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      The blood loss was slowing him down. Darkness pooled in the corners of his eyes, and he was certain that at any moment he would black out. The four bullets in his body shifted, burning in their punched-out sockets.

      The toes of his leather boots scraped along the stone floor, but he kept moving. Crooked corridor after corridor, he tried to find his way out of this winding place. This palace of shadows.

      It was sacrilege to die in Padre Leo’s church. His old mentor had entrusted his empire to Konstantine to protect, to ensure his legacy. Not die at the hands of the first gunslinger to breach its walls.

      Konstantine’s knees weakened and he pitched forward. His right shoulder clipped an unforgiving wall. Pain shot through his side and stole the breath from his lungs. He crumpled to his hands and knees, the shock of impact ringing through his bones. Blood ran down his arm from the knife wound in his left shoulder. More dripped directly onto the stone from the puncture in his gut. It splattered against the corridor’s floor in a soothing pit-pat-pit-pat that made him think of summer rain.

      Not here, he thought. He wasn’t sure if he was begging or praying. It didn’t matter. Not here.

      “Konstantine!” a cheerful voice called out. “Are you leaving us so soon?”

      Cruel laughter echoed through the darkness. It sounded as though it was everywhere at once. Behind him. Ahead. Above and below. The sound of a hungry beast in pursuit, nearly on top of him.

      “Behold your fearless leader, Ravengers,” the voice went on. That omniscient, all-encompassing orator. “This pathetic boy you worship, he is nothing. Nobody.”

      Konstantine spat blood onto the floor and pulled himself up to standing. His desperate fingers scraped the wall. But he was moving again, and the white-hot pain sharpened his mind.

      Where was his gun? He needed his gun.

      “Did you really think your man Enzo could hold us back? Or the others you sent after him? Nothing can hold me back, Konstantine. The Ravengers belong to me. Your life belongs to me.”

      “No,” Konstantine replied. Then his chest tightened again and he could say no more.

      “No?” A hard kick to his ribs made Konstantine gasp, the leg coming seemingly from nowhere.

      Konstantine dropped onto his left side, his head connecting with the sharp corner of a wooden pew. Even as red sparks exploded in front of his eyes and his vision swam, he knew where he was now. He’d made it through the bowels of the church up to the nave. There was only the center aisle, and then the door that would let him out of this place.

      Only a few feet more…

      Yet the world was shaking. No, it was the blood loss and the coursing pain. His body would go into complete shock at any moment.

      “No?” Nico teased again. His voice hissed directly into Konstantine’s ear. “Surely you knew this was how you would die. Surely you knew I would be the one.”

      Konstantine supposed he had known he would die like this. On his back, his guts pumped full of gunmetal. His flesh singed with ash.

      But he had always hoped it would be her on the other end. Her hands that drew his soul from his body.

      My life belongs to you—if anybody. Louie Thorne. My goddess of death.

      He began to laugh then, hysteria washing over him. The men beat him harder for it until all that remained was the darkness, the pain, and one clear invitation.

      If you still want to kill me, Louie, amore mio, you’d better hurry, he thought. Before it’s too late.
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      Lou lifted the orange pill bottle from the windowsill and turned it in the light. She set it down, selected another, her thumb picking at the edge of a peeling label. The entire ledge was covered with these white-capped bottles like little plastic soldiers in formation.

      Waiting for orders. Waiting to die.

      Her hand shot out and slapped them from their sill in one furious swipe. Some bounced off the counter and spun on the kitchen floor. Others clanked into the sink.

      When her petty strike wasn’t enough to release the rage bubbling inside her, she curled her left hand into a fist and put it through the window.

      For a moment, nothing. Then pain bloomed across her knuckles. Her whole face grew hot and she could feel her pulse spread through her chest down into her fingertips. A six-inch shard of glass protruded between her third and middle fingers. She gripped the shard and pulled. Blood spurted into the kitchen sink, splashing onto the demolished windowpane and a couple of pill bottles. Her heart rate returned to a slow, steady calm as she watched her blood coalesce into red pearls.

      When she felt in control of herself again, she thought, Better clean this up before Lucy comes home.

      Her second thought, Lucy is never coming home.

      Aunt Lucy couldn’t care less about a broken window or a lost security deposit. The blood in the sink or the glass shards in the garbage disposal. Nor the pills on the floor.

      She would leave NOLA Cancer Center in an urn. And that would be the end of it.

      Without her aunt, she’d have no reason to pretend anymore. No one to convince that she was still human with a human heart.

      Lou turned on the tap and rinsed her bloody hand until the pierced flesh looked as pale as a corpse’s. Bloodless.

      Why am I even here?

      She wrapped her hand in a dish towel and stood in the kitchen entryway. She surveyed the apartment. There sat the sofa with its afghan, where Lou had done most of her homework until graduating eight years ago. There sat the wooden rocker holding her aunt’s meditation pillow, where Lucy herself liked to sit in the evenings with a glass of iced tea in her hand, no matter the temperature outside.

      True, she’d replaced the rug recently. But the pictures were all the same, and the coffee table with its scuffed legs was the same. And the sparse second bedroom at the end of the hallway still looked the way it did the last night Lou slept in it. The last night she called this place home.

      The only thing that had changed was the damn pill bottles. So many damn pills bottles.

      Lou didn’t need to pack any of this up. She could make King do it. She could hire someone. There were whole companies that specialized in Bubble Wrap and cardboard boxes.

      She had no reason to be here. Yet here she was.

      This was your home. The only home you had after I died.

      It was Jack’s voice. Her father’s steady tone unmistakable.

      And she’s the only family you have left.

      Jack’s ghost was never far these days. She knew her aunt’s would join him soon enough. A menagerie of spirits to keep her company through the long days and nights stretching before her.

