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      Connecting with readers is the best part of being a writer. I do that by sending 1–2 newsletters a month with subscribers-only ebooks, writing updates, first looks, behind-the-scenes content—and, of course, photos of my very cute dog.

      If that sounds like something you’d enjoy, look for the special offer in the back of this book.

      Happy reading,

      Kory M. Shrum
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      Konstantine crossed the Piazza della Santissima Annunziata with Stefano at his side. The air was cool and the light dim from the cloudy day. A moped rumbled past as they turned the corner and the church came into view.

      His church. Konstantine had chosen it for its modest stone exterior. Nothing about it would invite wandering tourists. The façade was simple and smooth, unremarkable with one exception. He loved the beautiful stained-glass window depicting the Virgin Mary with her hands open in welcome.

      Every morning he admired it before he entered the church.

      This moment of serenity and reverence was cut short as cries broke through his musings. The children were yelling, becoming nothing more than a pile of kicking limbs on the steps outside the entrance.

      The group of children who usually played here before school had, for some reason, turned into a pack of wild dogs.

      Stefano swore beside him. “The little beasts.”

      “Grab whoever you can,” Konstantine told him.

      Konstantine himself stepped into the fray and grabbed Nario, the oldest and tallest of the boys. With his remaining free hand, he grabbed Matteo and hauled both boys to their feet. “What is going on here? Smettila! Smettetela tutti!”

      The children stopped, scattering like startled pigeons.

      Konstantine shook Nario’s arm. “Speak up! Why are you acting this way in the street for everyone to see? Outside our church no less. Do you want someone to file a complaint? Do you want to bring attention to us?”

      Konstantine cut his eyes to the other boys who stood in the circle, chests heaving. A couple of the littlest ones had begun to cry quietly, their trembling lips betraying them.

      Konstantine looked to Matteo. “What happened here?”

      Matteo looked down.

      Konstantine did his best to hide that Matteo was his favorite, the one who held a special place in his heart, but he worried that at times like this, it must show.

      “I admire your solidarity,” Konstantine said, and meant it. “But that means you will all receive your punishment together.”

      “That’s not fair!” Nario cried out, wrenching his arm from Konstantine’s grip. “It’s her fault!”

      Nario was pointing an accusing finger at the newest addition to Konstantine’s little band of street rats. A ten-year-old boy named Gabriele. Gabriele had approached Konstantine three months before, not long after he and Lou had wrapped up their terrible business with Riku Yamamoto. He had offered to run errands for Konstantine in exchange for a bit of money.

      He claimed to be an orphan and had heard that Konstantine took in children like him, gave them jobs, food, and money.

      All of this was true.

      Just like Padre Leo before him, Konstantine refused to let the children of his city go uncared for. If he could help them, he did.

      “What did you just say?” Konstantine said, searching Nario’s face. “Her?”

      It was too late. Gabriele had already launched himself across Konstantine and knocked Nario to the ground.

      Konstantine heard the air leave Nario in a whoosh as the wind was knocked from his chest.

      Konstantine swore and fought to lift Gabriele off the other boy before he could beat him to a pulp, but the child thrashed in his arms.

      That’s when Konstantine felt the bindings across her chest.

      Her.

      “Stop it,” Konstantine said, trying to place her on her feet. “Stop it now or neither of you will walk again.”

      The girl tore herself from Konstantine’s grip, standing apart from the group now. She looked ready to run, but Matteo whispered something under his breath and the girl stilled.

      Nario lay on the flat of his back, his nose bloodied and eye bleeding. Konstantine offered him a hand and pulled him to his feet.

      Konstantine looked at the children, his disappointment immense.

      He took a deep, steadying breath. What to do with them?

      His predecessor, Padre Leo, had been cruel at times like this. If the children behaved badly, he would hurt them. He’d had a post in the center of his courtyard that he would strap a boy to and whip him until the skin broke and his back bled.

      Konstantine had been spared such treatment all except for once, when, defying Padre’s orders, he’d challenged a rival who could have shot Konstantine dead—and almost had.

      But Konstantine was not Padre Leo.

      He could stab, torture, or cut a man. He could even carve out an eye or end a life, but he could not raise a hand against a child.

      “Did any of you know that Gabriele was a girl?” he asked.

      There was no point in pretending he did not know her secret now.

      He looked around the little group, and no one met his eyes. Not even Nario, who touched his bloody nose and hissed.

