and faced the smooth brown face and startling white teeth of a beautiful girl in a black Eleanor’s Arcana T-shirt. 

			It was Renee. She was one of Eleanor’s right-hand girls, and I talked to her almost every time I came in here. In fact, Renee was one of the reasons I’d come back to Eleanor’s Arcana before I knew Eleanor. She was the kind of girl that made a guy need to find a reason to walk a few blocks out of his way just to see if she was around. We’d gone out a few times to talk (and drink) when she needed a friend. Because…she really did need a friend. Her husband was an asshole, if you believed her side of the story. Which I did. I’d seen the bruises. Nobody would just make up the things she’d told me over the course of many nights while tilting back one more barrier against reality. I never could fill the hole she had in her heart, but I always was honored to be the person she chose to talk to on those nights when she needed to hide out.

			“How’s the magic potion business?” I asked.

			Renee rolled her eyes. They were wide, deep brown eyes, the kind that drew you in instantly with one look. She wore her hair today in tight, thin dark braids, pulled back behind her ears, accentuating her high cheekbones and heavy lips. No matter how Renee wore her hair, she was always striking.

			“You should joke less and believe more,” she said. 

			“So you’ve told me,” I said. She folded and placed a New Orleans T-shirt that featured a crucifix with a single all-seeing eye in its center on a stack of like shirts. Then she turned and motioned for me to follow. We walked past a handful of customers picking up magic tea bags and other gris-gris until we reached an employees-only door just beyond the store altar. 

			“What brings you in so early?” she asked. “You know I can’t leave for another three hours.”

			“It’s not actually you that I came to see,” I said. When she frowned, I quickly added, “Although, I hoped you would be here.”

			She raised a thick dark eyebrow. “Nice recovery. Are you here for a love charm then, or did you want to talk to Madame Trevail?”

			“I’ve had enough of love, thanks,” I said. “Is Eleanor around?”

			Renee looked disappointed, but pointed at the door behind us. “She’s putting together some orders in the back. You know the way. I have to mind the store.”

			I thanked her and turned the knob on the old wooden door. It swung inward easily and I stepped into the small room that doubled as both a storeroom and a business office. This was where Eleanor kept all of the ingredients for the potions she mixed on-site. It was also where the employees had lunch and dinner. Unlike the customer side of the store where everything was old wood planks and garish painted symbols, this room was sparse and utilitarian…and fairly modern. The floor was faded linoleum and the walls a dull pale blue. There was a laptop on a small wooden desk and a shelving unit that held a tumbling variety of plastic and cardboard boxes against the far wall. Eleanor was rolling something up in a square of bubble wrap. She taped it closed and set it gently into a cardboard box on the desk before looking up to meet my gaze. 

			“Cork,” she said softly. “It has been a while. Are you here for business, or pleasure?”

			She always spoke with a near-formal cadence that belied the fact that she could drink most men under the table.

			“Eleanor, it’s always a pleasure to see you,” I said. “Though tonight, it’s about business.”

			“Your face told me that story without speaking.”

			I laughed. “You have always been able to read me.”

			She gestured to a small round table. “Sit down and tell me what troubles you.”

			I pulled out a padded folding chair and did as she suggested. Eleanor pushed the box she was preparing to the side and rested her elbows on the desk. I had her full attention. I didn’t waste it. I knew she would be needed up front sooner or later. 

			“You know about my wife, Amanda, and all the other disappearances these past few months,” I began. “One night each month more and more people vanish, and the only clue we have is a bed full of blood.”

			She nodded.

			“There were more this week,” I said. “And tonight on the news, a woman suggested that voodoo was behind it all.”

			Eleanor laughed. It was a deep, hearty sound filled with equal parts humor and bitterness. “Of course it is voodoo,” she said. “All bad things in New Orleans come from voodoo, do they not?”

			“I know, I know. And I wouldn’t have come to you except for one thing. She also said that on the night of the next full moon, more people would come up missing. So I went back and looked. I don’t know why we didn’t notice it before, but all of the disappearances have happened on the night of a full moon.”

			“And because of this, you are now convinced that some mambo or houngan is dancing in the swamps somewhere and using black magic to abduct all of these people? Lawrence Ribaud, are you telling me that you now believe in voodoo?”

			Her face beamed with amusement. We had had many conversations over the years about the religion she practiced. She knew that I respected her beliefs, but also did not share them.

			“I believe someone might be trying to stage a ritual of some kind, and isn’t the night of the full moon considered a night of power?”

			“You do listen to me when we talk, don’t you? I’m shocked.”

			“Sometimes,” I said. 

