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      When the little girl pointed the gun at Louie Thorne and pulled the trigger, Lou sidestepped through the dark, reappearing in the shadow of a snow-covered cedar. But not before the bullet cut a line of pain across her ribs.

      Blood bloomed from Lou’s newest wound, soaking the left side of her body.

      She couldn’t blame the kid for mistaking her for the enemy. Lou had been the one to step into the middle of this mayhem.

      Lou took a second step and came out the other side of the darkness, reemerging into the night with more distance placed between her and the girl.

      The snow was bright with moonlight. The single car sitting in the driveway outside the still house was quiet.

      Lou didn’t see any lights—from houses or streetlights or cars. This darkness went on for miles. Lou didn’t even have a good sense of where the hell they were, except somewhere wild, where nature prevailed with the exception of this solitary house.

      From this new angle, Lou could see the girl, but the girl couldn’t see her.

      She was small, no more than eight or nine years old. She still pointed the gun at the place where Lou had stood a moment before.

      Her chest heaved. Her eyes were wide with fear, shimmering, as she searched the night for Lou, the gun swinging left and right.

      Lou recoiled, standing closer to the base of the pine tree. The scent of pine tar, as pleasant as it was, wasn’t enough to distract her from the burning ache in her side, or the sticky feel of the blood cooling on her skin.

      “Come on!” the boy called. He pulled on the girl’s free arm. He was older, Lou guessed. He stood over the girl by four or five inches.

      “Where did she go?” the girl screamed. “Where did she go!”

      But the boy was behind the wheel now, cranking the car to life. Red light from the brakes fell across the snow, giving the impression that the girl was standing in a blood bath.

      The impression was strengthened by the two dead bodies at her feet.

      “Kaia, let’s go!” the boy called from inside the car. “We can’t wait! Someone’s coming!”

      Was Lou really going to let two children—one of them armed and certainly neither of them old enough to legally drive—speed off into the night alone?

      The only reason she’d come to this shootout at all was because her compass had demanded it. One minute Lou had been enjoying an Italian sunrise, a cup of black coffee in her hands. Then between one sip and the next, she’d been consumed by an intense pull ricocheting through her, a call as desperate as a prayer and as clear as an alarm bell.

      And Lou had answered that prayer, as she’d done countless times over the years, having learned to trust such impulses when they arose. Knowing that when fear and panic welled up within her like that, it was best to act first, ask questions later.

      So she’d come. She’d pulled on her leather jacket, her mirrored sunglasses, and had grabbed a gun.

      Only to step from the darkness in time to find a little assassin shooting at anything that moved.

      Lou turned her attention to the men.

      They’d been the ones who’d looked dangerous. They’d been the ones trying to subdue the kids and force them into the vehicle. Without much thought, Lou had fired a shot through the man unfortunate enough to be closest to her. His eyes had widened only a moment before his brains sprayed across the snow, looking black even in the moonlight.

      She had also shot the second man—a quick double tap under his chin—before turning to find that the girl had a gun of her own.

      And she’d aimed it at Lou.

      Lou hadn’t even seen her pull it. She didn’t know if the girl had been packing her own heat—which seemed unlikely, given her age—or if she’d pulled it off one of the men while Lou wasn’t looking.

      Now, as her body throbbed and blood continued to pour from the gash beneath her ribs, Lou thought it hardly mattered.

      The girl climbed into the back seat of the car.

      Am I really going to let them go? she wondered again.

      No sooner did the car door shut behind the girl than a gunshot blew out the passenger-side window.

      That’s what I get for leaving a gun in a child’s hands.

      A second shot followed and then a third. The children were screaming, and Lou realized the shots weren’t being fired from inside the vehicle.

      A burly man with more neck than head stumbled into view. He was already at the car, wrenching the front passenger door open before Lou spotted the .357 Magnum in his swollen fist.

      Five steps were all it took to close the distance. Five steps and Lou threw her body against his, slamming him hard against the metal frame. Still screaming, the boy shifted the car into drive.

      It lurched forward and Lou, trying to shove the man’s weight away, found her wounded left side would not cooperate. She ended up on her back in the front passenger seat, the man collapsed on top of her.

      The car swerved across the road, the headlights still extinguished. The man on top of Lou growled as his legs were dragged across the road. The friction ate away his pants, then the flesh beneath. The ravenous road also ate away the heels of Lou’s boots.

      Yet the boy behind the wheel didn’t stop. Instead, the car went faster. Lou’s gun and hand were pinned between their chests, and she couldn’t rotate her wrist enough to fire a decent shot at her assailant.

      With her other hand, Lou managed to free a second Beretta from its hip holster and press its barrel against the man’s neck. She pulled the trigger and his head rocked violently to one side.

      As he brought up his hand to cover the burbling wound, his body dropped away. Free of his weight, Lou hauled herself up fully into the passenger seat and closed the door.

      She had only a moment to register this before movement caught her eye.

      She snatched the gun from the girl’s hand before she managed to fire it.

      “Stop trying to shoot me,” Lou said, holding the gun aloft. “I’m helping you.”

      Kaia tried to grab the gun from Lou but was impeded by the seatbelt strapped across her chest.

      Lou almost laughed. Given what she’d just witnessed, seatbelts seemed like a trivial consideration at a time like this. But at least the girl meant to stay alive. Lou could give her that.