      “Matteo?” Konstantine asked directly, knowing that boy, at least, would not lie to him. “Did you know she was a girl?”

      Matteo finally gave the smallest of nods.

      Well then, Konstantine thought. Deception amongst my own ranks.

      He motioned to Stefano. “Take Nario and clean him up. The rest of you, straighten your clothes and go to school. And you.” He pointed at Gabriele. “You come with me.”

      Again, she looked ready to run.

      Calmly, he said, “Do you think there is a place you could go in this city that I would not find you? Vieni con me. I only want to speak to you.”

      Matteo gave her hand a gentle squeeze, saying something under his breath again.

      Gabriele rebuffed him by shrugging off his touch. Instead of running, she lifted her chin a little higher and fell into step behind Konstantine.

      As she followed him through the church and to the courtyard at its center where Konstantine’s office waited, he looked back several times to make sure she was still there. He half expected her to break and run.

      But she didn’t. She stepped inside his office and took the chair he offered before sitting down behind his own desk.

      “Is your name really Gabriele?” he asked her. He wasn’t sure where else to begin.

      “Gabriella,” she said.

      “Take off your cap.”

      She did. Now he wondered how he hadn’t seen it before.

      Her hair was short, but it was obviously cut by her own hand.

      “Did you do that to make yourself look more like a boy?” he asked, gesturing at her head.

      “Sì,” she said, again with that tone of defiance. As if she were daring him to make fun of her.

      “You didn’t do a very good job,” he said.

      “I know,” she replied simply. “I couldn’t see the back.”

      “Show me,” he said, and she turned enough to show him the back of her hair. Her black locks were a massacre of jagged lines.

      “Why did you lie?” Konstantine asked. When she didn’t answer, he asked again. “Gabriella, why did you lie to me and say you were a boy?”

      “I’m thirteen,” she said, as if this answered his question.

      He shrugged. “And?”

      “I hear the only work you give women is—It’s⁠—”

      It was clear that she meant prostitution.

      “I do not turn children into whores,” he said, unable to hide his anger. “No matter what you’ve heard. I employ many women who do not do anything like that.”

      How could he explain to this child that his own mother had been forced to turn to prostitution once, and for that reason alone, he would never subject another to it?

      Wasn’t that how Konstantine had gotten involved with Padre Leo and the Ravengers to begin with? The economy had turned and his mother had lost her job selling postcards and trinkets to the tourists. She’d not been able to afford the rent on their small apartment anymore, and so she’d sold the only thing she thought she had left to sell.

      Konstantine still remembered the way her shoulders had shaken as she’d lain in their bed crying afterward. How hard she’d worked to hide her tears for his sake.

      He’d gone to Padre Leo the very next day and asked him for a job. He’d told the old priest that he’d do anything if it meant keeping his mother safe.

      “I don’t want to do that,” Gabriella said again. Her dark blue eyes were large and insistent. “I never want to do that.”

      “I wouldn’t have asked you to,” he said. “But there is still the matter of you lying to me. I don’t like liars.”

      She said nothing to this, but she didn’t have to. The way she squirmed in her seat, keeping her eyes down on her lap, told him plenty.

      “Can I keep working for you?” she asked.

      “That depends,” he said. “We will have to redo your interview, since now I cannot trust the answers you gave me before. Answer my questions honestly, and then I will tell you if you still have a job.”

      She dared to look at him.

      “Your real name? All of it.”

      “Gabriella Luna Barone.”

      “And you’re thirteen?” he asked. “You told me you were ten.”

      “I’m short for my age.”

      This wasn’t true. Konstantine had thought she was tall for a ten-year-old. Taller than Matteo, who was twelve. But it made sense now that she wanted to buy herself some time and pass as a child for as long as possible.

      “Do you have family in Florence?” he asked.

      “No. There’s no one.”

      Konstantine suspected she was lying by the way her eyes darted away.

      “That is what you said last time,” he replied. “It’s why I agreed to let you sleep in the dormitory with the other boys.”

      The dormitory was the room at the back of the church that Konstantine kept for the boys who did not have families. They had beds and closets for their clothes. Personal shelves for their belongings, bookcases full of books. And he had two of his older women—Bella and Gianna—looking after them at night. Making sure the boys dressed and went to bed at a decent hour and woke in time to eat and go to school.

      “I don’t know how I feel about you sleeping in the dormitory as the only girl in a room full of boys,” he said.

      “Do you have a room for girls?” she asked.