      Lou pulled open a kitchen drawer and grabbed a second blue hand towel from the top of the pile. She rewrapped her bleeding hand and cast one more look at the busted window and scattered bottles before stepping into the pantry and closing the door.

      For a moment, she only stood in the dark. Breathing. Her eyes slid unseeing over boxes of macaroni and cheese and instant rice that would never be eaten.

      Lucy hadn’t been able to use the pantry for slipping. The cold, thin light wedging itself through the cracks was enough to keep her pinned to this side of the world. Her aunt had needed complete pitch to slip through the thin places.

      It wasn’t the same for Lou. The light seeping between the trim and door didn’t hold her back. Nor the light spilling across the floor. As Lou stared at a bag of potato chips, sealed closed with its red clip, the world thinned anyway.

      It shifted beneath her. Softened. Already the slot machine handle had been pulled, and a new time and place were lining up in the dark for her.

      She thought of the mess of broken glass, blood, and destroyed hand towels she was leaving behind.

      Later. She would deal with that later.

      You can’t run from this, her father’s ghost chided.

      Not running. Hunting. Two hours and it would be full dark.

      This one promise of violence loosened a growing knot in her back. Some women dream of slipping out of their heels and having a nice glass of wine at the end of the day. Lou dreamed of the smell of gunsmoke and the itching feel of blood drying on her hands.

      She knew peace only when staring into the wide whites of a man’s unseeing eyes. When she knew their heart beat out its last rhythm to the sound of her gunfire.

      She slipped.

      The pantry and Aunt Lucy’s Chicago apartment fell away. An ambulance siren was replaced mid-wail by whooshing water in pipes. A steam engine honked in the distance. An announcer from Busch Stadium called out a play.

      Her towel-wrapped hand pushed open the closet. The orange rays of a late afternoon stretched across her studio’s bare floor. In the enormous picture window, an unobstructed view of the Mississippi River. Lou watched the water shimmer, the great red wheel churning on the back of a steamboat, a tourist vessel that seemed to float up and down the river three hundred and sixty-five days a year. Ant-sized people wandered the boardwalk. Dogs chased the pigeons. Children splashed in a fountain. A couple paused to share a kiss.

      Where were they going? Home? To their families? To warm dinners waiting or their nightly television shows?

      Could she have been one of those people if her life had started out differently? If her parents hadn’t been murdered when she was twelve. If she hadn’t been born with such a terrifying and extraordinary gift…

      Did it even matter?

      Every body she dropped took her farther away from the life her parents and aunt had imagined for her—even if she never had the chance to imagine such a life for herself.

      Lou unwrapped her bloody hand and inspected the puncture between her knuckles. The bleeding had stopped, a clump of dried blood crusted there. She tossed the towel onto her bed.

      Sunlight from the adjacent buildings sparked in her eyes. While cabs honked down wide boulevards below, she crossed the room and removed a painting that hung on the brick wall. A replica of Picasso’s Girl with a Mandolin.

      She remembered the first time she’d seen the painting in the MOMA, with her aunt standing beside her.

      I love this painting, her aunt had said, a floral dress swaying softly along her thighs as she came up onto her toes for a closer look. Isn’t she intriguing?

      Lou hadn’t been intrigued. She’d known only clear comprehension, convinced the painting was the closest thing to herself she’d ever see represented. Not because of the mandolin. In no world would Lou pick up an instrument—her only melody was gunfire—but the fragmentation, that was something she understood.

      This is what happens to me when I slip through the darkness. Lou was split into pieces, fed through the cracks and reassembled on the other side. She kept the painting to remind her of who she really was—not the woman Jack or Lucy wanted her to be. They saw nothing more than pieces, assembled in the shape of a woman. A familiar image the mind constructed when confronted by the unknown.

      Not the truth.

      Lou knew the truth.

      That if someone opened her up, they would find only darkness inside. That it was the emptiness—all the space between—that made her what she was.

      Lou lifted the painting from the wall and propped it against her leg. She pressed three bricks and the façade clicked. Her thumb worked under the edge, prying it free to expose a steel safe set into the wall. Lou entered her six-number combination until the safe opened itself. She took the two Browning pistols from the top of the cash and the extra magazines.

      She considered tonight’s possible targets. Henry deVanti—a pimp in Atlanta who specialized in sex-trafficking young girls from South Africa. Ricky Flint—a heroin dealer in New York who beat his wife and kids. Or maybe Freddie Calzone, a coyote in So-Cal who took the money from poor Mexican women dreaming of a better life, before raping them and leaving them to die in the desert, either killed by militia or captured by ICE.

      So many men in the world that she wanted to see at the other end of her gun.

      Once the safe was resealed and the painting back in place, she stood in her apartment with a pistol in each hand.

      Her eyes roved over her counters, the bare island, and the unused stove. The mattress shoved under the large windows, the place in the apartment offering the most sunlight, and a safeguard against slipping in her sleep.

      Every item she saw. The gray throw pillows. The purple suede sleeper sofa. The glass coffee table. The art deco lamp—every piece of it was Lucy’s doing. It was Lucy who had begged her to get an address. To stop roving from vacant home to vacant home. Lucy who kept trying to tie her to this time, this place. Lucy…her last tether to this world. And when it was cut⁠—

      Lou looked at the pistol in each hand. The extra ammo clipped to the belt around her hips.

      The compass inside her whirled to life. That internal intuition that dictated where she slipped and when. More instinctive animal than logic.

      Go, go, go, it howled. Before it’s too late.

      She resisted. Her aunt may want her to visit, to hash out their last argument again, but Lou wanted none of it. Not the arguing. Not the disagreement. Not the relentless bright light of the hospital, the least safe place in the world as far she was concerned.

      Lucy wanted peace. No more violence. Lou couldn’t give her that.

      But it wasn’t her aunt on the other end of this tug. No sense of that benevolent, Buddhist essence.