      “Now,” Lou said, turning to the boy. “Who’s trying to hurt you? What—shit.”

      Lou saw the outline of the truck only a second before it slammed into the driver’s-side door. It had kept its lights off.

      The children screamed. The car lurched, shoved to one side of the road, pushed off course by the force of the oncoming vehicle.

      Lou had turned the girl’s confiscated pistol in the direction of the attacking vehicle with the intention of firing shots at the driver’s-side window.

      But the boy had evidently not been wearing a seatbelt as the girl had. He flew across the front seat of the car and collided with Lou before she could fire a clean shot.

      Lou had a moment to choose between firing blindly at the driver or opening her arms and catching the boy’s body before he began pinballing the interior of the car.

      She chose the boy. And she’d only just pulled him to her, wrapping her arms protectively around him, when the car began to roll.

      Lou’s head hit the roof and her ears rang. She shifted through the dark without thinking, still holding on to the boy.

      They materialized outside of the car, the snow cold against her skin. The car tumbled past them. Seeing it, the boy screamed, “Kaia!”

      “I’ll get her. Stay here. Don’t let them see you.” Lou pushed him beneath the cover of the nearest conifer laden with snow and slipped. When she reemerged, she was back in the car only to find the girl fighting with her seatbelt.

      She had a fresh cut on her forehead, no doubt from flying glass, but she looked otherwise unhurt. As soon as she saw Lou, she reached for the gun.

      Lou moved them both before she could take hold of it, reuniting her with the boy.

      Just in time for Lou to take a bullet for him. It ripped through her shoulder.

      She swore and aimed her gun. She blew out the shooter’s face without ever getting a good look at it. Now her right shoulder burned along with her ribs.

      But better my shoulder than his skull, she thought, and pulled both the children through the dark and across the world.

      Somewhere safe, she told her compass. Somewhere remote, somewhere they can hide until I figure out what the hell is going on.

      When the world reformed from its nothingness, a cabin stood before them.

      Lou recognized it, though she hadn’t been here in ages, not since healing from a near-death experience while still hunting for Fernando Martinelli all those years ago.

      As soon as she released the children onto the porch, she knew she couldn’t stay. Her vision was tunneling. Darkness was pressing in on her from all directions.

      Never a good sign.

      She lifted the carved bear which stood beside the door and found the key. She handed it over.

      “Go inside,” she instructed. “There’s heat. There’s water. I’ll bring food soon. No one should come here, but if they do, hide.”

      “Where are you going?” the boy asked.

      “Give me a gun,” the girl demanded.

      Lou was not going to give her a gun. “Stay inside and stay warm until I come back.”

      Lou hoped she would come back. Leaving two kids in the Canadian wilderness, a good fifty miles from the nearest town, would prove just as deadly if she didn’t. Using her GPS watch, she marked their location.

      “Wait, lady, can you⁠—”

      Whatever the boy meant to say was swallowed up by Lou’s encroaching unconsciousness. She fell backward, all strength leaving her body. She had a passing thought that her back would hit the cold snow at the bottom of the cabin’s steps. Instead, it hit a tiled floor half warmed by Italian sunshine.

      Before her eyes fluttered closed, a familiar face peered down at her.

      Lou recognized her.

      Isadora, Konstantine’s personal physician, an Italian woman with dark brows and a stern expression, cried out.

      “Porca miseria!” The doctor set her half-finished espresso down on its saucer. “Why did I think this would be a quiet morning?”

      

      Lou slept.

      When she woke, it was briefly, mere moments at a time.

      She slipped in and out of consciousness, and when awake, she caught only glimpses of the doctor’s face, half covered by a surgical mask. Magnifying glasses enlarged her eyes to insectile proportions. In a commanding tone, the doctor gave orders to her subordinates, nurses that Lou might have been able to recognize under better circumstances, but for now, they were little more than gray shapes moving urgently around the surgical table where Lou had been placed.

      And there was the incessant glare of the overhead light, horribly bright and unbearable.

      At one point, Lou thought she saw Konstantine’s face, felt his cool hand on her feverish brow. Heard his calm reassurances in her ear.

      But when she finally woke, rising to true wakefulness, she was alone on a hospital cot.

      Her body was sore. Her head was spinning.

      She wore clean clothes. Gauze had been taped over her wounds. Her mouth had the telltale taste of metallics, confirming she’d been drugged, no doubt for her own comfort while Isadora dug the offending bullet out of her shoulder and replenished the lost blood.

      Lou heard Isadora’s footsteps before she saw her enter the room. She tried to sit up and was forced to cradle her head with shaky hands.

      “Easy, Strega,” the doctor said. “Don’t move too quickly.”

      She examined her again, without comment, as Lou struggled to gain her bearings.

      “Not bad,” the doctor informed her. “Should I tell you to take it easy? Or is that a waste of my breath?”

      “A waste, probably,” Lou said. She pinched her eyes shut against the spinning room. Something cold was pressed into her hand a moment later, and Lou opened her eyes.

      Isadora offered her a cup of water and two large white pills.

      The doctor gave her a moment to take the pills and drink before speaking.

      “You will make a full recovery, but your back may scar. Especially if you do not take care of your stitches,” she said.

      When Lou stretched, she felt the thread pull and the gauze shift.

      The doctor went on, “The bullet in your shoulder was removed and you have a bump on the top of your head. I removed the glass in your cheek and arm as well. But you’ll recover.”