      He admitted that he did not. She was the first female child to ask him for help. Most of the women that came to him were older. And he owned apartments across the city for those who needed help finding an affordable place to live.

      Her eyes were on her lap again. “If I sleep somewhere else, can I still keep the job?”

      He could not see a child as his enemy. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t operating under someone else’s orders. That her little hands couldn’t deliver destruction all the same.

      Until he could be sure of her intentions, it was best not to keep her in the church or around the other children.

      “Do you have somewhere else to sleep?” he asked.

      Ever so slowly, she began to nod. “I have somewhere to sleep.”

      “Is it inside? Is it clean, dry? Warm?”

      “Sì,” she said.

      She was lying about something. He was sure of it. Only he couldn’t be sure of what, or why she felt that she needed to deceive him.

      Because your enemies mean to use her to destroy you. Your kindness toward women and children has been noticed and they will exploit and punish you for it.

      He tried to push these thoughts down, but his unease remained. “You can keep your job only if you keep going to school and you don’t sleep in the dormitory.”

      She relaxed a little at that.

      “I will double your wage,” he said, testing her reaction. “It’s only fair since I will no longer be providing your room and board.”

      “Grazie,” she said. But she was not happy.

      Would she miss the dorms so much? Or was she instructed to get as close to him as she could?

      You are paranoid. Until you know better, treat her like the child she is.

      “You are welcome,” he said.

      “Do I have to go to school now?” she asked, sliding out of her seat.

      “Soon,” he said, rising from his own chair. “But first, we need to do something about your hair.”
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      The killer stood in the rain. Cold droplets pelted his shoulders and the brim of his hat. He was well hidden in the shadow of the spruce tree with its thick branches.

      Most of the houses on this street were quiet, their windows dark, with only a porch light beaming in the night. The house he watched, however, was lit up. Light poured from almost every window, falling across the neat lawn and the driveway where the white minivan rested, its engine still ticking as it released its heat into the chilly air.

      He knew it had been well used on the long drive today. Following the daughter’s social media, he’d tracked the quartet from Yosemite to Yellowstone. Social media could be so useful.

      Yet when he’d selected the family weeks ago, it hadn’t been the daughter who’d caught his eye. It had been the father.

      The father, more than the mother and two children, had called to the beast within him.

      As he thought of the mother, she appeared, passing the upstairs window while carrying the littlest one on her hip. A suitcase was in her other hand.

      The daughter stood in the doorway and paused in flossing her braces long enough to ask her mother a question.

      He found the father in the lower-left window. The dining room. He wore a t-shirt and pajama pants now, scratching the back of his head as he looked out the window at the wet and gleaming street.

      The father lifted a drink to his lips, and hissed through his teeth after sipping it.

      The killer’s heart beat faster, but he didn’t step back, didn’t retreat deeper into the shadows. He knew the movement would betray him. If he remained perfectly still, as still as the tree beside him, the father’s eyes would slide over his body and down the street, seeing nothing.

      And he was right.

      With a yawn, the father turned away from the window. As the father turned away, hunger welled up within the killer again.

      That low growl was coming from him, from the barely contained beast.

      He bit down hard on the leather between his teeth. The muzzle fastened over his mouth immobilized his jaw. Its straps dug into his cheeks. The buckle at the back of his head creaked from the strain.

      I want them, I want them, I want them, the beast begged as his stomach twisted with anticipation.

      Soon, he told it.

      Very soon.

      

      Louie Thorne’s hand stilled, mid-motion. She’d been about to fork another mouthful of scrambled eggs from her plate when a tug through her navel snagged her attention. But before she fully registered what her compass was telling her, the energy dissipated and the urge to act disappeared.

      Whatever the threat was, it was not fully formed.

      She turned her head as if listening to something in the distance, but her compass remained quiet. The soft light of early-spring morning shone through the large windows of her apartment. The light filled her with a cheerful feeling, a sharp contrast to what she’d touched a moment before.

      Something sinister. Menacing.

      Lou turned her attention back to her fully-plated meal. She was finishing up her sixth week of eating like this regularly, beginning with an actual breakfast each morning. Today, after her workout at the gym with Dani and Piper, she’d decided on salmon and avocado on toast with a side of scrambled eggs.

      She even ate an orange.

      Her aunt Lucy—rest her soul—would have been so proud. After all her fruitless years of trying to force her stubborn niece into eating three meals a day, here she finally was.

      Lou could admit, if only to herself, that she did feel pretty good. Who knew eating and properly caring for one’s body rather than just treating it like a punching bag could actually lead to her feeling stronger, more energized?

