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      Lou held tight to the top of the trucks as they plowed east through the winter night. Snow fell from the black sky, illuminated momentarily by headlights.

      A bright moon loomed overhead.

      Lou took a breath and faded through the frosty roof of the truck. When the world reformed around her, she was crouching between the two front seats and the men who occupied them.

      She pulled her gun and put a bullet in the driver first. The truck careened, rumbling off into the frozen field.

      The passenger tried to grab the CB, but one shot splattered his brains across the window. The bullet passed straight through the head and into the wall of the truck. The hole whistled as air leaked through.

      Lou shoved into the driver seat and wrenched open the door. She pushed the body out into the snow and slammed on the brakes. They screeched and squealed as the truck slid to a stop on the packed ice.

      Then Lou was gone again, fading through the shadows into the next truck in the caravan. These men were as easy to dispatch as the first. But then the other trucks were stopping, brakes squealing. Men spilled into the night and ran toward Lou on either side of the caravan. She remained in her seat until the last moment.

      Then she slid through the dark to the truck’s underbelly. Her knee pressed into the cold snow as the men tore open the doors and wrenched out the bodies.

      Lou spared a bullet for every leg she could target—five in all. Then she shifted through the dark again to the front of the next truck.

      As the men scrambled, trying to find the source of the attack, Lou picked them off one by one until only she prevailed.

      The caravan idled in the desolate road. No noise remained but the gentle hum of engines and the crunch of frosty grass beneath her boots. No witnesses saw the twenty murders, except the large, unblinking moon.

      She opened the back of one of the trucks and peered into its belly. Pallets of heroin sat crammed in tight, each laden with plastic-wrapped bricks.

      She tossed in a grenade and slammed the door shut. She escaped to the next truck before the expected Boom! lifted all four wheels off the snow.

      Then she did it again and again, watching as each truck was thrown flaming into the air before crashing down again. She felt the heat even from a safe distance.

      She watched the drugs burn.

      As the flames died to a lazy smolder, Lou searched the glowing moonlit fields. Silence rang in her ears. She counted the bodies heaped on the snow, their blood sprayed out behind each. It gave the impression that they had fallen from the sky, landing broken.

      Something moved.

      One hunched form dragged itself away from the wreckage. Lou closed the distance, white smoke fogging in front of her face.

      It was a young man, shot and bleeding. The snow beneath him was black with it.

      “Будьте добры!” he cried. On his back, he held his hands out in front of him like a shield. Bright crimson burned in his cheeks and his eyes shone in the moonlight. Snow collected in his blond hair.

      “I don’t speak Russian,” she said, and pointed the eye of her Beretta.

      “Please,” he said again, in English. “I didn’t want this. My father⁠—”

      The shot rang out. He spoke no more.
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          TWO MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Lou woke with a start. Bolting upright, she found herself on the edge of her mattress, her feet bare on the cool wooden floor. She stared at her blood-crusted arm, at her flaking skin, without seeing it.

      Instead she saw the boy on the snow. It had been the same dream for months. When she’d finally fall asleep, she’d find herself in the snowy night again. Every detail of the dream had felt real. The frost on the back of her neck and the warm blood steaming on her hands.

      And it always ended the same way. From the flat of his back, he begged for his life. The moment before she shot him, he’d turn into her father. And every time, she pulled the trigger anyway.

      It was the gunshot that sent her careening into wakefulness.

      Her head hurt. Her upper back hurt. She rolled her neck and elicited a thunderous crack up each side.

      She shouldn’t have engaged that sixth attacker in the parking lot last night. Not in her condition.

      She could still smell the beer on his breath as she’d wrenched his head back, staring into his wide, fearful eyes. But she hadn’t pulled her gun, hadn’t been able to.

      What was the point?

      Every night this week she’d roamed the streets. Sometimes she walked for hours through the most dangerous districts she knew. If anyone made the mistake of approaching her, she’d take them on.

      Not with her gun. She’d slam her fist over and over into muscle and bone. She’d split skin—her own and theirs—until blood ran.

      Yet she couldn’t pull her gun.

      The cold, quiet rage she needed to lift her Beretta from its holster never came, never overtook her the way some demon overtook its host before feeding.

      She blamed Konstantine. And her aunt. Even King was far from innocent. They’d churned these waters. Now it was too murky to see where she stood.

      Her father’s vision of the world had been easier.

      Here were the bad guys. Here were the good.

      When she’d found the desire to pull her gun, her mind was the betrayer.

      What if he has a child at home? What if she loves him? What if killing him breaks her the way Jack’s death broke you?

      Her mind had taunted her with these unanswerable questions and the man at the end of her Beretta’s sight had run. He’d run from the bar parking lot into the darkness and she’d let him go, finding she could only watch him disappear.

      The heat, the thirst to kill had left as quickly as it came.

