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      Lou sat in the dark of the car, low in the seat so that she could not be seen through the window. She relied on the shadows to conceal her as they always did. Her eyes remained fixed on the front door of 1882 Cherry Lane. It did not open.

      She checked her watch again, the face illuminating as she rotated her wrist toward her. It was 9:49.

      He was cutting it close. Maybe Jeffrey Fish wouldn’t visit the grocery store tonight. Maybe he would stay home and pretend he was a good boy.

      Lou knew better.

      The front door swung open, momentarily revealing a brightly lit living room decorated in mauve. A boy zoomed a red airplane in the air above his head. Then a man stepped into Lou’s line of vision and the boy was gone.

      Fish stood on the porch in the cascading light. His mouth moved and Lou could hear the low drum of his voice, though his words were indiscernible across the street. The porchlight haloed his soft brown hair, loaning him a deceptively angelic appearance.

      When the woman came to the door, wringing her hands in a checkered dishcloth, Lou sat up. She hadn’t seen the wife before and was more than a little curious. The woman was pretty, with a round face and bright eyes. Her full cheeks made her look younger than she was.

      Do you know about him? Lou wondered, searching her face. Do you even suspect, maybe only in the back of your mind, that you’re sleeping with a monster?

      Lou didn’t think so, as the wife leaned forward and accepted the kiss her husband planted on her cheek.

      With a bounce in his step, Jeffrey descended the porch and marched briskly to the waiting black SUV.

      The little boy with the red airplane briefly reappeared before his mother closed the door.

      Lou slid back down in her seat as the SUV’s taillights flicked on.

      She watched the vehicle reverse from the driveaway and head east, driving away from Lou’s hiding place. The engine was disturbingly quiet—electric maybe? At the end of the road, the car paused at the four-way stop. When she saw the right blinker turn on, she smiled.

      “Show me your real face,” Lou whispered. Show me what you really are.

      Her bones thrummed with excitement. She sat up and wrung the steering wheel with both hands.

      Please.

      Instead of turning on the car and following Fish through the moonlit streets of Mount Vernon, Lou took a breath and let the darkness swell around her. She closed her eyes, feeling it envelop her in its totality. When she couldn’t hold her place any longer, she slipped.

      The world dematerialized. A sensation like cold silk slid over her skin, and then she was through. The frosty interior of the car was replaced by the chilled brick wall under her bare hands. Her nails scraped against the concrete grout.

      She pushed away from the wall, leaving the parked car half a mile away. It wasn’t her car, after all. She’d only used it as a convenient hiding place while scoping the Fish residence. Boosting a car certainly wouldn’t have worked in her favor anyway. Police involvement only complicated things. She’d leave the cops to King.

      Lou had her own way—a better way—of tracking this man.

      Lou surveyed her surroundings. She stood in the deep shadows collected beside the grocery store’s western wall.

      It protected her from a bitter midwestern wind, but already her skin had begun collecting frost from the air. Her cheeks and mouth grew cold. Water pooled in the corners of her eyes.

      The parking lot had only five cars in it. Unsurprising, since the store closed at ten on weeknights. She surveyed the lot and the line of trees encroaching on it.

      Her eyes remained focused on the road, searching, waiting, for any sign of Fish.

      At 9:54, the black SUV swung into the parking lot, bouncing as it cleared the yellow speed bump, and took the empty space closest to the door. The engine clicked off. The lights died.

      Fish jogged across the parking lot, the collar on his jacket slapping lightly against his throat.

      I could take him now, Lou thought, her restlessness rising up in her again. I could step out of this alley right now and just grab him.

      But her curiosity was too great. She wanted to know if she was right.

      Fish made it into the store unharmed. Lou sighed and leaned against the brick. Nothing to do now but wait. Not that Fish had actually come for groceries.

      Sure, he would pick up whatever menial item his wife had sent him to retrieve, some last-minute necessity like bread for their son’s lunch tomorrow.

      But if Lou was right, Jeffrey Fish wasn’t here to shop. He was here to hunt.

      A mother and daughter exited the store four minutes later. The kid blasted music in her headphones so loud that Lou could hear it even from her hiding spot. They drove a red Corolla off the lot, reducing the cars to four. Three guys carrying a case of beer each appeared next. After putting the beer in the trunk, they took possession of a silver Volvo.