      “Was Konstantine here?” Lou asked. She was certain she’d seen his face. Or maybe she had been dreaming.

      “Sì,” Isadora said. “I am to tell him every time you collapse bleeding at my feet. At least this time it was my kitchen floor. Which I can mop. Grazie.”

      Lou wasn’t surprised her compass had brought her to Isadora. It was habit now. Isadora was employed solely in the service of the Ravengers, Konstantine’s gang. If Konstantine or any of his men were shot, maimed, or otherwise injured, they went to Isadora. They relied on her for her medical expertise, but also her discretion.

      Konstantine had once told Lou that he’d hired the doctor because he trusted Isadora with his life.

      That was why Lou had begun to trust her too. That and the fact that Lou hated hospitals. The harsh fluorescents ran counter to her gifts. They exposed her. Nullified her ability.

      And while Isadora’s clinic did look and smell like a hospital, it was infinitely more palatable, in Lou’s opinion.

      “Thanks for the help.” Lou slid off the cot. “Sorry about your kitchen floor.”

      “Wait,” Isadora said.

      “What is it?” Lou held on to the cot with a steadying hand.

      The doctor took a deep breath.

      Lou stilled herself. Whatever Isadora had to say next, she didn’t want to say it. That was enough to make Lou’s insides harden. “What?”

      “You’re pregnant,” Isadora said.

      Lou’s heart skipped a beat. “How would you know that?”

      “I do a pregnancy test whenever I operate on a woman. I confirmed the pregnancy by ultrasound post-surgery, after I sent everyone home, mind you. You are eight or nine weeks. There is a heartbeat.”

      Lou sat back down on the cot. She hoped the shakiness in her knees was from dehydration and not the all-encompassing fear radiating through her.

      “None of the medications I gave you should have a negative effect. I always err on the side of caution with a woman of childbearing age,” she said.

      Childbearing age.

      Lou’s birthday had been just six days ago. As she’d extinguished twenty-eight blazing candles with a single breath, she’d been blissfully unaware that another life had begun inside her.

      “Did you tell him?” Lou asked.

      Isadora’s brow pinched. “Who?”

      “Konstantine. Did you tell him I’m pregnant?”

      Isadora barked a harsh, short laugh. “Do I look like I want to die?”

      Lou frowned, confused. “Why would he kill you?”

      “Strega, what if the child is not his?” Isadora’s hands became very Italian suddenly. “You come and go all hours of the night. I do not know where you go or who you spend your time with. I am not going to tell the most dangerous man alive that his amore may be pregnant with someone else’s child. Col cavolo!”

      How to explain to the doctor that while it was true that Lou spent her nights with plenty of men, it usually ended in their murder. Regarding paternity, there was no question. Konstantine had been the only one in her bed for years.

      Unless there was something freakier about La Loon’s waters than its healing properties, Lou didn’t think she’d conceived a child by any other means except the most obvious one.

      “Is this the part where you tell me to lay off the red wine?” Lou asked. She was trying to find some ground under her feet despite the panic rising up within her.

      Isadora laughed again, this one less strained.

      “First of all, Italian women enjoy wine while pregnant. A glass or two a week? Niente di grave.” The doctor shrugged. “Wine is not your problem. It is a miracle that you did not miscarry after last night. And any other night where you insist on taking a bullet as if you are made of stone and not flesh and bones. Keep doing that and your chances of miscarriage will increase. Also, I cannot tell you what effect that place will have on your child.”

      That place. She meant La Loon, of course.

      “We know that the microbes in its waters heal you, and we find them in your blood. Will they cross the placenta?” Isadora shrugged again.

      “You want me to stop hunting?”

      “No, Strega. I’m telling you that if you want to keep that child inside you, you will have to be more careful.” She escorted Lou to the door of the clinic, opening it for her. “For at least four or five months. And unless you want to leave an orphan behind in this world, then another eighteen years beyond that.”

      Isadora closed the door on her, leaving Lou on the clinic steps in the predawn light.

      Church bells rang in the distance.

      For a moment all Lou could do was stand there listening to the sounds of Florence waking up all around her.

      Mopeds honked. Tires bumped over the uneven roads. Pigeons cooed. Someone further down the street hummed a tune.

      Lou started walking in the direction of the Arno River, toward the villa she shared with Konstantine.

      What she would tell him when she saw him, she wasn’t sure.

      Maybe I won’t tell him anything.

      A flock of pigeons startled, escaping her path by scattering in the early-morning mist hanging above the damp cobblestone streets.

      Lou hardly noticed.

      Her mind was several places at once.

      It was in the cabin with the children that she needed to check on. It was in the villa, looking into Konstantine’s eyes.

      It was everywhere but here with her.

      The rising winter sun brightened the horizon, and with each step, Lou struggled to breathe.

      Nine weeks pregnant.

      I’m pregnant.

      Fuck.
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      Robert King stepped away from the protection of Café du Monde’s green awning, and a cold wind rolled off the Mississippi River, striking him square in the face. The skin on the back of his neck iced. He ducked his head and pulled his coat tighter, looking both ways before crossing the street.

      As the cold tried to slither beneath his collar, King had to remind himself that he preferred winter in New Orleans to its summer. If this were August, a forty-eight-degree morning would feel blissful by comparison. A chilly, overcast day would be the type of day he’d prayed for as sweat poured from his body and the oppressive heat overtook his mind.