      The insomnia wasn’t helping. How could one have a clear head with endless sleepless nights? When was the last time she’d slept? When was the last time she’d actually put her head on this pillow, closed her eyes, and let the exhaustion take her?

      She hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since her aunt Lucy died. Three months of nothing more than power naps and treating her body like a punching bag.

      It’s going to catch up to you, a familiar voice warned. It was her father. She didn’t need advice from the dead.

      They weren’t telling her anything she didn’t already know. She dragged her hand down her face, trying to get out from under the weight of exhaustion.

      A knock sounded through her apartment.

      I’m dreaming, she thought. She regarded the front door as if she’d never seen it before.

      Perhaps that was because in the six years she’d lived in this apartment no one had ever knocked on it. The only person who had even known the address was Aunt Lucy. This wasn’t Christmas Eve. No ghostly visits scheduled.

      A second knock tapped out its rhythm and her heart leapt to life in her chest. She was awake and someone was here.

      Without thinking, Lou crossed her living room. Past the mattress on the floor, past the sofa and glass coffee table, and stepped into her linen closet. Her back pressed into the wooden walls.

      The darkness softened around her, falling away. She slipped through it.

      Another set of walls formed around her. She pushed open the door and stepped into the empty apartment down the hallway. This kitchen reeked of pine-scented cleaner. Her bare feet padded silently across the cold floor. Once she reached the front door, slowly she cracked it enough to see her own door down the hallway.

      It was a boy knocking.

      He was eighteen maybe, with a courier bag slung over his shoulder and a bicycle helmet hanging from one hand. Shifting his weight, he sighed, clearly annoyed.

      He rapped on her door for a third time before calling out. “I’m not a Mormon or anything, okay? And I don’t want to sell you shit. I have this letter for you.” He held the letter up to his face, squinting at the small print on the front of the envelope. “Ms. Thorne, I need you to sign for it.”

      Lou eased the apartment door closed.

      As if you would have shot him anyway, a cruel voice chided. You haven’t shot so much as an empty can in two months.

      The vacant pantry returned her to her own apartment. It took only a breath to slip through the darkness again and find her warmer home as she’d left it.

      She placed her Beretta on the kitchen island as she crossed to the door. When she opened the door, she found the kid was halfway down the hall.

      “Hey,” she called out. “I’m here.”

      He looked relieved, even though he had to come back. “Thank god. This building has a thousand steps and no freaking elevator. No offense, but I didn’t want to come back.”

      She only regarded him, extending her hand for the letter.

      “Oh right.” He pulled a plastic blue ink pen from behind his ear. “I need you to sign this sheet.”

      She waited for him to pull the folded sheet of paper out of his coat pocket. She signed it against the door jamb, the grain pressing through the paper and making her letters wobble on the page.

      “Thanks,” the kid said, his thin lips pulling into a bright grin. “Here you go.”

      He handed over the envelope. It was cream, a nice thick paper with red lettering in the top right corner. Her name was printed in black ink, slanting forward.

      Hammerstein, Holt and Locke Attorneys at Law it said in the return corner. Lou wondered if she would have to murder a band of lawyers tonight.

      The kid was staring.

      Lou followed his gaze to the Beretta on the kitchen island and then to the blood drying on both her arms. She didn’t think it was the thick, black grime under her nails that had doubled the size of his eyes. She looked like she’d clawed her way out of hell.

      Kill him, the cruel voice taunted. You can’t let him go. He could tell someone. He could bring them back here.

      “Anything else?” she asked him, searching his eyes for danger.

      He shook his head vigorously. “Nah, we’re cool.”

      He backed away.

      You’re making a mistake. He could end you tonight.

      Yet Lou didn’t move.

      “H-happy New Year,” the kid said and ducked through the door beneath the marked EXIT sign as if he expected her to give chase.

      New year, she thought, closing and locking her front door.

      A BOOM, HISS rose suddenly.

      The first firework of the evening exploded in the sky, raining orange ribbons of light over the dark Mississippi river.

      She turned the envelope over and slid a thumb under the flap.
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      King scrolled through his BlackBerry, checking his messages as he stood in line for coffee. He deleted the junk from his inbox and sorted the messages that required more attention than he could give right now into his priority folder.

      They were two days from opening the Crescent City Detective Agency for public inquiries. Not that his desk wasn’t already overflowing with opportunities, mostly freelance from his old contacts in law enforcement looking for help with the cases they were building.

      “Robbie,” a woman chimed.

      King looked up from his phone and saw Suze, tall, blonde with a bright smile behind the Café du Monde checkout counter. Her apron was dusted with flour and powdered sugar. The lines by her eyes crinkled with her bittersweet smile. She reached her hand across the counter palm up in offering.

      He took it and squeezed her hand. Granules of flour and sugar rubbed between their palms. She had strong hands. No doubt from making donuts every morning for twenty years.