      There was darkness on the other end of the wire. The promise of violence.

      Lou didn’t like to think about her compass as having an intelligence of its own. Doing so forced her to consider an uncomfortable truth: she wasn’t as in control of her ability as she wanted to be.

      As a child, this was apparent. Every slip was accidental and seemingly unprovoked.

      As an adult, she’d convinced herself she’d grown into it. She chose her locations and moved where she wanted. But she knew a lie when she heard it. And she’d been forced to confront this uncomfortable truth in June, when Konstantine, the bastard son of her sworn enemy, came crashing back into her life.

      Konstantine.

      She recognized the dark energy now. Konstantine was in trouble.

      Go, go, go, the pull begged again. No more time.

      Hadn’t she warned him the last time they spoke that he’d better hope he never saw her face again?

      He must be very desperate then.

      And ready to pay the price.
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      The more guns, the better. Lou removed Monet’s Waterlilies, which hung to the right of the Picasso, and opened the much larger safe behind it. She grabbed a shoulder holster from its metal shelf. She put it on and holstered her twin Glocks, one on each side. Then twin Berettas on each hip. And she kept one Browning at the small of her back and more ammo at the belt.

      Safe closed, picture in place, she stepped into the closet. It was midnight in Florence, if that was where she would find him. The cover of darkness would be on her side.

      Even with the three walls bare, her converted linen closet wasn’t large. Her back pressed against the wall as she pictured Konstantine in her mind. Those infuriating green eyes. The perpetual pout of his lips.

      The world shifted. The steamboat’s horn was cut short as the world thinned. Lou felt herself falling through the darkness, the wall at her back disappearing.

      A stone floor rushed up to meet her, unyielding as it pressed the guns into her palms.

      She stared at her pale hands on the stone, reorienting herself. The gash between her knuckles began to bleed again. No matter. She felt nothing. She turned her attention to the laughter. Cruel and deep. The rolling purr of Italian echoed off the walls.

      She was in a church. Some ancient construction that smelled of crushed bone dust and the souls it was built on.

      Flesh struck flesh. A foot or fist connected with the meat of another man.

      Someone groaned.

      She inched forward slowly, between the pews toward the center aisle and the sound of violence, until the clear outline of leather-clad feet could be seen in the swimming candlelight.

      Konstantine was on his back in the center aisle. At least three circles of blood had bloomed through his shirt, small bullet holes torn in the fabric. And when he rolled away from the kicking feet, a dangerously deep cut spread on the side of his neck, revealing far too much corded muscle beneath.

      They were going to kill him, whoever these men were.

      Probably crime lords like Konstantine himself. Rivals, perhaps? Old enemies?

      A man pulled a gun from his waist and pointed it into Konstantine’s face.

      Konstantine said something in Italian that she didn’t understand. Ci vediamo presto, amico mio.

      Lou was in a crouch, a Beretta in her hand, before she’d fully decided she wanted Konstantine to live. She pulled the trigger. One shot and the side of a man’s head ruptured. The skull cap lifted like a divot from a golf swing, up into the air, while the body itself hit the ground. Brains spilled into the aisle, cereal sloshing from the rim of a dropped bowl.

      The man closest to her turned immediately. Their eyes met over the church pews between them.

      He fired, but she’d already rolled beneath the pew and slipped, falling through the stone floor and reemerging behind a pillar on the opposite side of the church, with all four backs to her.

      Konstantine’s enemy found her again, easily, and his second bullet bit into the stone column three inches from her head. Dirt and grit sprayed across her face, coating her lips with salty earth.

      A third shot hit her square in the chest, knocking her back. Even with the vest, it stung. A fourth bullet grazed her upper arm. It burned.

      The bastard was a fast shot.

      But she was faster, already falling through the shadows and rising up between two pews behind the man’s right shoulder.

      Her re-entry wasn’t clean, and he must’ve heard it, the pew shifting under her sudden weight. He was halfway to turning toward her when she fired. The bullet slid along the side of his face, grazing the cheek and cutting through the flesh beneath the eye. A curtain of blood now cloaked that half of his face.

      He rolled out of sight, seeking shelter in the opposite pews. She emptied the Beretta into the wood, splinters flying into the air like confetti on New Year’s Eve.

      The Beretta clicked, empty.

      She pulled the Browning without stopping to reload. Two of the hiding men popped up from between the pews.

      A round was already chambered, and she dropped the second man with a bullet between the eyes. He hadn’t even hit the floor when she put a bullet in the third’s throat. Blood spurted between his fingers as he tried to compress the wound.

      It didn’t save him. He sank to his knees and bled out in seconds, his own puddle meeting Konstantine’s halfway.

      Only two men were left of the original five. Konstantine’s amico mio and the man closely watching his back.

      Three more rapid-fire shots hit her chest with three hard punches. She fell, but her back never hit the ground. The shadows swallowed her up, spitting her out on the right side of the large wooden doors. There was Konstantine, still lying in a heap in the center aisle, breath labored. If she didn’t move this along, he wouldn’t make it.

      At least the men had forgotten about him. She proved to be very distracting.

      Amico mio scanned each dark corner, eyes wide. One hand pressed a torn purple cloth to his face, soaking up the blood she’d drawn.

      A purple cloth. The mark of a Ravenger.

      Was he in Konstantine’s own gang? Or had he simply taken the cloth from someone?

      Questions she didn’t have time to think about. Amico mio was on to her. He wasn’t inching toward the row where she’d fallen. His eyes were searching the room, ready for her to appear anywhere.

      His comrade bent down to examine the space between the pews. When he rose, she blew out his brains with a double tap from the Browning.

      Amico mio was already turning toward her when she stepped from the darkness.

      Their eyes locked as both guns raised. She emptied the clip into his chest. He got off two more rounds into her vest. He fell backward over the pew behind him, Italian-leather boots pointing skyward before his head cracked against the stone floor on the other side.