      Besides, the wind was less brutal once he crossed Jackson Square and turned onto Royal Street, finding protection between the low-slung buildings facing one another. He passed storefronts showcasing styled mannequins, candle displays, and the colorful work of local artists. Souvenir shops offered a menagerie of promises, everything from half-price cocktails to fortune-telling.

      King walked on as 777 Royal Street came into view. Its large glass windows read Crescent City Detective Agency in the early-morning light.

      He twisted his key in the lock and pushed the door open with a bump of his hip.

      The office was quiet.

      Piper wasn’t in her apartment upstairs. She’d told King last week that she had an exam for one of her courses and would be two hours late.

      What had the class been? Victimology? Abnormal Psychology? He couldn’t remember.

      That was just as well. He would use the quiet time before she arrived to complete some overdue paperwork. They could debrief each other on the status of their pending cases this afternoon.

      And he had at least four hours before his lunch date with Beth Miller, the DA. Beth was his current—what? Girlfriend? Was that what he should call her? He had to admit he wasn’t entirely sure where their relationship stood, and at his age, with the love of his life already in the grave, he was fine with that. Still, he was looking forward to her company and the turkey bacon club that he’d been craving since she’d suggested Ralph’s Subs two days ago.

      King had only just settled behind his desk, having arranged the paperwork in a pleasing formation for the sake of efficiency, his cup of coffee resting on a coaster he stole from the bar around the corner, when the bell above the door rang.

      He looked up, half expecting to see Piper enter the agency.

      But it was a woman he didn’t know.

      She hesitated in the doorway, holding her threadbare coat close to her body. Her legs were covered by nothing more than tights stretched thin. Even for New Orleans, her clothes weren’t warm enough. She reeked of cigarette smoke and her hair was mostly blond. It had been dyed a long time ago, the roots never retouched. The dark part of her hair had grown out to almost her ears.

      He thought he saw a hint of makeup on her face, though if it had been swiftly applied that morning or left over from the night before, he couldn’t say.

      One thing was for certain, she was in distress.

      “Can I help you?” King asked.

      “I’m looking for Robbie King,” she said in a small, squeaky voice.

      Robbie. Someone from the station referred her then. Only the officers around here called him Robbie.

      “I’m King,” he said, rising from his seat. He extended his hand toward her. “It’s nice to meet you, Ms…”

      She looked back at the door as if she intended to run. Something must have made her change her mind. “Carrie. My name is Carrie Bright.”

      She inched close enough to give his hand a weak shake.

      “Can I offer you a seat and a cup of coffee, Ms. Bright?” He gestured at the unused coffee station on the opposite wall beside Piper’s clean desk. “I have tea too, if that’s your preference.”

      “No, no. Thank you. I can’t stay.”

      King took his seat and she still stood. “How can I help you, Ms. Bright?”

      He hoped his voice might ease her. But still she looked to the door as if she wasn’t sure she wanted to be here. It had been a long time since he’d seen someone so skittish standing in the agency. The last time, it had been an addict looking for his dealer. He hadn’t wanted to tell King about their relationship or why he’d been so desperate to find the man, though King had ascertained both rather quickly.

      Unfortunately, King’s search ended tragically when he discovered the dealer’s body in a graffitied warehouse just outside Metairie. He’d been shot four times in the back of the head, his killer never apprehended.

      “Whatever you want to tell me will remain in the confidence of this office, Ms. Bright,” King said, gesturing to the chair opposite him again.

      With her arms wrapped around her, the woman took the offered seat, barely perching on its edge.

      “Most people only come to a detective agency for two reasons,” King began. He felt like he was the one who should be talking, given her reluctance to do so. It left him with no other choice, really. “They come to me either because they’re looking for someone, or perhaps something if it was a theft, or they want to find out something. Like if someone is having an affair or⁠—”

      “Nothing like that,” Ms. Bright said.

      “Then may I ask who you’re looking for?”

      “My daughter,” she said.

      Not uncommon.

      “How old is she?”

      “Nineteen.”

      King was slightly surprised by the age. Ms. Bright herself didn’t appear that old, but he knew that people had kids young.

      King reached across the desk and grabbed an ink pen and his legal pad. “Her name?”

      “Jenny. Jenny Bright.”

      King wrote down the girl’s name and age.

      “When did you last see her?”

      The woman hesitated. King waited, knowing that silence usually forced people to talk. They were less comfortable with the pressure that built in those empty moments than he was. Of course, he had decades of experience as an interrogator for the DEA.

      “Maybe this is a mistake,” she said.

      King took a shot in the dark. “Ms. Bright. I don’t know your situation, but let me assure you that I don’t turn anyone away, no matter their circumstances. Last week, I had four sex workers in here asking for my help in finding another working girl who hadn’t checked in for a couple of days.”

      “Did you find her?” the woman asked hopefully.

      “I did. Unfortunately, she was strung out on meth with an ex-boyfriend, but we found her, and she was alive. It wasn’t the best ending, but all parties were satisfied.”

      Her brow furrowed. “But I thought you worked with the police.”

      “I do, sometimes,” he admitted, stretching back in his seat. “But I’m an independent contractor. I’ll help the police or local law enforcement with a case if they ask. I’ve got enough experience collecting evidence and interviewing witnesses to be of use to them, but I’m not a cop. I don’t owe them anything. And I don’t have the same rules.”