      “What are you doing behind the counter?” he asked. “Aren’t owners supposed to have their feet propped up in front of the fire, watching the profits roll in?”

      She laughed. “You’ve clearly never run a business, Robbie. Besides half my girls are out sick with the flu and the rest of us are pushing to close early.”

      “For New Year’s?” he asked, slipping his phone into his pocket.

      “Yes, though I’ll be out cold before ten.” She tapped her pen against the notepad. “You want your usual?”

      “A large black coffee, yes.”

      “What about the beignets? Full order or half?”

      “Neither.” He patted his flat stomach. “I’m getting the jump on my resolution.”

      Though in truth, King had cut back on the cream and sugar and all his sweets before October. And the last of his cravings had been cut short with Lucy’s death.

      Grief robbed him of his appetite. Among other things.

      “How you holding up?” Suze asked, as if sensing his mind’s dark shift.

      “I’m fine,” he said and wondered if he really was. Or if he’d only said this line so many times he was now able to deliver it convincingly. “The agency opens in two days.”

      “Congratulations,” she said, pouring out the large coffee in one of their Styrofoam cups, a green logo stamped into its side. “It’ll be good to keep your mind busy.”

      She handed over the coffee, but also a greasy sack of hot beignets despite his protests.

      Suze refused to take them back. “Give them to the girls if you want, but take ‘em.”

      He put his $10 bill on the counter, thanked her and walked away before she could give him change.

      Once out of the protection of the overhead umbrella, the cold winter wind struck him across the cheeks, pulling water from his eyes. The line for coffee and donuts was so long now that it snaked out from beneath the green canopy and into the French Quarter surrounding it. The bodies, huddled for warmth, followed the wrought iron outline of the café’s patio.

      King felt the heat radiating from the sack of donuts in his cold fist as he crossed Jackson Square. He was about to turn onto Royal Street when a dirty bundle stirred at his feet.

      A man emerged from under his threadbare blanket. He eyed the greasy white sack in King’s fist enviously.

      King held it toward him. “You like donuts?”

      The dirty man nodded hesitantly as if he expected King to pull back the bag and laugh.

      It hurt King to see it. “Here you go. They’re yours. Where’re your socks?”

      He pointed at the man’s bare feet.

      “Ain’t got any.” The man opened the sack to peer inside. His fingers smeared dirt across the white paper. “Someone stole ‘em while I was sleepin’.”

      “I’ll fix that,” King said. “You need anything else?”

      The man seemed to consider the question seriously. “Nah. Just some thick socks.”

      “Will you be around here?” King asked, gesturing to the square.

      “Yeah, for a bit.”

      “All right. I’ll be back.” King turned down Royal Street, and ambled toward the St. Peter intersection. He sipped his coffee, feeling the warmth slide down his throat and fill his chest. He should’ve given the man the coffee too. The thought hadn’t even occurred to him and now he felt shame for having overlooked the obvious.

      It would’ve warmed him better. I could’ve done better.

      Are you talking about Lucy or the homeless man? he asked himself.

      A gaggle of girls in feathered masks fell out of a shop in front of him, squealing with laughter. They parted like water around him, reforming on the other side. He knew the Quarter would be full of revelers tonight. New Year’s Eve always drew all sorts to the black hole known as Bourbon Street.

      He supposed Piper had plans to go out. Why shouldn’t she? She was only 23.

      King would spend the evening on Melandra’s couch, watching the ball drop in New York, assuming either of them could stay awake until midnight.

      Women would hang from the balconies, flashing their breasts despite the chilly temperatures. Men would drink their weight in alcohol and puke on the sidewalks or the side of a building.

      A shirtless man with half his body painted blue ran past him chanting the university’s cheer.

      Sometimes King wondered if he’d traded his retirement for a never-ending frat party.

      He loved all the indulgent, frenetic energy of this place, but he could’ve found a nice condo in Florida. Or retired to the Philippines and stretched his dollars far enough to live like a king.

      But he’d wanted to be here in the Quarter. He’d never be able to explain why he loved this place. It was rambunctious, touristy and at times violent. Yet that was part of its charm. It had a personality that matched King’s own.

      You’ve got a past life connection here, Melandra had told him. She’d flipped over a tarot card on her wooden coffee table one night. He’d had his hands deep in the popcorn bowl they shared while watching the latest episode of RuPaul’s Drag Race.

      It makes as much sense as anything else, he’d said, as he’d knocked back another Dr. Pepper.

      Maybe you were buried here, she said. Lots of bodies under these streets. Maybe one of them is yours.

      King had laughed at that. We all know I have trouble letting go, don’t we? Why are you here?

      I’m supposed to be here. Same as you. It doesn’t make sense. One hurricane and it could all go again, but that’s life. If not a hurricane, then something else. And this place…there’s something special about it.