      She waited for him to rise. To pop up and seek revenge like the villain in a horror story. But the church was quiet. The scent of blood and sweat bloomed bright in the cool air.

      She holstered the guns and knelt beside Konstantine.

      His eyes fluttered, seeming to see her for the first time. He murmured, “La mia dea. La mia regina oscura.”

      “You’re welcome.” She grabbed the bloody lapel of his shredded clothes and pulled him through the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Robert maneuvered his enormous body down the crowded corridor of NOLA Cancer Center, a white paper bag of beignets clutched in his right hand. He flashed polite smiles at every nurse he passed, most recognizing him and returning the smile. They were a perpetual carousel of movement, in and out of rooms like drones in the hive.

      Georgette, a blond beauty queen of a nurse, stepped out of room 716, carefully closing the door behind her. She brightened when she saw him. “Good morning, Mr. King.”

      “How’s she doing?” Robert asked, reaching up to smooth his hair out of his face. It didn’t matter that he saw Lucy every day, that there were a million things on her ailing mind besides his misplaced hair. He stood as nervous outside her hospital room as he had on their first date. Back when he was still a seasoned DEA agent and she the head-turning sister of his brightest mentee.

      Something flashed in Georgette’s eyes before she could mask it. She tried to hide it by picking at a clump of mascara tangled in her lashes, the black smearing across her thumb.

      But the damage was done.

      It wasn’t Georgette’s fault. King had decades of interrogation experience. It was all about the micro-expressions, those hints of real emotion laid bare before a formal façade could conceal them. He didn’t need her to tell him this was a bad day and it would be best to lower his expectations before stepping into the room. The flash of sadness that pinched her face told him so.

      But Georgette’s painted red lips projected only kindness. “She’ll be happy to see you.”

      Robert thanked her and stepped inside the room.

      The woman confined to the bed was rail thin. It was as if the breast cancer that had started in her chest before moving into her bones was liquefying her from the inside out. Only a husk remained, like the cicada husks he’d found as a child. The shape of the insect remained intact, but paper thin, and vulnerable to disintegration under the slightest touch.

      “Hey, baby,” he said, quietly closing the door behind him.

      For a terrible moment, only silence filled the room.

      She was dead.

      She’d left this world while he’d stood in the hall with the nurse. She’d slipped right out from under him, the way a few dealers had slipped right out the back door of their haunts as he’d kicked down the front.

      Then Lucy turned toward him, repositioning her head on the white pillow.

      “Why hello, Robert.” Her voice was as dry as sandpaper.

      The fist crushing his heart relented. He drew a breath.

      He came to her bedside and eased himself into the plastic chair. Not an easy task given his size. He’d lost weight in the last three months since their reunion, but his nights in the gym had bulked him up.

      Exercise. Hospital visits. Paperwork. And endless cups of black coffee filled his days now.

      It wasn’t the retirement he’d envisioned. He wasn’t complaining. Only marveling at how even the most well-planned, diligently laid tracks were rendered useless in the course of a life. Life, like water, cut its own path.

      He sat the oil-soaked bag on the attached hospital tray, then tore the white paper to reveal the beignets.

      “I had Millie make these fresh for you,” he said, sucking the powdered sugar from his thumb.

      He reached into his duster and pulled out the card. Everyone at the café had signed it. Red, blue and black inks competed for each available inch of the cardstock. A watercolor tree painted on the outside, and a corny message—Get well soon. We’re all “rooting” for you—was scrawled in calligraphy within.

      He propped the cardstock tent on the table beside the beignets. “They miss you.”

      “I miss them too,” Lucy said, her voice weak and dry. She didn’t try to pick up the card. The first bad sign. She only turned her head slightly to regard it.

      “It’s a good thing that this room isn’t darker, or else I might fall right into the donut fryer.” She tried to laugh and fell into coughing instead.

      Robert had wondered. When the illness got bad enough that Lucy couldn’t stay away from machines and medical supervision, he had worried how this could work. Lucy had tried to explain that her gift—what Lou called slipping—wasn’t the same. She had never slipped by water, for example. And unlike Lou, who seemed to step through the thinnest shadows, even this dimly lit room was enough to hold Lucy and her failing body in place—no matter how desperate her desire to leave it may be.

      Face red and chest rattling, Lucy tried to prop herself up. The plastic tubing running to her arms and nostrils trembled as her body shook with the effort. A vein stood out on the woman’s face.

      “Easy there,” Robert said. He put a hand under each arm—god, when had she become so light—and lifted, easing her onto the pillows.

      Then she reached for the large plastic cup and red bendy straw. He beat her to it, angling it between her cracked lips. She’d aged twenty years overnight. He was sure part of it was the hair loss, which made her face look older. And the black circles beneath her eyes amplified their sunken look.

      Lucy stopped drinking, following his gaze to the inside of her arms, to the bruises he couldn’t help but scowl at.

      “It’s fine,” she said.

      “It doesn’t look fine. What did they do? Let the new kids practice on you?”

      He scowled at the new IV.

      She rolled her eyes up to meet his. “The nurses say I’m dehydrated. When you’re dehydrated, the veins constrict.”

      Her iron was already low. Surely that didn’t help.

      “It’s all right,” she assured him again in that quiet voice. The ice shifted in the cup.

      He settled back into his seat.

      “How’s Lou?” she asked, those blue eyes searching his.

      King didn’t know. He hadn’t had a proper conversation with Louie Thorne for months. He could see her plainly in his mind. He’d climbed the stairs to his loft and had found her on his red sofa. He remembered how he had sat beside her with an empty cushion between them, saying nothing for a long time. The way her scarred shoulder had looked in the moonlight, not unlike a burn scar except for the ring of deep punctures forming, what could be mistaken for a shark bite. But it hadn’t been a shark that had gotten ahold of her. King knew that much, though he hadn’t dared to ask more.