      God was this true. Especially in more recent years.

      King had always been a rule follower.

      But since Louie Thorne had walked into his life, he had done plenty of unlawful things. Hell, two weeks ago, he’d given her the names of two child rapists who’d escaped prison knowing full well she’d blow their brains out before his head hit the pillow that night.

      What did that make him?

      A handler? An executioner?

      And he couldn’t even say he regretted it.

      The world view he held today was a lot messier than the one he’d formed while working as a DEA agent with Louie’s father all those years ago.

      “If your daughter is in trouble, I’m not going to hand her over to the police if I find her, do you understand?” he said at last.

      At last Ms. Bright’s shoulders softened, sagging. Then the tears came. She covered her face with her hands.

      “I’m sorry. I’m just so tired of it all.”

      She lifted her head, revealing her tearstained face.

      “Tell me what’s going on and I’ll see what I can do.” King offered her the box of tissues on his desk meant exactly for such moments as these.

      She took two. “And what if I can’t pay you? I’ve got nothing.”

      “I have a pro bono fund for situations like this,” King lied. “From time to time I take on cases without expectation of payment. Yours might qualify.”

      The truth was King had made plenty of money while he was working on the force. He made even more when he sold his house in St. Louis and moved to New Orleans.

      Now he was in his sixties and wanted for nothing. He’d come to New Orleans to drink himself to death and ended up opening the agency instead. He could have lived off his retirement and pension alone for the rest of his life. But he’d touched very little of that since opening the agency. The work he did for the DA’s office and the local police precincts was enough to cover his modest expenses.

      That meant he could trot out this lie about a pro bono fund whenever an unprofitable case pulled at his heart strings.

      “But I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what’s going on,” King said gently.

      “What’s going on? I think she’s gone and got herself wrapped up in some sort of satanic cult, is what I think,” the woman said. She dabbed her wet eyes with the tissue. “I think they’ve brainwashed her with that devil shit and now they’re gonna kill her.”

      King kept his face neutral. “When’s the last time you saw her?”

      “It’s been two months,” she said. She rubbed her nose until it was red. “And last night⁠—”

      Her words broke off and the crying began in earnest.

      King waited.

      She finally recovered enough air to squeak out, “Last night I dreamed about her again. She told me she was dead. She told me he’d killed her. I’m so scared I’m too late.”

      King would have inwardly dismissed such a claim a year ago. But Melandra, his landlady and best friend, had saved a girl’s life because of the dreams she’d had. More than that, King was pretty sure he’d seen his first ghost just a few months ago while working a murder case at a bayou plantation. Before he’d left, it had waved to him—as if to say thank you for capturing her murderer.

      As a result, King wasn’t sure what to believe these days.

      “Tell me about the dream,” he said.

      The woman took a shaky breath and pulled her coat closer. “I’ve had it for three nights in a row now. I feel crazy. Hell, I probably seem crazy to you.”

      “I won’t judge,” King said. He was glad Piper wasn’t here. She would have laughed to hear him say that. “It’s more important right now that I have as much information as possible before we speculate.”

      She wet her lips and began. “It always starts the same. I’m outside, looking at the sky. It’s like I’m waitin’ for something. It’s dark with storm clouds a’rollin’ in. And the lightning is just vicious. When I realize it’s starting to rain and there’s a tornado forming, I run into my RV. Except it ain’t an RV on the inside. It’s—well, I don’t know what it is. A room? A dungeon? I couldn’t tell you.”

      “Describe it the best you can,” King said, continuing to take his notes.

      “What I see when I look inside is like rooms, but the walls are black. Or maybe there ain’t no walls. I can’t see so much as my hand in front of my face. But I hear my baby, I hear Jenny calling for me and I’m following her voice. I keep thinking I’m gonna run into something because it’s so dark, but I don’t. And it’s got a strange smell. I can’t even begin to describe it. It ain’t like nothing I’ve smelled before in my life. A little bit like animals maybe, but that ain’t quite right either. Anyway, I’m running and running trying to find her and then I see a light. I run toward it and there she is. She’s laying on this rock, like it’s a bed. She’s covered in blood and she’s crying. I go to her, and I take her in my arms, and I hold her like I did when she was a baby. She’s crying and I’m crying. And then she says, ‘He’s killed me, Momma. He’s killed me.’ Then I wake up, holding myself.”

      “Do you know who ‘he’ might be?” King asked, looking up from his notes.

      “She can only mean her cousin on her daddy’s side, Tommy. He’s been in that devil shit for a long time.”

      “Does Tommy have a full name?”

      “Thomas Scott Wexler,” she said. “He’s got a place somewhere off Tchoupitoulas Street and he works for one of them ghost tour places here in the Quarter. But I don’t know much else about him.”

      King continued to write while she spoke. “Does Jenny have an address? A job? A list of friends I can talk to? Anyone who might have seen her lately?”

      Shame flashed on the woman’s face. “I don’t know any of that, I’m sorry to say. I’ve got one address, but I don’t think it’s her last. She was cleaning rooms at a hotel over on Fourth Street for a while, but I think she quit. I don’t know what she did after that. We ain’t been on good speaking terms for a while now. Part of that was her daddy’s fault. We divorced when she was little. He went on to become a hot-shot attorney with the fancy car and a new life. We had a lot of fights about the way I lived. By the time she was a teenager, she didn’t like coming to my place. I guess it was hard for her to be in the RV with Roofus and me when she could be in some four-bedroom mansion out in Mandeville. But it’s my fault too, I suppose, for never doin’ no better than I have.”