      The truth was King didn’t believe in energies or fate. Palmistry, tarot, past lives, none of it rang true to him. But he respected Melandra and her insights. More importantly, she was free to believe whatever the hell she wanted.

      We all need something to get us through the night, he thought. Because sooner or later, no matter how far inland one goes, the storm will come.

      King stopped outside Madame Melandra’s Fortunes and Fixes. He raised his boots and scraped them against the curb, leaning one hip into the horsehead post embedded in the cobblestone walk.

      The smell of egg rolls wafted from the corner store across the street and King knew that Zeke had pulled a fresh batch from his deep fryers. No doubt he was banking on hungry drunks late into the night.

      King’s stomach rumbled. He might be cutting back on the sugar, and trying not to eat from stores that sold beer, cigarettes, lotto tickets, and food all in the same place, but damned if those egg rolls didn’t smell good. He could practically feel the oil coating his lips.

      King stepped through the door to Mel’s shop and was greeted by a ghostly chime. The candlelit chandelier flickered and a hoarse whisper ricocheted overhead. The volume rose and fell, giving the impression of phantoms swooping down on one’s head.

      This latest attempt at spooky ambiance befitting an occult shop was a damn sight better than the shrieking skeleton Mel had erected last year.

      Every time someone had crossed the threshold, and the man-sized skeleton released its blood-curdling scream, it’d shaved a year off King’s life. He’d take ghosts in the ceiling any day.

      Melandra was behind the counter. She looked up in the middle of a card flip and grunted a hello as he wiped his feet on the industrial mat inside the door for good measure.

      “I’m thinking Mexican for dinner. You interested?” she asked.

      “Zeke’s got egg rolls,” he said, jabbing a finger at the convenience store across the street. “I think it’ll have to be Chinese for me.”

      She scrunched her nose. “Your mistake. You know he doesn’t clean those fryers.”

      King smacked his lips. “More flavor.”

      Voices rumbled low behind the thick purple curtain. This was the dark secluded nook where Melandra gave her readings. But if she was out here, it must be Piper playing fortune teller today.

      “How’s she doing?” he asked, placing his coffee on the glass counter.

      “Not bad,” Melandra said. “She gets $20 tips.”

      King arched an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “She doesn’t have what my grandmamie called the sight,” she says with a shoulder shrug. The bangles on her dark wrist tinkling in response as she turned over another card. “But she has something about her.”

      “Another kind of psychic inclination perhaps?”

      “She’s good at reading people and she’s learned all the cards and the spreads. She knows the lines in the palm and even took up the bit of Chinese face reading I know. If she takes what she learns and combines it with her own instincts, she’ll do all right.”

      King pointed at the battered tarot cards in Mel’s hand. “But you’re not letting her use your deck.”

      “Hell, no,” she said, frowning at him and shifting her weight to the other hip. “These cards are over a hundred years old. She can have them when I’m dead.”

      He took another sip of his coffee, pleased to find it cool enough to finally drink. “Are you sure you want to share her with me? If you need her here⁠—”

      Mel waved a hand. “She wants to work for you. I can’t tell her no and anyway I’ve got a new hire starting Wednesday. She’ll work the counter and Piper will schedule her own readings and appointments and close up for me after she’s done with you. I’ll cover the rest.”

      “Do you ever wonder how she manages to work twelve hours a day and still spend her nights in the bars with the ladies?” King asked. It was genuine curiosity.

      “She’s young, Mr. King. I don’t think they start sleeping until at least 36.”

      “Unless they have kids,” he said. “Then it’s late fifties, I hear.”

      Piper pulled back the curtain, and a young woman with red-colored contact lenses and a shaved patch above her ear stepped out.

      “See you.” The woman thanked her, waved to Mel and King and then stepped out of the shop.

      “She tip you?” Mel asked, shuffling the cards.

      Piper flashed the twenty dollar bill rolled up in one fist. “Sure did.”

      Mel nodded as if this was the right answer.

      “I can tip you another $20 if you run an errand for me,” King said.

      Piper plucked her phone from her pocket and checked the time. “Yeah, I’ve got 45 minutes before my next appointment. What you do you need?”

      “I’ve got some socks and a blanket I want you to run to a homeless guy in the square. He’s got a red hoodie and tattoos on the back of his hands. It’s too cold for him to be out there in bare feet.”

      “Sure,” Piper said. “And I’ll buy him a coffee.”

      “And will you pick up my takeout order from Mr. Chang’s on the way back?” It wasn’t fried egg rolls from the corner market at least. King thought that absolved him of the indulgence at least partially.

      Piper didn’t answer. She’d come up to the counter and leaned against it. She looked at the cards as Mel flipped each one over, forming a cross on the glass top.

      Piper grinned. “Is she coming?”