      Her watch beeped. She rotated her wrist and the time illuminated on in its face.

      She shoveled the last of her meal into her mouth, put her plate in the sink to be dealt with later, and grabbed her leather jacket off the arm of her purple sofa before stepping into the empty linen closet beside it.

      Then she waited in the dark, her back pressed against the cool wood of the closet’s wall, and breathed. Her breath was always louder in the dark.

      The darkness softened around her. Her apartment in St. Louis fell away and Florence formed in its place.

      She stepped from the shadows to find Konstantine naked, his body damp, his hair soaking wet. She leaned against the frame of his closet, enjoying the look of him and the tattoos snaking up his arm, over his shoulder toward his chest.

      He looked up then and saw her watching him.

      “I have good timing,” she said, not bothering to hide where her eyes had fixed.

      “We already knew that,” he said, a shy smile forming on his lips. “But I’m always happy to please you, amore mio.”

      She came toward him, stopping his hands so that he couldn’t pull on his shirt.

      “You don’t want me to dress?” he asked, still smiling.

      “No.”

      “What about you?”

      Lou shrugged out of her leather jacket and the shoulder holster beneath, laying her guns across the chair in the corner. Then she pulled her shirt and bra off in one fluid movement.

      When he saw her breasts, his smile wasn’t shy anymore.

      “I missed you,” he said.

      She laughed low in her throat. “I was here a few hours ago.”

      He pulled her down into the bed with him, taking deep, dramatic breaths of her skin, allowing his nose to trace a line from her stomach to her throat.

      “It seems like much longer to me,” he said.

      She pushed her fingers through his dark hair. It was unruly these days, longer and thicker than usual. She liked it like this. Long enough to fist in her hands.

      “You’re home early,” she said. “It’s only four here, right? Or five?”

      “Sì. I had a stressful day.”

      “Another gang war on your doorstep so soon?” she asked hopefully.

      “No. Something else.”

      Her fingers hesitated in his hair. “Are you intentionally trying to build suspense or do you not want to tell me?”

      “You know the new boy, Gabriele?”

      Lou’s stomach tightened. He knows then.

      “Her name is Gabriella.” When Lou said nothing to this, he lifted his head and searched her face. His eyes fluttered. “You knew?”

      “I knew.” Lou had known the second she’d seen her, though her disguise had been good enough.

      Konstantine pouted. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Was it my place to tell you?”

      He came up onto his elbows, staring down at her. “Would you have told me if she were a threat?”

      She gave him a warning look. “No. I saved you from Nico and Yamamoto just so you could be murdered by a child.”

      His expression softened. “I’m sorry, amore mio. I’m only confused why you would side with the girl and keep her secret. Did she ask you to?”

      “No. I don’t think she’s seen me.”

      “Then why didn’t you trust me?” he asked. “I thought we weren’t keeping secrets from each other anymore.”

      She realized he was genuinely hurt. “It wasn’t my secret. I don’t need to tell you that young girls are just as vulnerable as young boys.”

      “You say that as if I won’t help her because she is a girl,” he said, his green eyes bright.

      “Does she have as many options as Matteo?”

      “Of course,” he said, without hesitation. “I want her to go to school and get any job she likes.”

      “Are you going to let her sleep in the dorms?”

      “I don’t want a girl in the room with all those boys all night, every night. I am not prepared to see a thirteen-year-old pregnant.”

      “Is that what you’re really worried about?” she asked him.

      “No,” he admitted. “No, I am more concerned that she is a spy, planted to watch me and to report what I do to whoever has bought her. Or maybe she will be asked to hide a bomb under my desk or something.”

      Lou’s hand relaxed in his hair again. “Then follow her. Find out if that’s what’s going on. If it makes you feel better, I’ve never sensed that she wants to hurt you.”

      He rested his chin on her collarbone. “It doesn’t mean she doesn’t work for someone who does.”

      “How hard can it be to follow a little girl?” she asked.

      He scowled at her, but the corners of his lips were turning up against his will. “Oh, if only I had your gifts, amore mio. I could be so much more productive in a day.”

      “I doubt it,” she said, taking hold of him. “I would still be around to distract you.”

      He pressed himself into her palm, a soft breath escaping along her neck.

      She traced him with a gentle fingertip. His body tightened against hers. “You’re teasing me.”

      “No,” she said. “It’s only teasing if I have no intention of finishing what I’ve started.”