      “Is Roofus your husband? Boyfriend?”

      Ms. Bright snorted. “He’s a twelve-year-old peekapoo. He’s all I got now.”

      King considered offering platitudes about how poverty is rarely due to a person’s fault alone. Luck plays a part, not to mention the fact that some people are simply offered more opportunity than others. Instead of saying any of this and risk offending her, King pressed on.

      “Do you live here in the Quarter?” he asked.

      The woman snorted. “Naw. My RV is out in St. Bernard,” she added with a touch of defensive pride. “I take the bus into the Quarter for my job. I work just a few blocks from here, off Canal.”

      “And who referred you to me?” King looked up from his legal pad.

      “I went down to the station here”—she pointed up Royal Street in the direction of the nearest precinct—“but the cop blew me off. It was the nice lady at the desk who told me about you. She has the braids and them colored contacts. They’re cool. Don’t know how she works with them long nails though. I can barely type with just my fingers.”

      She must have meant Kendra, the precinct’s receptionist on most days. King had talked to her on a few occasions, little more than short, polite exchanges.

      He hadn’t realized he’d made an impression.

      “She told me that you might be able to help me and that you were just up the road. So here I am.” The tears returned, filling her eyes. “I want you to tell me it’s just a bad dream, Mr. King. Please find my baby so that I know she’s all right. I don’t even care if I’m crazy, as long as she’s all right.”

      A fist closed around King’s heart. “I’ll do my very best, Ms. Bright.”

      

      King ended up leaving the office before Piper returned from her exam. Ms. Bright’s visit had put him in a bad mood. It wasn’t her fault. The woman had done nothing wrong. But the exchange had put his mind into overdrive, and the more he reviewed the limited details he’d received, the sicker he felt to his stomach.

      It wasn’t that he thought he couldn’t find Jenny.

      True, there wasn’t a clear place to start the investigation yet, but King had other ways of finding someone. There was always Lou, who could use that compass of hers to locate a person without a second thought. And even if Lou was tied up with her own hunt, King knew how to get ahold of Konstantine and his vast surveillance network. Then there were his friends in the DEA office back in St. Louis who could run the girl’s name.

      So, no. It wasn’t finding her.

      It was the dream that troubled him. The way that Ms. Bright so obviously believed in it. She knew she shouldn’t, but she did. That much was clear to him.

      Perhaps that was why King turned the sign on the agency’s door from Open to Closed and locked up after only an hour in the office. Hands in his pockets, he headed straight to Melandra’s Fortunes and Fixes around the corner where Royal and St. Peter intersected.

      As was his habit, he placed one hand on the horse head post outside of Mel’s shop and checked his shoes. He didn’t want to track any dirt inside. And given the fact that the French Quarter streets were often filthy with far worse than a bit of mud—horse shit, spilled alcohol, vomit, gum, or once he’d even found the soles of his shoes covered in glitter—it was always best to check before he crossed her mat.

      When he pushed open the door to Fortunes and Fixes, the smell of incense greeted him. The earthy tones of patchouli and something sweeter, jasmine perhaps, assailed his nose. A ghoul, a six-foot statue he’d helped Mel assemble a couple of years ago, shrieked. And the chandelier overhead moaned, its candles flickering as he passed beneath it.

      Mel had worked hard to create the right atmosphere for her occult shop. He was proud of her and what she had built. He hoped she was too.

      When he didn’t find her behind the register and saw that the curtain to her fortune-telling nook was open with no one inside, he called her name. He heard the click of dog nails before he saw the Belgian Malinois, Lady, saunter into view.

      “Hey, girl, where’s Mel?” King said, and gave Lady a good scratch behind her soft ears. Louder, he asked, “Mel, you here?”

      The storage room opened, and a dark head emerged. “Why are you hollering? What if I had customers?”

      “I looked first.”

      Mel arched a brow. “What’s happened? Why does your face look like that?”

      He snorted. “Like what?”

      She scrunched up her face in a pantomime of concern. “Like that. What’s happened?”

      King told her about Carrie Bright, about the missing daughter, about the dream.

      Mel’s eyes lit with recognition. “You thought I’d be able to understand the dream. You know I believe dreams tell us something. So, let’s hear it then.”

      King recounted all he could remember of the dream before he had to pull out his legal pad and review his notes to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything important. Lady was unhappy when the petting stopped, but quickly found a spot to curl up at Mel’s feet.

      “I’m not sure what she meant by ‘devil shit,’” King finished at last. He gestured at the shop. “For all I know, this shop would be considered devil shit. Or maybe a rock t-shirt and black nail polish is her definition of satanic.”

      Mel pursed her lips. “It would be hard to say. You didn’t think to ask?”

      King shook his head. He didn’t want to admit that he’d been struggling to remain objective with this case. That fact alone probably told him he was the wrong person for the job, but it was too late to back out now. He’d already promised Ms. Bright his best effort, told her he’d cover the expenses with his so-called pro bono fund.

      All he could do now was pray the investigation didn’t end with him finding the girl’s body.