      Melandra cut her eyes to King. “Looks like it.”

      “Lou?” he asked, surprised.

      “It’s the Eight of Wands,” Piper said, tapping a card on the tabletop. The silver band around her thumb glinted in the light. “Visitors. Movement.”

      “The agency opens in two days,” he reminded them. “Let’s hope visitors are coming.”

      “But it’s not only the Eight of Wands,” Piper insisted, tapping another card. “It’s the Death card. Louie always shows up with the Death card.”

      “I wonder why.” Melandra arched her eyebrows. “And who is this Queen of Wands? That’s what I want to know. I don’t need no more troublemakers coming around here. And this one looks like a pistol.”

      As King stepped away, mounting the stairs to his apartment above, he couldn’t turn his mind away from Lou. His heart leapt at the idea. Would she come back? Lou had checked on him twice after he returned from the hospital with a cleaned-out gunshot wound and a limp that he still had on bad days.

      He’d offered to give her Lucy’s ashes, even though Lucy specified in her will that they were to go to King. Lou refused them.

      She had promised to come back though, once they’d both healed, and help him get his P.I. business going. He hadn’t had a chance to tell her that the P.I. business would be a front for something else he had in mind. Another, perhaps better, way to help people.

      Now that the opening was upon them, maybe he would finally get his chance to tell her. Or perhaps he was getting ahead of himself. He knew she was grieving for Lucy, just as he was, and there was no rushing grief.

      With his pockets full of the thickest socks he owned, and a blanket tucked under his arm, he descended the stairs and gave Piper forty bucks and the goods.

      “Be back,” she said and left them standing in the shop.

      “Why are you giving me that look, Mel?”

      “I like her,” Mel said, but she sucked in a breath as if preparing to give negative feedback.

      “Piper is a good girl,” he said, leaning against the counter and taking up his coffee again.

      “She is. But I’m talking about the other one.”

      “Lou?”

      “I used to think she was a demon from hell, but I really do like her.”

      “What changed?”

      “Lucy,” Mel said, matter of fact. She watched King’s face carefully, as if waiting to see how he would react to hearing the woman’s name. “Once I realized how Lucy saw her, I understood.”

      How Lucy saw her.

      “But if she’s going to be coming around again, if she’s going to be part of your business, I think we need to take precautions.” Mel scooped all the cards together and began tapping them into a respectable stack again. “Even if she weren’t involved, you attract enough trouble all on your own, Mr. King. And you’re going to start following criminals around, asking questions you shouldn’t, going places you shouldn’t. I don’t need to tell you it’s dangerous.”

      “Mel if you want me to move out⁠—”

      “Shut up. You know I don’t. But I want us to take precautions. I have some ideas.”

      “I’m listening,” King said, taking another sip of his bitter black coffee.

      But when Mel opened her mouth a groaning sigh circled the room. The chandelier flickered overhead. They both turned to see a courier heading their way, his messenger bag hanging off one shoulder and bouncing against his leg.

      “I’ve got a letter for Mr. Robert King,” he said, rubbing his fuzzy glove across his red nose.

      “That’s me,” King said, placing his coffee on the glass countertop.

      The courier produced a sheet for him to sign before handing over a letter. Thick, nice paper with a red stamp in the upper right corner and his name written in slanted black ink on front of the envelope. Hammerstein, Holt and Locke Attorneys at Law. King slid a thumb under the flap and pried open the envelope. Inside were two sheets of crisp folded paper.

      “And this,” the boy said, producing a padded mailer.

      “Somebody suing you?” Melandra asked. She slipped her deck of cards into her pocket for safekeeping. “Well?”

      King opened the mailer and saw two VHS tapes inside. Then he read the letter.

      “I’m not being sued.”

      His whole body grew heavy.

      “They’re from Lucy.”
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      Konstantine’s team exited the armored vehicles and swept the area. Londoners crisscrossed the pavement, hurrying onto their destinations. Many, no doubt, were hungry for their dinners, their feet desperate to rest after a long day of walking and tube travel.

      Five men entered the Victoria and Albert Museum. They looked similar. Their height and build nearly identical. Each with crow and crossbones tattoos on their biceps. Their eyes  were green. Their hair a deep rich brown, easily mistaken for black.

      Only one wore a gold ring on his pinkie with the elaborate Martinelli family crest.

      The passersby who saw this group were so struck with their similarity, they were certain the men were either brothers or perhaps maybe cousins. One woman would have wagered they were quintuplets. The crowd of museum visitors parted for them, as they moved in formation, like birds.

      These men, with their tickets prepaid, ignored the small commotion. They continued on course to the second-floor balcony, overlooking the sculpture gallery.