      King tried to keep his voice level despite the anger rising. “She still hasn’t come to see you?”

      “Don’t be mad at her,” Lucy chided, flashing those big blue eyes. “She’s probably the only reason I’m still alive.”

      He frowned. “You mean you aren’t living for the beignets?”

      He got the grin he was fishing for. True enough it had been Lou who’d saved her, not him. When Lucy collapsed four weeks ago, Lou had been there in a heartbeat, emerging from the darkness as if from thin air. She’d scooped the woman up and taken her straight to the hospital without hesitation, even though King knew Lou would rather bleed to death—had almost bled to death—than set foot inside a hospital. It was something about all the harsh, unforgiving light. A perpetual daytime.

      Yet when the moment of reckoning came, she’d done it without the slightest pause. It seemed that before Lucy’s body had fully rested on the floor, Louie had been there, scooping her up into her arms and disappearing through the dark with her.

      Lucy seemed eternally grateful for this salvation. King’s gratitude had limits.

      The straw slurped at the bottom of the cup. Lucy shook it gently to shift the ice around. “She can’t fight her way out of this.”

      King twisted off the white cap from the plastic water bottle and refilled her cup.

      Lucy went on. “There is no killer to hunt. No one to point her gun at. She knows death, but not like this. This is different. Do you understand?”

      King wasn’t sure he did, but he didn’t interrupt. Strength was coming back to Lucy’s voice, and he liked to hear it. He wanted her to keep talking. And he wanted her to drink more water.

      “When I die, Jack, she won’t have anyone to blame. Then what will she do?”

      Jack.

      All the medication they had her on at times made her fuzzy around the edges. As long as she kept breathing, he didn’t care what they pumped her with—or what she called him.

      It was more than that. The drugs kept her from the worst of the pain, which he knew despite all her calm reassurances was bad.

      “I’ll look after her,” he said, angling the straw toward her cracked lips again. He would bring Chapstick next time. And maybe some sunflowers to brighten the room. “I promise I’ll keep her out of trouble.”

      They were supposed to have six months at least. That’s what the doctors said in the beginning. But it was all moving so quickly now.

      Lucy’s eyes fluttered and King took the cup from her hand before she could drop it. He pulled a small pad of paper from his front pocket and a ballpoint pen. In black ink he wrote:

      Chapstick

      Gatorade

      Maybe Ensure

      Flowers

      He listened to her steady breath, certain she’d dropped off to sleep.

      But then she spoke. “You’ll have your work cut out for you, Jack. She’s as smart as you are, and twice as stubborn.”

      Her mouth dropped open a few minutes later, and the real snoring began.

      King didn’t mind.

      He had his paperback and enough cash in his pocket to wander down to the cafeteria if he got hungry. Change for vending machine coffee or a Coke if he got thirsty.

      There was nowhere else in the world he’d rather be.

      It was enough to be with her.

      He only regretted not searching for her sooner. He should have tracked her down long before she’d turned up in his apartment three months ago, begging for the favor that had sent his life careening off the tracks.

      He should have forgiven her sooner, too.

      Forgiven her for disappearing. Forgiven her for dropping him like a summer fling so she could assume the mantle of guardian to a pre-teen Lou.

      He’d been angry, sure. But it’d taken him a long time to realize he was only angry at himself. Angry mostly for not going after her.

      How many years they would’ve had together if he’d only gone after her.

      More time with Lucy. With Lou. He could’ve steered the girl toward a better life. Gotten her into legal work or the DEA. Done right by her like Jack would have wanted.

      Coulda, woulda, shoulda. Useless.

      All that wasted time—and he would never get it back.

      They’d had only two good months together before her illness had taken this turn. Two months of picnics in Jackson Square. Long nights in his bed with the French doors open and jazz music filtering in from the streets below. The sweat drying on their bare skin. Two months of pralines and red bean jambalaya and coffee on the balcony in the early-morning light, her cool hand in his.

      Then the collapse. Lou’s rescue. A two-day coma to stabilize her.

      He leaned across the hospital bed and brushed the damp bangs off her forehead. He listened to the machines click on and off, measuring her heartrate, her breathing and whatever else it deemed necessary.

      He plucked a beignet off the white paper and ate it. He sucked the sugar from his fingers, but it was already souring in his mouth.

      In the beginning, when the weight had begun to drop off and her bones became as light as a bird’s, he’d managed to get her to eat as many as six beignets in a single go. Then only four. Three. A bite. And this week—none at all.

      They were running out of time.

      Lucy. King. And Lou.

      They were all running out of time.
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      Lou dropped Konstantine on the floor of her apartment. She left him there, crossing to her back bathroom, where she opened the cabinet and removed her kit. A tin box the size of a laundry basket. It had plastic shelves within, army green. The top row held tweezers and twine, needles and iodine, in its square compartments. The second row, rubbing alcohol and gauze of every conceivable shape and size. Wraps and cotton. Surgical scissors and clamps. Fire for cauterizing. A small bottle of whiskey. A mouthguard and bit of leather for biting down. A belt for slowing circulation.

      She carried the box into the living room with a handful of old, faded and stained towels, their edges frayed. She rolled the man onto his side and put two towels beneath him to protect her floors. Then she pulled him up long enough to get the shirt over his head. With his cheek to hers, she could smell him. Blood and gunsmoke and beneath that…something that belonged only to Konstantine.

      She let go and his head hit the hardwood floor too hard. He didn’t complain.

      She inspected the wounds. The deep cut in the neck. Four bullet holes—not three—in the torso. Two knife wounds in the back. He’d lost a lot of blood, but she could help with that. She, like Aunt Lucy, was O negative. If it came to it, she had the tubing for a transfusion in the bottom of the kit.