      Please let her be okay, he thought. Don’t let her be dead.

      “You’ve got all kinds here in the Quarter,” Mel went on, unaware of the silent war waging within him. “You’ve got the emo goth kids who are fascinated by all things macabre. You’ve got satanists, sure. Mostly that’s a counterculture movement more than any actual worship of evil. Then there are people who confuse hoodoo, voodoo, or other afro-centric religions with satanism. So, there’s really no telling what this cousin might be into. As for the dream, which is what I think you’re really asking me about, I’d believe her. Even if her daughter isn’t dead, Mr. King, there’s got to be a reason a mother is dreaming about her baby night after night like that. A mother–child connection is a sacred one. I’d bet all my savings that the girl is in some kind of trouble, be it satanists or something else. What do you think?”

      “I think I trust your judgment,” he said.

      “Though it’s true I believe in dreams more after what happened with Zoey Peterson.”

      Zoey Peterson. Melandra had never met the girl before she started dreaming about her, night after night, seeing the girl’s death on repeat. With King’s help, they’d been able to save her from that fate.

      “So, what will you do?” Mel asked, adjusting her bangles. King liked the musical sound they made as they slid along her wrists.

      “I’ll start with the cousin. If I find him, maybe I can figure out if he’s been in contact with Jenny. Then I’ll go from there. Can you check your sources and see if there really are any satanic cults operating in the area?”

      “Sure,” she said. “But we both know it don’t take a group of satanists to kill a girl. There are plenty of crazies out there who would do the job with no credit to Satan at all.”
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      Konstantine sat behind his desk, rolling a pen absentmindedly between his fingers. His face was turned toward the fireplace burning on his right, the heat a welcome balm against the cold February day. He should have been concerned with the business before him. He needed to make decisions on several pending shipments. Which cargo companies to use. How best to cloak his actions without arousing suspicion from either the authorities or competing organizations. Not to mention he had nearly a ton of uncut cocaine sitting in a Colombian harbor and no destination for it.

      But his mind was far away from these concerns. No matter how much he tried to focus on his duty to the empire Padre Leo had left him, his thoughts still returned to Louie.

      Something was wrong with her. Or perhaps something was wrong with them.

      Perhaps it was simply her latest hunt, her obsession with the mysterious children she’d rescued.

      She was diligent, certainly. She checked on them several times a day, and when she was not ensuring their well-being and safety, she was hunting the people who were trying to find them.

      She had not asked him for help.

      It wasn’t her independent nature or her unwillingness to rely on him that worried him, both of which he’d grown accustomed to with time.

      It was the other signs of her restlessness.

      One night, he’d mentioned a mere inconvenience. A shipment of guns was being held up in a Hong Kong port because a bureaucrat was pressing him for more money than they’d agreed upon. The bureaucrat wanted a larger bribe, but that was a simple matter. One that Konstantine could have dealt with swiftly.

      Konstantine thought he was offering up this information in passing, an attempt to share the workings of his day with her. He did not, however, realize he’d signed the bureaucrat’s death warrant.

      An hour later Lou was in Hong Kong. She killed the greedy bureaucrat and half his dock workers. The next morning, just as Konstantine was noting Lou’s bloody footprints drying on their bedroom floor, he received a very apologetic phone call from Hong Kong.

      It seemed the new boss was more than willing to accept Konstantine’s original terms and had approved the shipment before the details were even finalized. The shipment was now on its way to Naples, as agreed, and if Konstantine felt obliged, he could pay at his earliest convenience.

      Or not at all.

      Konstantine had ended the call feeling equal parts amusement and concern.

      He’d seen this ferocity before, when something troubled her.

      Yet he had not found the courage to ask her what was wrong.

      He sensed it had something to do with him. He had no logical explanation for this belief, and yet he didn’t doubt it.

      Their lovemaking had not changed. That was true.

      But she didn’t linger in his arms anymore. It seemed that now she went from their bed straight out into the night on some mission rather than indulge in his company.

      Was she tired of him? Dissatisfied?

      In the years before they’d become lovers, Konstantine had tracked her movements with an obsessive passion. He’d noted that Louie had never spent more than one night with a man.

      He’d been secretly pleased with himself that he alone had earned her repeated affections. She had also not lived with anyone else, and yet here they were sharing a villa overlooking the Arno River. He’d thought they were making progress.

      But perhaps she was not happy. Perhaps after their months of domestic bliss, she was growing bored of their arrangement. Maybe three years of devotion was her limit.

      Or maybe she’s met someone else.

      A knock on his office door pulled Konstantine from his thoughts. “Sì?”

      Stefano entered. He was dressed head to toe in black Armani, his hair clean and pushed back from his face. The scent of his cologne filled the small office. “Sei occupato?”

      “No, I’m not busy.” Konstantine composed himself, doing his best to wipe the concern from his face. It was immediately clear that he had not done a very good job of it.

      “You’ve been sulking in here all day. Those children keep asking me if you’re going to eat lunch with them or not.” Stefano nodded in the direction of the kitchen.

      “Sì, sì. I haven’t forgotten.” He had promised Matteo and the others that he would dine with them today. He checked the time and saw that it was less than an hour until lunch.

      Stefano lingered, pulling a cigarette from his pocket and putting it between his lips. He struck a match, cupping the flame until the cigarette began to burn on its own. But even after he took several drags and blew the smoke toward the ceiling, he didn’t leave.