      At the sight of them, Dmitri Petrov stepped from the shadows of the armory room and up to the railing overlooking the gallery. He was a tall man, six feet at least. His shoulders were wide and tapered down to a slim waist. Konstantine thought he had the build of a boxer, but with a perfect aquiline nose. His blue eyes were bright and piercing, his brow still Augustan, if the chin and jaw weak. His hair was thinning but still brown, no doubt dyed, given the wrinkles at the corner of the man’s eyes.

      Konstantine put him at late fifties, early sixties.

      Dmitri surveyed each man in turn and then spotted the one who wore the Martinelli crest. He appreciated the red jewel and twin dragons snaking around a projected M.

      This was the man Dmitri addressed.

      “Thank you for taking time to meet with me,” he said companionably, as if he hadn’t all but demanded this meeting with Konstantine. “But when I learned we were both in London, I could hardly pass up the chance to introduce myself to the famed Konstantine Martinelli. Who else among us could have our face on the news one moment and become a poor Italian farmer the next?”

      Dmitri’s men laughed as expected.

      Konstantine didn’t bother to correct the man, inform him that while it was true that he was the bastard son of the dead crime lord Fernando Martinelli, he’d never shared the man’s name. He was Paolo Konstantine, as his beloved mother had named him.

      Konstantine smiled. “I’m sure you could’ve gotten out of that mess.”

      Dmitri shrugged. “I prefer my anonymity. I know you are here to do business with my rival Gerstein. I don’t know why you would refuse my Myanmar shipments in exchange for his subpar Afghani crop. But how do the Americans say? To each his own?”

      Konstantine refused to do business with Dmitri not because of the quality of his product, but because his money was often funneled back into the theft and trade of women and children. And while Konstantine might deal drugs to every corner of the world, he would have no part in slavery.

      “Surely you didn’t ask me here to complain that I wasn’t buying your products? Is business going poorly, Dmitri? Would you like some money?”

      Dmitri’s face twitched. “I don’t care who you trade with, Konstantine. We are both businessmen. We know how this industry works. I wanted to discuss another matter with you.”

      Konstantine leaned against the railing, surveying the alabaster sculpture of David below. A picture of nonchalant indifference.

      Dmitri followed his gaze to the large sculpture of the naked boy. “Yes, it’s beautiful, isn’t it?  It’s a mere copy of the masterpiece you have back home, but let’s not get distracted.”

      Dmitri’s accent crawled along Konstantine’s skin as he stood in the marble corridor. A group of tourists mounted the stairs but were pushed the other way by Dmitri’s men. This gallery is closed.

      “Is it true that you have a young woman in your employ?” Dmitri asked, absently picking at the cufflink on his sleeve. “A dangerous creature with a 100% kill rate?”

      “You need workers?” Konstantine arched an eyebrow. “Surely you have plenty of men and women at your disposal. Your gang is one of the largest in the world, as I understand it.”

      Dmitri visibly puffed at this flattery. “It’s true. And I have my best. But even my own ballerina has had one or two get away. Human error, I’m afraid, cannot be accounted for. But I hear your woman never fails.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Dmitri let his eyebrows rise and fall. “Yes, if I had such a weapon in my arsenal, I would keep the secret quite close to the vest. Unless, of course, the other rumors are true. Then perhaps it isn’t about weapons at all.”

      Konstantine said nothing.

      “Are you really in love with her?”

      He remained silent still.

      “Don’t be stingy, Konstantine. I don’t want to fuck her. I want to employ her. I hear her talent is…unparalleled.”

      “I wouldn’t believe every rumor you hear,” the man wearing the Martinelli crest said. “I suppose you also believe she’s half ghost. That she appears and disappears in the bedrooms of naughty children.”

      “If only I could be so lucky. I’ve been very naughty this year.” Dmitri laughed and so did his men. Their hard sneers turned Konstantine’s stomach.

      “Rumors all have a kernel of truth inside them,” Dmitri said with a condescending smile. “Don’t pretend she doesn’t exist. I’ll admit I’ve been unable to find a scrap of real information on her. I do have one lead. But I suspect my inability to track her is your doing. You’re good at making people disappear, aren’t you?”

      “If such a woman did exist.” He placed a steady hand on the cool bannister. “Do you really think she would work for you? For anyone?”

      “I can be very persuasive.”

      Another round of cold, knowing laughs.

      “Women can be hard to satisfy.”

      Dmitri laughed. “This is true. But everyone has desires. And fears. She’s no different.”

      “Every man that has faced her has died.”

      Dmitri considered this for a long while. His blue eyes swept the sculpture gallery below the way a king might survey his subjects. His hands rested loosely in the pockets of his gray pants.

      “If she is truly a free agent, then I suppose the responsibility is on me to find and woo her. Though I’d hoped you’d make the introduction.” Dmitri turned and smiled at him. “You’re still alive, Konstantine. And my sources are certain that you’ve had more contact with her than anyone. Perhaps if I want to meet her, I should take you hostage. Let’s see if she’ll come claim you as she did when Nico staged his pathetic little coup.”