      Jeffrey Fish returned with a small paper bag tucked into the crook of his arm. He climbed into his SUV, but didn’t drive away.

      “What’s wrong? Did you forget something?” Lou whispered mockingly from the dark.

      Six minutes later, she appeared.

      A young woman, brunette with an angular face and dark eyes, stepped from the store. She held the green apron that all the grocery employees wore in one hand and had a canvas bag slung over a shoulder.

      Well-behaved women rarely make history was printed in block white letters across the canvas tote. She stuffed her apron inside it and rummaged for her keys. The lights of a blue Honda flashed.

      Jeffrey Fish visibly tensed in the front seat of his SUV.

      “You like that?” Lou whispered. She licked her chilled lips.

      And what would you think if you knew you were the one being watched right now?

      Lou saw only his chest and a slender white hand on the steering wheel. A shadow cut across his jawline, hiding his face. But Lou knew hunger when she saw it.

      It was in the way his hand opened and closed on the wheel as if aching to reach out and take what it wanted. The way his chest rose too quickly in short, tight breaths.

      She knew hunger.

      She had her own.

      Behind the wheel, the girl turned on her car, adjusted her rearview mirror, and reversed out of the lot.

      For a moment the SUV only sat there as the Honda’s taillights grew smaller and smaller.

      You can go home, Jeffrey, Lou thought. Take a shower. Brush your teeth. Make your son’s lunch. Fuck your wife.

      But when that slender white hand finally turned the key in the ignition, he didn’t head in the direction of home.

      Instead, he turned right onto the main drag, following the blue Honda’s trail.

      Lou smiled.

      She took a deep breath and pressed her back to the brick wall. The cold seeped through her leather jacket. She enjoyed it, feeling that rough grit brush against the back of her knuckles before letting the darkness overtake her again.

      Groundlessness. Weightless freefall. And then the world was made real. Earth formed beneath her feet. The grocery store was gone but the night had not changed.

      Her hand grasped the bark of a thick tree trunk. She lost her footing on the enormous root sloping down into the soil, but regained it, digging her boots into the dirt. Old trees were good cover. The shadows beneath the thick branches were complete.

      Lou regarded the house across the street. It was a farmhouse in a cul-de-sac with two big picture windows punched in front. This configuration gave Lou the impression of a worried face. The light was on, illuminating a covered porch and the swing hanging to the left of a turquoise door. The paint looked fresh even if the rest of the house sagged.

      After ten minutes, Lou checked her internal compass. But there was no pull, no inner wisdom saying she’d gotten it wrong, that she was needed somewhere else. Not that she couldn’t imagine all manner of ambushes. Maybe Fish had decided to rear-end the girl. He’d pretend to be a concerned and apologetic citizen, before dragging her off the shoulder into the woods.

      Headlights appeared at the end of the road, and Lou’s patience was rewarded. The blue Honda swinging into the paved driveway didn’t have any dents. The young brunette climbing from the driver’s side looked unharmed, if tired from her day.

      She was already inside the house when the SUV rolled up and parked on the opposite side of the street.

      Lou’s side—mere feet from her hiding place beneath the tree.

      I’m right about him. I know what he is. That means he’s fair game.

      She could slip into the dark of his car, wrap her hands around his throat and pull him—well, anywhere. She’d take him to her dumping ground, to the lake half frozen with winter, a place of endless night. She would put a bullet between his eyes and watch the light click off.

      Or maybe she would play with him first. Maybe she would let him fight her, just so she could enjoy breaking him.

      When it was over, and Jeffrey Fish could no longer prey on the women of this world, she would drag his body into the water and—No, Louie.

      It was King’s words in her head. The bothersome private detective had somehow become one of four voices that now polluted her mind. And it rose, principled and insistent, even now.

      We are playing a different game this time, he had said. This game has rules.

      Lou sighed, her breath fogging white in her face.

      They were playing a different game all right. And Lou wanted to know how much time they had left on the clock.

      How long could Fish go before he had to kill? Once Lou herself had taken nearly two months off of killing and it had nearly killed her.

      She hadn’t been able to sleep. She’d eaten only when necessary.

      She’d used her body like a punching bag, offering herself up to any half-cocked asshole stupid enough to take a swing.

      Was Fish’s hunger the same?