      He laughed in her ear, but already he was hardening in her hand, and her grip strengthened.

      They removed the last of her clothing until nothing lay between them.

      She was still holding on to him when his fingers slid between her legs and he found her.

      His breath caught in his throat.

      “You’re very wet,” he choked out.

      “I missed you.”

      She rolled him easily, pinning him on his back beneath her. His eyes found hers the moment before she lowered herself onto him.

      His eyes fluttered closed. “Sei divina. Venere incarnata.”

      Konstantine had a habit of muttering in Italian when he was happy and caught up in his pleasure. She didn’t mind. She appreciated the possibility that she could turn off parts of his brain with her touch alone.

      She kissed him, careful not to interrupt the rhythm they built together. His hands mostly stayed on her hips, leaving only to slide up her back and grasp her hair.

      Her speed increased. Lou felt like she was bearing down on him, and if that hurt, she couldn’t tell given the delicious sounds escaping him.

      “I’m—” he managed, but Lou went first.

      She rode her waves, then his.

      “Amore—” he begged. “Just a minute.”

      Reluctantly, she slowed, but she didn’t relinquish him.

      He chuckled, his cheeks flushed. “You are not finished.”

      “No,” she said.

      His eyes fluttered open, and she saw how brilliantly green they were. They always seemed greener when they had sex. She wondered if it was a trick of the light or her imagination.

      After several beats of silence, his hands returned to her hips. “I am ready.”

      She laughed, low in her throat. “Are you sure? Last night, you gave up on me after the fourth round.”

      “I will manage,” he said. “Though I would be lying if I said your increase in energy hasn’t had certain repercussions.”

      “You were the one who said I needed to take better care of myself,” she purred into his mouth. “Do you regret it?”

      Now it was his turn to roll her onto her back beneath him.

      “No,” he said with a devilish grin, clasping one of her thighs in each hand. “I have no regrets.”
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      Melandra Durand stood nervously outside the Treme Community Center, twisting the end of her long head scarf between her sweating palms.

      “Just go in now,” she said to herself. “Don’t you be standing out here on the street for everybody to gawk at.”

      Her eyes slid over the beautiful building with its shining glass windows and painted mural. A mother with three little ones passed her on the sidewalk. The littlest was already in her bathing suit, a lifejacket gripped in one pudgy fist.

      She seemed confused as to why Melandra wouldn’t want to go in such a wonderful place.

      Because I’m not here for a swim in the Olympic pool, baby, she thought.

      Still, those credulous eyes were enough to spur Melandra forward.

      With a deep breath, she started up the walk and entered the building.

      It was full of life. Children laughing and screaming. The dull roar of conversation.

      After a brief exchange with the receptionist, Mel learned that the meeting for the Association of Black Women Business Owners in New Orleans was in an upstairs conference room.

      Mel followed the directions the receptionist had provided and approached the meeting as one might approach the gallows.

      By the time she reached the door of the meeting room, her heart was pounding so hard in her chest she thought she might pass out.

      She sucked in a breath and pushed open the door.

      More than a few heads swiveled her way as she slid into the room, but to her relief, it wasn’t a small meeting. Close to a hundred women filled the space, which was enough for Melandra to feel as if she could take a seat in the back and hide herself from the scrutiny of others.

      She wouldn’t have come at all, of course, if not for the invitation sent by Tamara Jones, the director of the association. She’d heard that woman’s name in more than a few mouths from other shop owners in the Quarter. Apparently, she wielded plenty of power at City Hall.

      The fact she’d sent Melandra a handwritten request to join today’s meeting felt like an offer Melandra simply couldn’t refuse, no matter how much she hated such things.

      It was difficult to follow the meeting’s conversation when Melandra’s heart pounded as loudly as it did. She hardly heard anything as several of the women stood, approached the podium, said their piece, answered questions, then returned to their seats.

      She caught snippets of their words: fundraiser, last year, a million dollars, more important than ever.

      There was also something about the difficulty of hiring. Over ninety percent of the Black businesses in the city couldn’t afford to hire employees, and Mel knew the truth of that. She had Piper, and she did what she could to keep the girl, but Lord knows it hadn’t been easy.

      The meeting adjourned and the women filed from the room. More than a few flashed her polite smiles and curious glances as they passed. Others stopped to speak to friends, forming little groups of conversation.

      It occurred to Mel now that she looked too much like the fortune teller she was.