      Konstantine’s men visibly tensed, sensing the implied threat.

      “But I’m not as careless as Nico,” Dmitri said, those blue eyes frosting over.

      Dmitri seized the man by the front shirt.

      “That’s enough,” Konstantine said. He stepped forward, placing himself between his decoy and the Russian thug. “Are you threatening to hurt my men, Petrov?”

      Dmitri loosened his grip on the other man’s collar and looked to Konstantine as if seeing him for the first time. “Ah yes. That’s better.” He took a deep breath as if inhaling Konstantine. “This makes much more sense.”

      “Threaten to hurt my men again and I will⁠—”

      Dmitri held up a hand in surrender, stepping back. “No need for cloaks and daggers. You had only to introduce yourself properly.”

      “I wanted to see if you were a man with manners. I am disappointed.”

      Dmitri’s face twitched again, but Konstantine didn’t care. His proxy, the brave Stefano had fallen back in line with the other guards.

      Dmitri’s men stood on one side and Konstantine’s on the other. Of course they had met in this public place so that no guns would fire, and no lives would be taken. Konstantine hoped they would continue to honor that code.

      “Is everything your man said true?” Dmitri asked. “Is your woman a free agent?”

      “I don’t believe anyone claimed she belonged to me like a dog.”

      “Or a whore.” Dmitri smiled at this and it iced the blood in Konstantine’s veins.

      Konstantine realized he hadn’t done a good job of casting doubt. Dmitri knew Lou was real, wanted her to be real. And wanting her to be real would’ve been enough to keep him hungry and on her trail.

      Dmitri leaned forward and whispered in Konstantine’s ear, almost companionably. “I will find her, Konstantine. And I will make her an offer she cannot refuse.”

      “And if she refuses?”

      “I’ll put her in the ground.”

      When Dmitri pulled back, Konstantine mustered his most wicked smile. The one he forced himself to wear when he did something truly evil. When he must enter the darkness in order to salvage the light devoured.

      Dmitri’s smile faltered.

      “Buona Fortuna, amico mio,” Konstantine said. “Good luck.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Daniella parked her car in the parking garage, two blocks from Madame Melandra’s Fortunes and Fixes. Scooting back the front seat of her Dodge Dart as far as she could, she opened her laptop. There was one file folder, simply labeled Now.

      She cast a nervous glance over her shoulder, craning her neck in each direction of the parking garage to make sure she was alone. A man stood at the elevator waiting for his ride, nose close to the screen of his phone.

      Satisfied, she double-clicked the folder embedded on her taskbar. Inside was a Scrivener file and collection of photos. She double-clicked on the first photo, and it enlarged on her screen.

      A young woman in a leather jacket and boots, dark jeans, and mirrored sunglasses walked beside a man twice her size. Broad-shouldered, slightly hunched, he was mid-gesture as he spoke. His weight leaned to one side. The man she’d been able to identify easily—Robert King, retired and decorated agent for the DEA’s St. Louis unit. He now lived above an occult shop in the French Quarter of New Orleans.

      It was the only person she’d been able to put with the woman. Her only lead. But if Daniella was worth her salt, she’d be able to find out the girl’s identity.

      Looking once again through the photos, spotting landmarks in the Quarter for future investigation, Daniella closed and powered down the machine.

      Pulling on her coat, she stepped into the garage and locked the laptop and suitcase in the trunk of her car. Then she walked east, two blocks to the job that awaited her.

      Her cheeks were icy cold by the time she wiped her sneakers on the mat and pushed back the hood of her coat.

      The earthy scent of incense consumed her, mixed with the sweet, cloying perfume of candles. Fake candles flickered electronically in an old-fashioned chandelier overhead. It looked like something from a Viking dining hall. Ghostly moans circled the room, sounding as if spirits of the undead raced overhead.

      Dani felt eyes on her and turned to find a black woman, stepping out of a room and closing the door behind her. Gold bangles jingled on her wrists and two beautiful rings adorned her hands - a wide, flat onyx on her left, and a purple amethyst sparked on her right. Her head was wrapped in a gorgeous crimson scarf, which she tugged for good measure.

      “You must be Dani,” she said, coming toward her. They met in the middle of the room beside a shelf of figurines and a basket of corn husk dolls. “I’m Melandra. You can call me Mel.”

      The woman’s bangles tinkled again as she stretched her hand forward to shake Dani’s. It made Dani think of the windchimes in her mother’s garden on the other side of Lake Pontchartrain.

      Dani plastered on her biggest grin. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “You’re early.”

      Dani released a tight laugh. “My momma said that it was best to be early if you want to make a good impression.”

      “Intelligent woman.”

      Dani forced a smile. She could say many things about her mother, but this was neither the time nor the place.