      Did it make his skin itch the way Lou’s sometimes did? Did it feel like cold fingers sliding into his skull, obliterating all thought, replacing all rationality with a single, desperate need? Did it prevent him from sleeping, or sitting still? Did it make him reach for a gun, just to hold it as he paced the floor—or was that only her?

      His charade of normalcy worked well enough. Hadn’t that been her first thought when she’d seen him in the Huntington Park playground two days ago?

      His son had been swinging on the monkey bars while Fish had pretended to read a novel. He’d turned the pages after the appropriate pauses. He’d kept his head tilted down as if carefully regarding each page.

      He’d presented himself as the picture of suburban acceptability in his pressed dress shirt and khakis. He had clean fingernails and a washed, shaven face. The mothers watching their children had regarded him with mild interest. No suspicion had creased their faces. One had asked him about the book.

      How well you disguise yourself, Mr. Fish, Lou had thought, knowing he couldn’t have seen the words on the page.

      And what was he thinking now? As he sat in his dark car, watching the house, what was he feeling? Deciding?

      Inside the house, an upstairs bedroom light clicked on, illuminating a white closet door and the foot of a bed. The girl was in pajamas now, her hair pulled up off her face. It was red and shining, freshly scrubbed. She wore glasses. She bent to plug in her phone, connecting the charger to the small device.

      The light clicked off.

      The driver’s side door of the SUV opened, and Lou dropped into a crouch.

      Two shining leather shoes stepped out onto the street. The heels ground into the pavement. She slipped around the side of the tree to get a better view.

      Jeffrey was halfway across the street, standing in the moonlight. His shirt shone, wrapping him in a spectral glow. His chest was visibly heaving as he stared up at the dark window. His fists were clenched at his sides. The shirt fluttered in a light breeze.

      No, he was trembling.

      Go in, Lou begged silently. Go in and try something. Come on.

      Her palms itched. She licked her lips, shifting her weight from one foot to the other.

      It was as if she was watching her hunger grow in proportion to his.

      With a grimace, Fish grabbed a fistful of his hair and pulled, as if yanking his whole body back to the car.

      He grunted and changed course. He threw himself behind the wheel. The door slammed loudly.

      The SUV hooked a U-turn in the dark street. The tires squealed.

      Lou watched the vehicle go, the red taillights like hungry eyes in retreat.

      The bedroom light clicked on again, showing the young woman framed in the backlit window. She was also watching the taillights fade into the distance.

      This is a different game, King had said.

      A game that Lou hoped wouldn’t get this woman killed.
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      Robert King parked his ’98 Oldsmobile by the curb outside the row house. Police crawled the lawn and sidewalks like a parade of oversized ants, going in and out of the door with clear plastic bags in their fists.

      “Stay here,” he told the dog sitting upright in the passenger seat. Lady, a regal Belgian Malinois, blinked her brown eyes at him. “I’ll whistle if I need ya.”

      King swung his large body out of the car and crossed the patchy lawn. He waved at the officer guarding the door to get her attention.

      “Mr. King, you can’t be comin’ around here.” Clarice McGee’s voice was stern, but she gave him a toothy smile, revealing the large gap between her two front teeth. “Do I have to chase you off again? You come to the station and ask your questions. Those are the rules.”

      “Dick called me in for a consult,” King said. He shifted his weight to the hip that wasn’t throbbing and pulled his hands out of his pockets. He held them up in surrender. “I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

      It was true that in the fourteen months since he’d opened his PI office, the Crescent City Detective Agency, he’d crossed paths with the local PD often. Follow-up questions and points of clarification could be handled over the phone, but sometimes King needed to see the scene of a crime to make sense of a report. He had to track witnesses to see if he could catch them contradicting their own statements, and if he’d seen something for himself, it was easier to note where the witness had gotten it wrong.

      The police didn’t care much for a meddlesome ex-DEA agent poking around unless they were the ones who’d hired him—and sometimes they were. But mostly it was private clientele, including lawyers and even the DA, who called on him to stick his nose where it didn’t belong.

      “Robbie!” Detective Dick White’s voice was deep and robust. “Get in here.”

      With another apologetic shrug, King angled himself under the yellow tape.

      Clarice let him pass, but didn’t bother to hide her eyeroll. King would’ve been hurt had he not seen the smile tugging at the corners of her lips.