      Her head scarf, her long, flowy dress, and gold bangles stood out in this sea of business attire and beautiful pantsuits.

      She shrank from their stares, preparing to flee the room. But then she heard her name.

      “Ms. Durand! Ms. Durand, up here!”

      Mel turned and saw who’d called her. It was Tamara Jones. She wore a bright red pantsuit to match the color of her lipstick. Her gold eyes shone and her cropped hair made her face seem full of angles. Sharp and proud.

      “Ms. Durand, thank you so much for accepting my invitation,” she said. “I hope it wasn’t too difficult for you to get away from your store.”

      “I’ve got someone covering it for me,” she said, remembering the way Piper had burst in, wet-haired, from the supply closet five minutes before Mel had needed to leave for the meeting. She’d said something about the gym before Mel bid both her and Louie a rushed goodbye.

      “What did you think of the meeting?” Ms. Jones asked, her smile still bright.

      “A lot of great ideas,” Mel said. If only I’d heard a single one of them.

      “Good, good,” she said, beaming. “We’ll be counting on you to help with the fundraiser.”

      Mel’s heart sputtered in her chest. “Yes, of course.”

      She didn’t know what else to say.

      “A hundred thousand dollars is a high figure, but it will be worth it considering the good we can do.”

      “A hundred thousand!” Mel almost choked. “Why not half a million?”

      Tamara laughed. “That’s the attitude I like to hear. Why not half a million? If this quarter goes well, perhaps we’ll try for half a million next time.”

      “Can you remind me again what the deadline is for this?” Mel asked. “How long do we have to come up with the money?”

      “Come up with the money?” Tamara cocked her head. “Now this ain’t rent or a mortgage, Ms. Durand. You don’t have to come up with anything. We only ask that you raise what you can. There’ll be no penalty if we can’t reach our goals. We have membership tiers for all levels. The lowest tier requires no funding at all.”

      The lowest tier.

      Mel didn’t want to be a member of the lowest tier. She’d felt that all her life people saw her as some scrap at the bottom of a bucket.

      “Ms. Jones.” Mel licked her lips and tried to draw breath into her tightening chest. “May I ask what you’d recommend for a fundraiser?”

      “Let me see. Some people host galas or events in their spaces. Some people do sales promotions. Last year, Laquina Abbot did a drag show.”

      “And is Laquina Abbot a member on one of the lowest tiers?” Mel asked, wondering immediately if she’d just committed a faux pas.

      Tamara laughed. “Oh no! Ms. Abbot is one of our highest contributors.”

      She must’ve put on one hell of a show, Melandra thought. Perhaps Piper’s friend Henry was dancing at the wrong place.

      “Whatever you choose to do, as long as you can submit the money by April thirtieth, it will count toward our first-quarter fundraising efforts.”

      April thirtieth. My Lord.

      Mel had less than a month. At least this wasn’t happening during Mardi Gras. In no world would she have been able to run a fundraiser while the chaos of the season was upon her.

      And yet, if Mel could do this, if she could earn herself a place among these women, they would be a powerful ally against economic ruin. The association had a strong network and connections that they used on the behalf of their members. They provided grants and loans to businesses in the community that were struggling.

      The truth was Mel was tired of scraping and striving to do right by Fortunes and Fixes all on her own. She might not be as legitimate as these women. She didn’t own a restaurant, bar, or a hotel. She didn’t give tours or provide travel accommodations.

      She just sold candles and merchandise. She read palms. How could she even compare to them?

      Yet she had to try.

      Tamara’s hand grabbed Melandra’s shoulder and squeezed. “Everyone’s nervous their first time, but don’t you worry, Ms. Durand. Your fundraiser will go better than you imagine, and I can’t wait to celebrate with you.”

      Better than I imagine? Mel scoffed. It was hard to imagine anything better than a hundred thousand dollars.

      

      Robert King loved spring in New Orleans, when it was still cool enough to enjoy the beautiful, sunny days. It was preferable to the summer, when the sweat seemed to pour from every inch of his body.

      Enjoy it while you can, he told himself as he passed Jackson Square, his fresh cup of Café du Monde coffee in his grip and a sack of hot beignets in the other hand.

      An artist was setting up for the day, propping her colorful canvases against the black wrought-iron fence that lined the park.

      King caught the scent of some sweet fragrant bloom, oleander maybe, as he crossed through the park to Royal Street.