      But she would begin with sanitizing the cuts, then digging the bullets out. She dragged the lamp over and angled it, giving her a bright, unobstructed view of the work ahead of her. Then she filled a plastic white bucket with warm water.

      She settled down beside him to begin, her knees pressed against his ribs.

      With alcohol and iodine, she disinfected the wounds. She pried open the scorched flesh, checking for debris. She inserted the locking tweezers into the first bullet hole, feeling it scrape against metal. A sensation she felt in her teeth. She opened the tweezers wider, spreading the wound until the metal slid around either side and clamped down.

      With a sucking sound, she plucked the bullet free and dropped it into the pan beside her utensils.

      Konstantine’s eyes flew open, followed by a stream of Italian curses. “Abbi pietà di me!”

      His eyes fluttered, and she hoped he would drop back into sleep. But as she grabbed the second bullet, he was awake and cursing again. She moved fast, dropping the second bullet into the pan beside the first.

      His hand seized her wrist when she inserted the tweezers into the third hole. He rolled those green eyes up to meet hers. He was fully awake now, panting. He clutched her wrist hard enough to bruise it, but her face remained placid.

      She slowly arched a brow. “Do you want me to leave it in?”

      His nostrils flared, eyes dilated. A sheen of sweat stood out on his brow. “Be quick.”

      She plucked the third bullet out as he opened and closed his other fist. The bloodied knuckles went white, filled with color, only to go white again with each clenching motion.

      She moved onto the fourth hole without pause. This bullet must have been blocking an artery rather than sitting squarely in muscle. Once plucked, blood ran like rivulets across his abdomen, following the lines of his muscles. He groaned, releasing her wrist as the tweezers hit the pan.

      Too much blood. She grabbed the metal rod no wider than the face of a dime. She plugged it into the wall socket beside her bed and the heating element immediately began to glow.

      “What are you—?” Konstantine began.

      “You’ll bleed to death if I don’t.”

      “If you don’t what?”

      She stuck the white-hot rod into the oozing bullet hole and straight out again. The blood smoked and hissed.

      Konstantine howled and kicked the floor with his boots. Lucky for him she’d already moved the rod away, or he’d have cauterized more than the bullet wound.

      She wet a towel in the bucket of warm water and raked it over his skin, trying to see what was left to be done. She let her left hand rest on his stomach, the towel pressed beneath it as she inspected each wound in turn. That gash where his neck and shoulder met would certainly need stitches.

      He came up onto his elbows, trying to inspect it for himself. “I’m fine.”

      “Lie down.”

      “No more. I’m fine.”

      “Lie down or I’ll put you down.”

      He didn’t. He placed a hand over hers. The sweat on his face shone.

      Lou met his gaze, weighing it with her own.

      “Please,” he said, squeezing her hand.

      She threw a right hook across the man’s jaw. He dropped, the elbows folding out from underneath him.

      She shook out her fist before breaking open one of the nylon suture packets.

      “I don’t have a way to anesthetize you, and I don’t want to listen to you cry anymore.”

      You don’t have to explain. He can’t even hear you.

      She took a breath and pushed the needle through his flesh, deep enough to close the wound in his neck without popping through the skin. When metal peeked through the other side, she tugged the black string through in small, jerky movements until there was enough blood to make the string glide slick.

      She stitched the bullet holes and the ugly cut in the side of his neck. Then she added the rough gauze, pinning it into place with masking tape. The water in the bucket was pink by the time she’d finished. Stained, bloody rags bobbed on its surface.

      Confident she’d repaired the worst of it, she pressed her fingers to his pulse and found it rapid. His breath wasn’t shallow. No blue tint to the lips or fingernails. His skin was warm to the touch. He might need that transfusion yet.

      The urge to bend forward and lick the blood and salt from his skin swirled in her mind. She ran a finger across his jaw where she’d struck him, the line of it already darkening with the promise of a bruise.

      You need fucking therapy, her exasperated aunt had cried once. Lou snorted at the memory.

      She sat back on her heels and stared at the unconscious man. She rolled him onto his side to check his back.

      If she had wanted to kill him, why stitch him up? Why stare at his body, searching for signs of hypovolemic shock? Why give him blood from her own veins if only to kill him later?

      You know why, her father said.

      If she was being honest with herself, she did know.

      It was what had happened one night a month after her fourteenth birthday. She’d slipped in her sleep, unbidden, to the bedroom of an Italian boy.

      Why him?

      Of all the boys and all the bedrooms in the whole wide world, why had she appeared in his?

      She had theories.

      Their shared hatred for Martinelli had been enough. The man responsible for killing Lou’s father was the same man who ruined and betrayed Konstantine’s mother.

      But was that really all of it?

      Two dark-hearted children drawn to each other because they hated the same man? But Lou hadn’t known Martinelli was behind the kill yet. So this theory was shit.

      As well as a second theory that he could slip too. That perhaps they were drawn together out of that commonality. But if he could slip, he would have saved his own life tonight. Used it to cement his power with the Ravengers. So that wasn’t it either.

      And why should she care about the why anyhow? Konstantine was a street rat, like any other piece of gang trash that she wiped from the world. Worse, he was a leader of the trash heap. He was the puppeteer, and she wanted to cut his strings.

      And she could. Right now. While he was lying on her apartment floor with the Martinelli crest on his ring finger. A gold ring bearing an ornate capital M and two dragons chasing one another head to tail around the letter.

      He’s an enemy. I should be putting a bullet in his head, not draining my veins for him.

      She pulled her reloaded Beretta and pressed it against the temple of the sleeping man. The cool trigger thrummed beneath her finger. The slightest pressure would be all it took to spray his brains across the floor.

      He didn’t stir. He didn’t open his eyes, his soft breath fogging the wooden floor beneath his mouth.

      I’m not your enemy, he’d said to her once.

      Was that true? Or the sort of lie that a man like Konstantine relied on?