			“The night of the moon is a night of power,” she agreed. “I suppose someone could be trying to use it for some dark purpose.”

			“Is there a ritual that you know of where bodies are taken on that night and their hearts cut out and left behind?”

			Her eyes widened. “Is that the state of all of those who have disappeared? Not just Amanda?”

			I nodded. “Every one of them. A bloodstained bed and a lump of flesh. Maybe it’s a psychotic who believes he’s performing some strange dark magic, but I don’t know what the goal would be.”

			“Nor do I,” she said. “Whether or not it has to do with voodoo, that does sound like ritual.”

			“You’ve heard nothing from any other priestesses about this then?”

			Eleanor pursed her lips in amusement. “It didn’t come up at our weekly voodoo priestess meeting over coffee and beignets.”

			I couldn’t help but smile with her. “Touché. Can you think of anyone who might be involved in such a thing?”

			Eleanor stood up. “Someone with delusions of dark magic grandeur? No.”

			She picked up a packing tape gun and began to seal the box she’d been working on when I came in. “Let me think on it some,” she said. “I will look through my books at home and see if I can find any writings about a ritual that looks like this. It does not sound like anything that I have heard of, but every priestess brings her own spirit to the table. I will let you know if I find anything.”

			I could tell that our meeting was done; she had work to do. “Thanks, Eleanor, I appreciate your help.”

			“You realize that this is probably the work of some serial killer who wants you to think it’s black magic?”

			“I do. But if it is, and if they’re mimicking some ritual…knowing what it is might help us track down who’s behind it.”

			“I will do what I can,” she said and then looked up from her box to hold my gaze. “It is always good to see you, Cork.” 

			“Likewise,” I answered. Then I stood and let myself out.

			I wound my way through the small tables covered with T-shirts and mock voodoo dolls and mugs that said Madame Trevail’s Voodoo Shop. We have the cure for life. The words wound around an ornate skull.

			“I’m off at eleven,” Renee called from behind the counter. 

			“Thanks, but I have to work in the morning,” I said. I appreciated the offer, but was not in the mood for company tonight.

			“Suit yourself,” she said. “Keep this until next time.”

			She lifted her arm to toss something from behind the cash register and I instinctively reached up to catch it. When I opened my hand, there was a small black satchel in it. There was a label attached to a string that said, Cupid Spell: Find True Love.

			I grinned and stuffed it in my pocket. “Thanks,” I said. “This may come in handy.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Tuesday, June 25

			Last Moon

			Chief was really not happy with us. Seven days had passed since the last round of disappearances, and we still didn’t have a clue. Aubrey and Tarrington and I had all looked into the backgrounds of the missing and found no obvious connections between them. And since they’d all disappeared from their beds – with no foreign fingerprints found in the rooms – we couldn’t even try to run phone traces to see if we could find one through a cellphone check-in. 

			It was the perfect mass abduction scheme. 

			We ran blood tests on all of the spouses and significant others left behind, looking to see if there was any evidence of drugs in their systems. We theorized that they’d been knocked out during the event, because it made no sense that none of them had woken up during the abductions, which from the evidence left behind, couldn’t have been without some sound and struggle. It would seem like people having their hearts ripped out would be fighting and screaming enough to let the person next to them know something was amiss. Even if the first stab came in their sleep, they’d surely come to consciousness for a minute or two before bleeding out.

			Unless the hearts and blood left behind weren’t theirs. But blood types on file for the victims matched with the blood and organs left behind suggested otherwise. 

			All of this led me to now. 

			And I hated now. 

			I was crouching in a low-floating barge, slowly threading our way down one of the main riverways that spidered through the swamps just outside of the city. This was a popular place for killers to dump the evidence of their crimes. I’d been called out here a half dozen times when bodies were sighted near the shore, one arm sticking out of the water, or a head staring sightlessly back to land after it had lodged on a fallen tree branch in the shallows. 

			We were dragging the myriad fingers of the river as best we could and watching the shore for any evidence of bodies or discarded clothing. 

			It was tedious work, and the sweltering humidity of the swamp in summertime made it an experience comparable to boating through hell. We were all covered in mosquito spray, but that didn’t stop swarms of them from buzzing in my ear. We’d been out for over three hours now, and I was more than ready to go back. The sweaty heat and reek of Bourbon Street was nothing compared to this. 

			“Hang on a minute,” Armand called. He was handling the drag hooks at the moment as Thomas steered. They were a couple of bluecoats who’d been unlucky enough to draw shit-show duty with me. Thomas cut the engine and I moved beside Armand to help him pull up whatever he’d snagged.
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