      Across from the cathedral, a brass band was almost ready to play their first song. One guy had a cigarette dangling between his lips as he removed his trombone from its case and assembled it. The girl beside him was trying to arrange the 1920s headband across her brow just so.

      King nodded to them before the park slipped from sight and only the cobbled stone of Royal Street stretched before him. He spared a hello for the shop owners and residents he knew as he passed and marveled, if only to himself, how at home he had become here in just a few short years.

      He’d moved around a lot when he’d been a DEA agent, and every place had felt different. In some places the people were quite cold and uninterested in welcoming anyone new. Others were warm and inviting. New Orleans had struck him as standoffish at first. A superficial party girl who was friendly when she saw you but never exactly called you up to get coffee on a Sunday morning.

      Of course, King had been a depressed drunk when he’d first arrived in the Big Easy. Perhaps it wasn’t the city that had changed but him.

      Then again, how many times had Piper told him the Quarter is not New Orleans?

      King stopped in front of 777 Royal Street and fished his keys from the pocket of his duster, cradling the bag of beignets in the crook of his arm while he did so.

      He’d almost gotten to the key he wanted when the door opened.

      “Morning, boss,” Piper called, holding it open for him.

      “Morning, Genereux,” he said, offering her the bag of beignets. “I didn’t know you’d beat me here or I would’ve brought you a coffee. I thought you were at the shop this morning?”

      She motioned to the steaming mug on her desk. “I was, but she sent me here.”

      He noticed that she didn’t open the beignet bag. “Give me those if you’re not going to eat them.”

      Her hand tightened on the bag.

      “I’ll have one,” she said, fishing out a beignet and placing it on a napkin beside her mug of coffee. “But if I eat too much sugar I get really sleepy in the afternoon, and I’ve got a lot to do today.”

      “Can I give you a word of unsolicited advice?” King asked, taking his own seat at his desk.

      “Of course.” Her eyes were wide and attentive. Her eagerness always amused him.

      “Don’t make your work the most important thing. Enjoy what you can—be it a good beignet or a night with friends, whatever it is. When you look back on your life, it won’t be how many bad guys you put away that made it special.”

      Piper dipped her head. “Duly noted, boss. I’ll do my best not to let work suck the joy from my bones.”

      “Now,” King said, “give me a status report on your cases.”

      “I’m almost done with the legwork for the cybercrime case you gave me. I’m sorry it’s taken me a long time. Cybercrime is hard. I thought my eyes were gonna bleed, looking through all those transactions.”

      King didn’t have the heart to tell her he’d given her the grunt work. Poring over thousands of transactions to see which were legitimate and which were perpetrated by criminals was the job the company had wanted to hire out for.

      It was the sad fact for someone of her age and rank that the early years of her career were going to be mostly the work qualified investigators didn’t want to do. And she’d be paid less for it.

      “Yes,” King said, infusing his voice with empathy. “But the experience will look good on your resume because the FBI has to deal with a lot of cybercrime these days. It’s not all exciting field cases with guns blazing, you know.”

      “Bummer,” Piper said. “Especially since I think I want to specialize in murder.”

      Of course you do. King fought to keep his face free of emotion. “What else?”

      “I wrapped up the carjacking case and sent all of the paperwork over to the DA like you asked. I also tracked down the civilian footage of the armed robbery in Black Pearl that the police asked you to get. I emailed it to you this morning.”

      King opened his email and found it, along with about forty other requests for his services. Mostly from partners certain their beloveds were knocking boots with someone else. Who knew his decades of experience hunting the worst drug syndicates in the world would be reduced to this?

      You’re supposed to be retired, King chided himself. You’re almost sixty-three years old. You aren’t supposed to be pounding the pavement like you’re in your twenties anymore.

      Before he could fully succumb to his own nostalgia, the door to the Crescent City Detective Agency flew open.

      Melandra entered like a whirlwind, her scarf askew on her head. The gold bangles on her wrist rang out like an alarm.

      Piper’s fingers froze mid-typing. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      Mel put her hand over her chest, as if holding it there might steady her.

      “Mel?” King said, the suspense building. “Are you all right?”

      She shook her head, but still didn’t offer more.

      “Whatever it is, spit it out,” King said. “We can handle it.”

      Was that excitement he was feeling now? That lift in his chest and the flutter in his heart? Were things about to get interesting just as he was feeling sorry for himself, and perhaps a little bored?

      “I was just at the shop twenty minutes ago. What could’ve possibly happened in twenty minutes? You’re right. It doesn’t matter.” Piper punched her fist into her opposite hand. “We’ve faced mob bosses, and drug lords, and your sleezy ex. Whatever it is, we’ve got this.”