      It felt as though they’d reached some agreement in their last encounter. He’d delivered the information needed to clear her father’s name and restore him to hero status. And she’d helped him find his mother’s unmarked grave. Helped him unbury her and carry her back home.

      But he was still the son of the man who had her father killed. He was still one of the crime lords she was trying to wipe from the face of the earth.

      It didn’t matter how he’d looked the night they dug up his mother. The glow of his relaxed and pensive face as they’d stepped from his dark apartment into the Italian countryside to find the night alive around them with insect song, summer in full swing, and the heat so thick it was like trying to breathe with a blanket over her face.

      Yet she remembered how the sweat on his neck and back had shown in the moonlight, every muscle shifting as they dug their spades again and again into the dirt. The look in his eyes when the spade hit bone—when he knelt and uncovered what remained of her with gentle hands.

      Lou lowered the gun from his head.

      Nothing needed to be decided now. Others waited. Henry deVanti. Ricky Flint. Freddie Calzone.

      She would start there. And if those three men weren’t enough to slake her bloodthirst tonight, Konstantine would still be here.

      He wasn’t going anywhere. There was nowhere in this world he could go that she couldn’t find him.

      

      Her own wounds cleaned, and guns and ammo replenished, Lou stepped into the emptied linen closet once more. She planned to start on the East Coast, where the sun was below the horizon, and work her way west. Henry deVanti in Atlanta or Ricky Flint in New York—either would do. And hopefully, by the time she was done with them, sunset would have made its way to San Diego.

      Surprise me, she told that inner compass. Henry or Ricky, it made no difference to her.

      The thin veil between this side of the world and the other began to give, sliding out from under her. Her hand shot out and touched the grainy wood of the closet’s opposite wall. She held this space.

      The sounds materialized first. A taxi laying on its horn. Someone shouting in a harsh New York accent. Voices speaking Chinese excitedly. Tourists arguing over prices while a tired child cried.

      She stepped out of the closet into the streets of New York’s Chinatown. The scent of fried noodles and fish hit her nose. The red gates at the end of the avenue were spotlighted, twin dragons ready for a fight. The street itself was illuminated with paper lanterns suspended on string.

      So where was Ricky?

      She scanned the crowd, checking each face in turn. She spotted him on a metal stool outside Mr. Wang’s Noodle Shop, a walkup window where any passerby could stop for a quick bite. Ricky with his black baseball cap turned backward slurped fat noodles into his mouth. His motorcycle boots with bright brass buckles kicked out arrogantly into the walkway, so that pedestrians had to maneuver around his extended legs in order to continue down the street. A mother scowled, angling her large stroller around Ricky’s legs first, and then a grate spewing foul air.

      A subway car screeched somewhere out of sight.

      Lou leaned against the wall, her guns hidden beneath her leather jacket. She pretended to look at her phone, no doubt resembling any number of women her age all up and down New York’s streets. Few would’ve noticed her occasional glance over the top of her screen at the man slapping cash onto Mr. Wang’s counter before entering the wave of nighttime bodies.

      He worked a toothpick in his mouth as he walked past Lou up the sidewalk.

      She fell into step behind him, noting how he moved, which side he favored. If his gait was short or long. His pants loose or tight. Buckles or straps that could be pulled or wrapped around a throat. Bulges where a gun might sit, or the hint of a sheathed knife.

      She enjoyed this part of it almost as much as the kill itself. Measuring her prey. Sizing them up. She always knew a great deal about her targets long before she put her hands on them.

      When he started down the steps of the subway tunnel, she followed. She kept the same pace and distance. When he slapped his commuter card to the turnstile’s sensor, she paused to glance at a magazine stand, pretending to give a damn about a European prince and his impending marriage, a celebrity’s new baby. Someone’s bout in rehab.

      When he moved toward the northbound platform, she put the magazine down and stepped between two ticket-dispensing machines, out onto the platform. She hovered there, at the very edge where the darkness met the stairwell.

      This put her in front of Ricky.

      No matter. She calmly walked forward, spacing herself evenly away from everyone else as the others had done. The train came. Everyone got on. Ricky worked his way to another car while she stood near the door between a pregnant woman reading a romance novel and a black man with a purple mohawk and gauged earrings wide enough to hook a finger through.

      She hovered, not daring to raise her hand to the handles overhead, lest someone see how much heat she was packing under her leather.

      When Ricky exited four stops later, she let him go, making her way to the back of the car as a new throng of passengers wedged themselves aboard. A gaggle of drunk girls cackled loudly, everyone a similar shade of blond, eyes painted black. They were her age, and yet she couldn’t have felt more different from these candy-coated creatures than if she’d been born with a second head.

      Lou slipped through the shadows connecting the two cars and found herself in Central Park.

      A small stream babbled off to her right. A dog and its master trotted by, white reflectors bouncing in the darkness.

      She spotted Ricky a few feet away, smoking a cigarette and talking to a Latina woman with hair as red as the dress stretched tight over her comically large breasts. When she turned away from him, he grabbed her wrist and brought his open palm across her face.

      Lou’s hand was on her gun before she thought about it. She was going to put a hole through that hand. She caught herself, reigning in her thirst.

      She would have him, but there was a process. A fool-proof procedure, and she wouldn’t throw that away just because he’d pissed her off.

      Be careful, Jack said. And he’d said as much when he was alive. When you’re angry, that’s when you have to be careful.

      They’d been doing dishes together. He was wet up to his elbows and she was drying plates. She’d been complaining about her mother, no doubt. And Jack told her the story of Bernie Jensen, a young agent who got himself shot twice in the face because he couldn’t control his temper.

      Anger is powerful, he’d told her. That’s why you have to be very careful when it’s on you.

      When it’s on you.