      King followed Dick down the narrow hallway. Officers turned sideways to pass each other, angling their bodies carefully as to not touch the walls where hidden fingerprints or evidence might remain.

      The smell of sweat and cigarettes was strong. Yet neither of these strong scents could mask the putrefaction growing stronger the closer they came to the back of the house.

      The hairs in King’s nose burned. He knew what he was going to find even before Dick opened the last door on the left. He swung it wide, hearing it bounce off the wall behind it.

      King’s breath hitched. He reflexively covered his mouth and nose with his hand.

      “I should’ve warned you,” Dick agreed. “But you’ve seen worse with the DEA, right?”

      King managed a nod, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the scene on the bed. It was true that the DEA encountered plenty of murder crime scenes. But since he’d left the agency, the only dead bodies he’d seen had been those that Louie Thorne—his dead wife’s niece—tended to leave in her wake. It was admittedly quite the body count. But Lou was cold, methodical. She killed as a means to an end.

      But this…this…

      A woman was splayed on top of the covers, a stiff and scratchy patchwork of fabric. King wasn’t sure what color the blankets had been at the start of their life, and it no longer mattered. Now they were soaked in blood.

      Her silk negligee was a festoon of crimson splatters from neck to groin. Her eyes were rolled up into her head, her mouth still partially ajar. Two of her upper teeth were gold, and her lower lip had a hoop ring looped through it.

      One of her legs had been partially severed, above the knee.

      The mangled mass of meat and white bone poked through—King looked away.

      The second body was that of a man slumped against the wall. His clothes were mostly clean. But the wall behind his head was splattered with brains and blood from a gun blast.

      Dick was chattering away. “He stabbed her thirteen times then shot himself in the mouth. It looks like that happened after he tried to cut off her leg.”

      “Christ,” King said. The woman’s toes were painted a bright aquamarine. It clashed with the rest of the room, and King’s eyes just kept coming back to them. “I didn’t work homicide. There better be a good reason you called me here.”

      Because making him look at something like this for no reason would’ve been a sick joke.

      “Oh, right.” Dick turned to the closet covering the wall opposite the bed. “At first we thought it was just a domestic dispute. A crime of passion. But then we found this.”

      Dick opened the closet and King whistled.

      Part of the plaster had been cut away to reveal brick after brick of cocaine. They were piled on top of each other like a secret hidden wall within the wall.

      King scratched his chin. “That’s a lot of dope.”

      “There’s more.”

      “How much more?”

      “It’s behind every wall.” Dick gestured at the house around them.

      “What?” King laughed, unable to believe it.

      “Every wall,” Dick insisted. “Every cut we’ve made, we’ve found it piled up from floor to ceiling. It’s way too much for a humble couple living a quiet life in the The Big Easy, don’t you think?”

      “It’s too much even for heavy dealers.”

      “That’s what we thought. The knife had the man’s prints on it, but now we’re wondering if maybe the woman was tortured to get him to talk. It’s still possible he offed himself out of guilt for not saving her. Or maybe the mysterious third party hurt the woman, then shot the man before framing him. Either way, we’re hoping if we learn more about the drugs, we’ll learn about these two. Right now, we don’t have anything on the man at all. No name. Not even a wallet with a driver’s license in it. The woman is Rita Cross. She owns the house and works as a hairstylist in Treme. But she isn’t married and doesn’t have this guy’s name on even the utility bills. So who the hell is he?”

      King whistled. A second later, someone—probably Clarice—yelped. Then Lady was in the room, looking up at King expectantly.

      He gave the dog the sign to search the house for evidence. With a delighted yip, she put her nose to the ground and started in on her work.

      “Damn smart dog,” Dick said.

      “Yeah.”

      “Where’d you get her from?”

      “The NYPD. I’m friends with a guy up there. They said that she was perfectly trained as a dual-purpose dog. The department’s original plan allowed for the recruitment of six dogs. Then a budget cut revised it down to four. They decided to keep the males and let the two females go. I was able to convince my friend to sign over ownership of Lady in exchange for reimbursing their expenses.”

      “Budget cuts, man. So, she’s from New York?”

      “Europe, actually. Demand for these dogs is so high right now, nine out of ten of these dogs are imported.”