      King appreciated Piper’s enthusiasm, but the look in Mel’s eyes concerned him. “We can’t help if you don’t tell us what’s going on, Mel.”

      “I—” She took another deep breath. “I have to—I have to throw a party.”

      King blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “I have to throw a party,” she said again, her hand still at her throat.

      Given the expression on her face, she might as well have said she had to have all her limbs amputated the next day.

      A surprised snort escaped Piper. “A party?” You didn’t say anything about a party this morning. What kind of party?”

      Mel came into the room and collapsed onto the chair. “A party. A fundraiser. The more I think about it, the more I start to panic.”

      What followed was a barely comprehensible retelling of that morning’s meeting with the business association for Black entrepreneurs. King had heard of the group. In fact, if he wasn’t mistaken, he’d recommended that Mel reach out to them a couple of years ago, when she was having trouble keeping Fortunes and Fixes afloat.

      Piper rubbed her hands together. “An impromptu party is the kind of emergency I can get behind.”

      “Hold on,” King said, frowning. He wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly. “You went to the meeting and they told you to come up with a hundred thousand dollars?”

      “She didn’t say it like that. She just said that all members needed to contribute to the fundraising efforts and that the money was really important and would do a lot of good. Plus, the more you raise, the higher the tier you can join. I don’t want to be on the lowest tier.”

      “But a hundred thousand dollars?” King repeated. That didn’t seem right. It was a lot of money to ask a new member to come up with. “Are you sure you went to the right meeting? This isn’t a Ponzi scheme, is it?”

      Mel’s nostrils flared and her jaw set tight. After a slow exhale, she said, “No, Mr. King. I didn’t wander into a pyramid scheme. Tamara Jones was there. I saw her with my own eyes.”

      “What happens if you don’t raise enough?” he asked. “What’s the penalty?”

      “I don’t know. I think you’re just on the lowest tier, below everyone else.”

      “What’s the deadline?” Piper asked. She was already scribbling notes on the pad of paper beside her coffee.

      “I’ve got to turn the money in on the thirtieth of this month,” Melandra said. “Something about getting the money in before the first quarter ended.”

      King sat back in his chair. He didn’t like this. Was the association a scam? Were they taking advantage of hard-working businesswomen like Mel?

      Where was all of that money going?

      “Why are you rubbing your chin like that, Mr. King?” Melandra asked.

      “I’m just thinking,” he said.

      “Okay,” Piper interrupted, holding up her notepad full of scribblings. “I’ve got some ideas about the party.”

      “What is all that?” Mel pointed at the page Piper had written all over.

      “I’m brainstorming. You want to hear my ideas or not?”

      No, I want to know what’s really going on here, King thought, but he had the good sense not to speak.

      “I sure do,” Melandra said.

      “Okay.” Piper steepled her fingers. “How do you feel about zombies?”

      Mel leaned back. “Excuse me?”

      “People like to dress up. We could have a zombie party in a voodoo shop. It’ll be fun.”

      Mel’s brows went up. “No.”

      Piper scratched out that line. “What about cats? Or it can be cats versus dogs. The team that has the most attendees wins a prize?”

      “No. Did you hear what I said about the hundred thousand dollars?” Mel asked.

      Piper’s brow scrunched. “What about it?”

      “I need to invite people who have money,” Mel said. “Those kinds of people ain’t gonna wanna dress up like dogs and cats.”

      “You’re thinking classier.” Piper pointed finger guns at her. “And I hear you.”

      A minute later, she tapped the paper again.

      “If you want classy, how about historical figures or a masquerade?”

      Mel arched a brow. “New Orleans does have an abundance of masks. It will be very easy for people to find one.”

      “And if the dress requirement isn’t too expensive, they’ll have more to donate. I think a masquerade would be a lot of fun.” She turned to King. “What do you think?”

      I think I need to start digging.
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      The killer stood in front of the stove, humming a lullaby. His shoulders were relaxed, his heart lifted. He didn’t even mind the leather bit in his mouth, the muzzle that remained fastened at the back of his head. He was happy to have such a beautiful kitchen to work in, such elegant plates and cooking utensils at hand.

      The oven dinged at the same time, and he bent to remove the roast. He checked it with his knife. The flesh split easily and the aroma was heavenly. He’d cooked it just right. He was drooling around the leather straps.
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