      He’d made it sound like a beast that could seize you in the dark if you were caught unawares. She’d had quite the education in anger before his death, and much more after. And she had to agree with him. It was a beast in the dark, and sometimes you didn’t know it was on you until the teeth were quite deep.

      Her eyes scanned the park. Most had vacated this area in the coming nightfall. Just as well.

      When Ricky’s hand connected with the side of the woman’s face a second time, Lou slipped up right beside him.

      She grabbed the back of his neck and pulled, yanking him clean off his boots, away from New York and what remained of his life.

      Central Park was replaced with an isolated lake thick with midnight fog.

      Once the fresh air hit her, she let him tumble to the sandy bank. One of his hands, the one that had slapped the woman, hit the water’s edge. The place didn’t smell like pine as her Alaskan retreat did, but of dense forest all the same. Trees she’d never smelled in the US mingled with the evergreens. Linden, perhaps. Maybe Scotch broom.

      Lucy would know.

      Her chest clenched.

      The frogs fell silent, the croaking chorus stalling at Ricky’s splashing. But the rest of the night remained alive with sound. Something screeched in the darkness overhead. Nighthawks or an owl searching for a meal. Crickets continued to sing. She breathed deep. The only shame was the cloudy sky blocking out the stars.

      This wasn’t her favorite lake. But this little plot of remote Nova Scotian wilderness was priceless in its own way. It was harder to find water like this far from human eyes and the industrialized world. The perfect entry point to her alien dumping ground.

      Ricky’s boots slid in the dirt as he regained his balance. He reached behind his back for the .357 he kept there. Then his face pinched with predictable confusion. They always reached for their guns like this, only to find she’d already relieved them of them.

      Lou pointed the pistol at his face.

      This was her process. A clear-cut, no-error approach to killing. Take them to the water’s edge. Somewhere dark. Somewhere remote. Slip through the waters to La Loon, that otherworldly destination unknowable to any but herself and her victims. Kill them and leave their bodies for the beast who prowled its shores.

      No bullets. No casings. No gunpowder or evidence. No bodies. No blood. No witnesses, except maybe those from the point of abduction—like the prostitute turned drug mule who no doubt stood in Central Park right now, trying to wrap her head around Ricky’s disappearance.

      “Get in the water,” she said.

      He didn’t. Instead, he lunged toward her, hands out to grab the gun.

      No sense of self-preservation then. She shot his hand. The one he’d used to slap the woman in Central Park. It stopped him in his tracks. He turned, howling, crushing his wounded hand protectively against his body. This did nothing to stanch the blood. It ran down his front, soaking his shirt.

      “Get in the water.”

      “Fuck you!” His whole arm shook as he cradled his bleeding hand against his chest.

      She shot him in the shoulder, four inches above his heart. He cried out, collapsing to one knee.

      “If I have to ask you again, Ricky, I’m going to shoot you in the face.”

      And she would. She didn’t like talking, and if she had to, she wouldn’t waste the energy on a man like this.

      The furious man stumbled to his feet. He considered diving for the gun again. She saw the desire written all over his face. One smile from her lips, a silent I dare you, convinced him otherwise.

      Instead, he dove for the water. His leather jacket slapped at the surface. The image of it reminded her of Angelo Martinelli, the night she killed him. He’d swum away from her too, his jacket also floating on the water’s surface.

      She stooped to pick up the two bullet casings before tucking his gun into her waistband and diving into the water after him.

      When he saw her coming, he turned to face her, probably believing he had the upper hand now. This only excited her. Her pulse jumped in her throat. She caught up to him in a few long strokes, her hands seizing the wet fabric of his jeans beneath the water.

      He grabbed a handful of her hair. Pain bloomed through her skull. No matter. She had her arms and legs around him. A python’s grip as she pulled him down.

      And down.

      Until the nighttime waters turned red, became a different lake in a different place. Then she pushed off his body and launched herself up.

      She broke the surface first. The red patina stretched out endlessly before her. The white mountains in the distance. The strange yellow sky overhead holding not one but two swollen moons. A black forest with short trees and heart-shaped leaves. Incongruous colors that were so different than those of her home world.

      La Loon.

      No matter what waterway she entered in her world—be it a river, an ocean, a bathtub—La Loon with its eternal dusk was the only destination.

      Ricky surfaced behind her, screaming. He kicked and flailed in the water, no doubt drawing every predator within a mile to its shore.

      She swam toward the beach in slow, controlled movements. Not panicked. Not like prey. Each easy stroke was an act of self-control. And should she find herself jerked under by some creature, that was what her knife was for.

      But she wasn’t attacked. The silty bottom rose beneath her like a partially submerged boat ramp. Each step elevated her out of the water until she reached the shore. She stood there dripping wet, watching Ricky flail in the water.

      “What the fuck? What the fuck?” He paddled tight circles. He seemed unwilling to swim toward the shore. Instead, he gaped at the moons, at the water, at the mountains.

      Had she looked so bewildered the first time she’d fallen through and broken the surface of Blood Lake? No doubt. But she’d been a child.

      “Keep screaming and you’ll be eaten,” she called to him, enjoying his wide, panicked eyes. She could put a bullet in him here, spray his brains across the water’s surface. Watch the little creatures bob up to gobble the bits the way fish often did in their tanks. And even if she did nothing, he would exhaust himself soon enough. He couldn’t tread water for long in that leather coat and boots.

      Something flashed in her periphery, and she pulled her bowie knife without pause.

      A monstrous black face broke through the trees and screeched. A mouth opened wide, showing no fewer than four or five rows of long teeth the color of puss. A large white tongue lolled in its mouth, and the interior cheeks puffed, which always made Lou think of the cottonmouth snakes she’d seen as a child, hiking the woods with her father.

      The first time she’d seen this creature, it had tried to eat her. Bitten clean through her shoulder and torn the muscles there. She’d survived only because she’d fallen backward into the water, the creature still astride her.
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