      “You’re lucky to get her,” Dick agreed.

      “Damn lucky. Except my French is shit.”

      Dick snorted. “Excuse me?”

      “She learned her commands in French. And my pronunciation is no good. It’s why I prefer the hand signals. She listens better to Mel.”

      “I didn’t know Ms. Mel spoke French.”

      King shifted his weight, trying to abate the ache in his lower back. It snuck up on him these days if he stood for too long. “She’s got that Creole background.”

      Dick laughed. “Of course she does. Well, I’ll send what we’ve got about the house, the drugs, and these two to your office. Piper’s usually quick getting back to me.”

      “She is,” King said. “But she’ll be in and out for the next two weeks. Carnival.”

      “We’re spread pretty thin ourselves.”

      King had suspected as much. The flood of tourists also meant a flood of police force in the Quarter. Probably another reason why calling in a local PI seemed so attractive, if manpower was thin.

      Dick gestured to the hallway, and King was relieved for permission to leave the room. It was the painted toes—those damn aquamarine toes—that he kept seeing.

      Dick closed the door behind them.

      Lady barked twice and King looked at the ceiling, tracking the sound.

      “She got something?” Dick asked, his hand still on the bedroom doorknob.

      “Let’s see.” Though he had no doubt. Lady really was a damn good dog. He’d only had her for eight months, but his affection for the animal was unlike any he’d had for a pet before.

      King mounted the stairs, following the sound of Lady’s instructive yips.

      He found her at the top of the landing, her paws on the base of an open window.

      “What have you got?” King asked her, ignoring the worsening ache in his lower back as he crested the stairs.

      Lady hopped out the window onto the sloping roof. She scratched at the shingles.

      “That isn’t going to cave in,” Dick said supportively. “If you think you can squeeze out of that thing.”

      King was able to squeeze through the window with much effort, collapsing onto the shingles with an undignified harrumph. His back was definitely talking to him now. He saw a Vicodin and a long nap in his future.

      Dick laughed behind him.

      “I don’t see you coming out after me,” King called crossly as he pulled himself up.

      Lady’s paws framed a splatter of blood about a quarter in size and another beside it no bigger than a dime.

      “Good girl,” King said, and gave the dog an affectionate scratch behind the ears. He reached into his coat pocket and found one of the treats he kept there now. He never knew when he would need to reward Lady for her work, so it was just easier to keep his pocket stocked.

      Lady lapped the treat from his hand.

      “What is it?” Dick asked, his head hanging out the window, giving the impression of a guillotine about to come down on the back of the man’s neck.

      “Blood,” King said, resisting the urge to touch the tacky surface with his finger. “Call someone up here to collect it.”
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      Melandra had just closed her loft door when the telephone rang. Her hand hovered above the handle.

      “No, nuh uh,” she said, shaking her head. She was supposed to have turned over the open sign on the front door of her shop four minutes ago. She wasn’t taking calls right now that would set her back even further.

      She was late because she’d overslept—and she never overslept. But she’d tossed and turned much of the night due to the unbearable din of the street outside her window. It was Carnival in New Orleans, a time when an already restless French Quarter fell into a fever pitch of revelry.

      Two weeks, Mel reminded herself and her splitting headache. Two weeks and this will all be over…

      Mel, being the light sleeper she was, found this part of the year to be wretched—even if her sales did quadruple as the tourists flooded the Quarter. It seemed everyone wanted their fortunes told and their pockets filled with voodoo trinkets.

      Money aside, it had still been dawn before the ruckus quieted and she’d finally been able to doze off.

      The phone rang again. Melandra turned her key in the lock with a huff.

      Nobody called her landline these days anyway, except old friends and telemarketers. If the former, they could leave a message on the answering machine that she’d had since 1999. If they were telemarketers trying to sell her a time-share condo in Florida, they didn’t need to bother with the message.

      Melandra adjusted her shawl around her shoulders and backed away from the door despite the small knot forming in her stomach. She descended the metal staircase that bridged the two loft apartments above Madame Melandra’s Fortunes and Fixes and the occult shop occupying the first level.

      Her bangles clanked noisily against the rail. She surveyed her domain.

      The shop was quiet, wrapped in the long gray shadows of morning. She glanced at her watch. 10:05.