      Mel gestured toward the cash register. “This job is fairly straightforward. You need to be mindful of the counter at all times, which you can see from anywhere in the store except the stockroom.” She pointed at the door she’d exited upon Dani’s arrival. “And for that there’s the chandelier.” Mel mimicked its ghostly moan.

      Dani favored her with a good-natured smile and polite laugh.

      “You said you had cashier experience.”

      It was Dani’s chance to recite one of her many practiced lies. “I do. I worked in a grocery store back in my hometown. Biggly Bounds.”

      “What a name.”

      And the obligatory follow-up lies, of course. “It was a local mom and pop store.”

      Melandra arched her eyebrows. “Then you know how to count change. I’ll put the money in the register in the morning. And Piper or I will close it out at night. So you won’t have to do anything else except the transactions during your shift.”

      “And if there are no customers?” Dani’s eyes trailed up the stairs beside the storeroom. They led to the landing above, which no doubt would take her to the ex-agent’s apartment. Though there were two doors—one on the left and one on the right.

      “You won’t need to go up there,” Melandra said. “Those are our apartments.”

      Dani realized she’d been staring too long.

      “That one is mine,” Melandra said, pointing at the right-side door. “And my friend Robert lives in the other. You’ll meet him soon. He’s in and out quite a bit.”

      “Cool,” she said, aiming for indifference.

      “To answer your question, when there are no customers, I want you to tackle the to-do list. I’ll always put it here by the register for you. There won’t be anything too hard. It might be restocking, or stickering merchandise, or cleaning. Just do what you can when it’s slow. If it’s too busy, don’t worry about it. Customers come first.”

      “It sounds easy enough,” Dani said. Her voice stuck in her throat when she caught sight of herself in the mirror. Black nails, dark eyeliner and a rock t-shirt. She even wore ripped jeans. If her mother, the great Beverly Allendale saw her, she would die.

      Mel was speaking again. “Let me show you the appointment book.”

      She bent beneath the glass case on which the cash register rested and pulled out a thick leather book. Dani was certain its ominous appearance was intentional. The cover looked like tanned flesh crudely stitched together by a rough hand. The pages were stiff yellowed parchment.

      As the woman with the painted eyes flipped through the pages to find the line where a customer must sign, Dani knew the patrons must find a thrill in it—signing their name in such a book. In fact, they likely enjoyed every detail of the shop. The ambiance was perfect for those looking to venture into the dark. From the low, sultry music and the clouds of incense hanging on the air, to the trinkets, charms and all the magic they promised.

      “If someone comes in and wants a reading, put them down here and write what they want. Palm, tarot, tea leaves, past life regression, medium, ghost communication—there’s a whole list here and the price. Be sure to tell them the price. Piper can only be scheduled for palm, tarot and tea leaves readings. Piper, PPT, got it?”

      Dani nodded. “How will I know your available times?”

      Melandra slipped the book back out of sight and then grabbed the notebook off the counter. “Here’s the to-do list. But on the back—” She flipped the notebook over to reveal its cardboard backing. “Here’s the weekly availability. It says on the price sheet how long each reading is and the price for each person. I charge more than Piper. But you can figure out the rest. It’s not as complicated as it sounds.”

      “I’m a quick study.”

      Melandra smiled. “Good. Come around here and stand behind the register then, and see how it feels.”

      Dani obeyed, marveling again at her painted black nails and the silver rings on her own fingers. She kept forgetting what kind of girl she was supposed to be today…and every day, until she got what she came for.

      Mel came around the counter and surveyed Dani there. She nodded as if satisfied with what she saw. “Any questions?”

      “It’s pretty straightforward.”

      “Perfect. I’ve got you here until four today, when Piper comes in.”

      The ghostly chime rang again and a young woman bounded across the mat. “Mel, King just said he saw Lou—” The girl’s voice broke off mid-speech when she spotted Dani standing behind the register. She slowed her pace until she crested the last row of merchandise and found Mel standing there on the other side of the counter.

      Mel arched an eyebrow curiously. “Yes?”

      “Uh, I need to talk to you when you’ve got a second.”

      Mel pointed upstairs at her apartment. “I was about to make myself a cup of tea. You want to join me?”

      “Sure. But then I’ve got to get back. King sent me for sandwiches and to…give you an update.”

      Dani forced a smile, hoping it made her look sweet, innocuous and at the very least, uninterested. When she thought perhaps the stare itself was too much, she slid her gaze down the to-do list. She tapped the ink pen against the pad as she pretended to read it.

      “Piper, this is Dani,” Mel said, clicking her manicured nails against glass.

      “Hi,” Piper said, reaching up to touch the cuff on her upper ear. A slight blush had pooled in her cheeks.

      “Hi,” Dani said. She returned the smile and offered her hand over the glass counter.
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