      “What is it?” Konstantine asked.

      “You tell me,” his friend said. He gestured at Konstantine with his cigarette. “I know it’s something. Tell me.”

      Konstantine fell back against his seat.

      If Stefano had noticed his dark mood, there was a good chance that Lou had noticed too. Was it possible that his sulkiness was making matters worse between them?

      “I should just talk to her,” Konstantine muttered to himself.

      “You’re having problems with La Strega?”

      Konstantine held up his hands, which was answer enough.

      “Fix it,” Stefano said. “Ora.”

      Konstantine met his eyes. “Why?”

      “I like this life. Things are very easy for me now. It’s no longer Stefano go to Tokyo tonight. Stefano go to Rio tomorrow. Stefano, break your back getting rid of this body.”

      Konstantine laughed.

      It was true that with Louie and her dark gift on his side, it was easier for Konstantine to quell problems around the world himself with her as escort. Teams no longer needed to be mobilized or coordinated. Furthermore, it terrified his adversaries to see her. The infamous witch, mistress of death, and themselves reflected in her mirrored sunglasses.

      Was that the problem? Was Konstantine relying too much on her gifts? Was he bothering her?

      “Champagne, flowers, a long weekend on a white beach,” Stefano was saying. “Take care of it.”

      “She doesn’t care for those things.”

      “Buy her more guns,” Stefano said. “A rocket launcher. Whatever will make her happy.”

      “And what if it’s someone else that will make her happy?” Konstantine asked, his voice barely above a whisper. “What if that’s what she wants?”

      Stefano considered this. Then he shrugged. “We will kill him. Make it look like an accident. Then you can win her back with the leather and the guns. I will help you.”

      A swell of affection ran through Konstantine. He remembered Stefano as a boy, the way he’d been annoyed at first to have him following on Konstantine’s heels. Now he couldn’t imagine his life without him.

      “Tu sei un grande amico,” Konstantine said.

      “No, not a great friend.” Stefano laughed. “Only a lazy one.”

      Konstantine couldn’t hold his friend’s good cheer. His dark thoughts crept back in, his chest growing heavy with doubt.

      Stefano finished his cigarette then ground it out on the stone floor before putting the butt in the trash can.

      “Listen,” he began. “I will not pretend to understand a woman like La Strega. But I know that you are drawn to each other. And I believe she loves you. How many times has she saved your life? How many times has she fought for you?”

      “She’s restless,” Konstantine interjected.

      Stefano held up his hands. “Perhaps no man can own a woman like that. Not entirely. Maybe you have to ask yourself if you would be open to sharing her. Only a little.”

      Konstantine considered this.

      What Stefano said rang true. Lou did love him. She hadn’t said it and might never say it. But she’d proven it a hundred times over in all the ways that mattered to him.

      “Maybe you can forgive her for this,” Stefano said.

      “I’d forgive her for anything,” he said, and he meant it.

      “Di preciso. So if she sleeps with someone, okay. It happened,” Stefano said, shrugging again. “So what?”

      “I’m jealous just thinking about it.” Konstantine would never have admitted this to anyone else.

      “Then we kill him.” Stefano pulled another cigarette from his pocket and lit it. “She has her fun then you have yours. It’s only fair.”

      

      Lou woke to a quiet villa. She had a vague memory of Konstantine kissing her cheek before hearing the door close. She rose, stretched. No sooner did her feet touch the floor than a wave of nausea hit her. She was on her knees in front of the toilet bowl a moment later.

      She hated throwing up. She hated even more what the nausea suggested.

      It had been difficult to hide her symptoms from Konstantine. She was sure he’d noticed her irritation. There were clear moments when she looked at him and her desire to punch his face was so strong, she struggled to contain herself. It was an urge she hadn’t had for a very long time. Worse still, there were times, when he was looking into her eyes, she had a sudden, violent urge to weep.

      Her tits were sore, and her stomach was upset. She was tired. Always tired.

      It was unbearable.

      She flushed the toilet and rinsed her mouth at the sink. She gave herself a long hard look in the mirror. At least there were no visible changes in her body. But that was only a matter of time.

      You can’t run from this, a voice said. It was her aunt Lucy.

      The woman had been dead for years, overtaken by bone cancer despite her best efforts to fight it. Yet that hadn’t stopped her voice trailing through Lou’s mind from time to time.

      I’m not running, she thought. I’m waiting.

      And she was.

      Until this moment, Lou had hoped that maybe she would get shot. Maybe some drug lord or mafia king pin would kick her down a flight of stairs. She was—in essence—hoping chance or fate would take matters into its own hands. Then Lou wouldn’t have to make a monumental decision.

      But it had been two weeks and her symptoms were still present.

      She wanted to take another pregnancy test.

      She couldn’t take the test here.

      Even if she took every precaution to make sure Konstantine wouldn’t discover packaging or a wayward test strip, there were the security cameras. He ran a program, worldwide, that identified and deleted her face from all public footage. She’d agreed to this in the name of her anonymity. She could walk into a hospital with gunshot wounds and a half-dead victim and walk out without being arrested or charged. She liked it that way.

      But now it meant she also couldn’t walk into a drug store and purchase a pregnancy test without the chance of him seeing her. And if she went to him and asked him to stop monitoring her for a day or two, that would look even more suspicious.
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