      Outside the storefront window with the decal of her business logo printed on its front, a bike messenger whizzed by. He rang his bell twice to alert a woman crossing the street. Otherwise, the area was quiet. No doubt the drunks would be back in the streets by noon, after a late, boozy brunch, taking full advantage of the city’s open container law.

      God, she hated Carnival.

      Head buzzing and eyes burning, she unlocked the front door. She pushed it a little to make sure it would swing, then flipped the sign from Closed to Open.

      Her bangles continued to jingle on her wrist as she moved about the shop, preparing for a fresh onslaught of customers looking to kill the hours until the sun went down and the next round of debauchery began.

      She checked that all the candles were forward facing, labels out. She untangled the glittering beads hanging from a hook and straightened the crooked 5 for $1 sign. The Carnival masks were fussed over as well, a few turned toward the window to catch the eyes of passersby.

      She checked her appointment book, knowing she would be busy well into the night, and guessed where she might squeeze in her food and bathroom breaks.

      The back-to-back readings she didn’t mind. Using her gifts was one way to channel her own restless energy and gave her a real chance at sleep. For once, exhaustion would work in her favor.

      Lastly, once the rest of the shop was ready, she lit incense—deciding on myrrh today—and two candles: one for Mother Mary, another for St. Jude.

      She considered these unconscious choices for a moment and wondered if they were a warning. That knot in her stomach hardened a bit more.

      Her gaze softened on the candles’ flames, and the room dimmed around her.

      Almost, she thought as she felt the world disappear. There. Something was coming through all right. A dark shape. A shadow. Perhaps a woman walking toward her? Or a man…?

      The shop phone rang, high and strident. Goosebumps rose on her arms.

      She turned from the flickering candle flame, listening to the sound. There was something about its tone she didn’t like.

      Bad news, she thought. It’s felt in the bones.

      She answered on the fourth ring, knowing already it wasn’t a customer. She gave the standard greeting anyway, in case she was wrong. It wouldn’t be the first time, especially on as little sleep as she’d had the night before.

      “Madame Melandra’s Fortunes and Fixes.”

      “Mel!” Her name came out in one long sigh of relief. “God above, why are you so hard to get ahold of? I thought you’d done changed your number on me.”

      “Janie?” Melandra leaned a hip into the glass counter, either for support or in relief. She couldn’t be sure. It wasn’t that she wasn’t happy to hear from her cousin. It was only that she couldn’t shake that feeling nipping at the back of her neck.

      This wasn’t an expected call. No birthday or holiday today. So why now?

      “Everything all right up there?” Melandra ventured.

      “Oh, me and the girls is fine, yeah. Not that you’d know. Your ass ain’t been back here in…what?”

      “Six years,” Melandra said without hesitating. She wasn’t one for guilt trips. “Funny thing is, I hear cars travel both ways. Like money.”

      Melandra had sent money to all her family when they asked for it.

      Janie knew this. Her tone turned saccharin sweet. “Hey now. I know, I know. It’s just so hard with the girls in school. And they got so many practices. You wouldn’t believe. Band practice, cheerleading practice, math team practice—whatever the hell that is.”

      Melandra felt the knot in her stomach tightening. The longer her cousin prattled on nervously, the more worried she became.

      “If everyone is all right, then why you callin’ me, Janie?” Without meaning to, she heard her own accent deepening, spreading out. It always happened when she spoke to her people back home.

      There was an audible pause as Janie licked her lips. “Now don’t get mad. I didn’t have to call you and tell you nothin’, but that wouldn’t be right. I wanted to call. I wanted to. You remember that now.”

      A hard stone dropped somewhere deep inside her. The worrisome turning of Melandra’s stomach gave over to full nausea. And then all at once she knew the truth. “Terry is out of jail.”

      Janie clucked her tongue. “Now how’d you know that? Damn, I swear, you’re just like Grandmamie, ain’t you?”

      Her pulse roared to life in her ears. The room moved on a tilt. She reached out, found the countertop and seized it.

      “You there?” Janie asked. “Melandra!”

      “I’m here,” Mel managed despite her tightening throat and the panic pressing in on her, compressing her vision. All the spit had left her mouth. She licked her lips futilely, finding them parchment dry. “When did he get out?”

      “I don’t know. But he was here three days ago. He visited his momma out at that home. She don’t even know him, got Alzheimer’s and all that. But he went and seen her anyway. He also went to see his girl.”

      “Alexis?”

      “Yeah, his kid, but she didn’t want nothing to do with him. She’s married with a big house and two little ones. When the hubby flexed on his ass, he left without putting up much of a fight. Big surprise. He ain’t done nothing for that girl. And she’s a good ’un. She got her schoolin’ and got a good job. She don’t need no dog like him around.”

      Melandra grabbed hold of the back of her neck. It ached now. It was as if the muscles there were being squeezed by a large, unforgiving hand.

      “He came around here too, asking ’bout you.”

      No, her mind said. No, no, no.

      Janie kept speaking, unaware of the way Melandra’s world spun around her. “I didn’t say nothing, mind you. Not a damn word. But Tommy went and opened his big fat mouth like he always do.”

      Melandra eased herself into the chair before her legs gave out beneath her.

      “Tommy got to talking about how everyone was faring these days—you know how he likes to shoot the shit. Big ol’ lips just flappin’ in the wind. He got around saying you were doing well down there in The Big Easy. That you had yourself a nice little shop in the French Quarter and wasn’t hurting for no money.”

      No, no, no, no. Her mind was screaming now.

      “I’ll have you know that after Terry left, I slapped Tommy upside his damned head. I said, ‘Why’d you go and tell him all that for? He don’t need to know her business.’ And he’s like, ‘He’s her husband.’ And I’m like, ‘On paper. Not in any of the ways that matter.’ I swear he’s as smart as a box of rocks, that man.”

      Mel was on this side of hysteria when a sharp, uncompromising voice cut through her consuming fear.

      Get ahold of this. Get ahold of this right now. Don’t you lie down when there’s a snake in the grass. I raised you better than that.

      This was her grandmother’s voice. And though Grandmamie had been long in her grave, Mel could’ve no sooner shut off this voice than cut off her own hand.

      She straightened on the stool, adding steel to her spine.

      “How did he seem to you?” Melandra said. Her voice wasn’t perfectly steady, but that was all right. She was asking the right questions again, and that’s what mattered.

      “Like Terry,” Janie said. “He’s lean now. Before, ya know, he had a bit to him, but now he looks like one of those dogs that Bubba Rick fights out off Longfellow Road. And he got…”

      She faltered.

      “Tell me,” Melandra said. “You called to tell me, didn’t you? So tell me.”

      “I don’t know.” Janie sounded sincere. “I don’t know what it was, but there was something about him. Something about him had changed, you know?”

      “Twenty-five years in prison will do that to you,” Melandra said.

      “Yeah, maybe. Maybe that’s it. But there was something about him. It was just a feeling, but I don’t know. Shit. I just wanted to call you.”

      “Thank you for that,” Melandra managed. She wasn’t feeling particularly grateful, truth be told. She felt like the world had just served her a giant pile of shit and demanded she eat it.

      “Well, I gotta be gettin’ off here, but you call me, all right? If you need me. Cars do go both ways. I know it.”

      “Yeah, all right,” Melandra said. “Thanks for calling, Janie. I mean that.”

      And she did.

      The moment the call ended, Melandra dropped her phone onto the counter. She put her face into her hands, taking deep, desperate breaths.

      Three days. Three days. Her mind repeated it over and over again. He’s been out of prison for three days.

      And it took no time at all to get to New Orleans, did it?

      Why didn’t he tell me he was getting out? Why—But she knew.

      It was just like Terry to sneak up on her like this, and she had no doubt he was heading her way. If he could get a car, hitch a ride—and didn’t he have enough friends left to manage it—he could be down here…now.

      He could be here now.

      With shaking hands she searched her robes for her tarot deck. Grandmamie’s tarot deck. It reminded her of the way she used to search her pockets for cigarettes when her nerves were really bad, back when smoking had been the only way to relieve them.

      A ghostly moan circled the shop, and the flickering lights startled a scream from Melandra. Another high-pitched scream met it, the sounds twining.

      “Christ!” Piper exclaimed. Her hand went to her chest. “What the hell? It’s just me.”

      Melandra’s hands shook all the harder.

      “What are you doing?” Piper crossed to her, letting her backpack slip off her shoulder and hit the floor. Her face pinched with confusion. “Mel, what are you doing?”

      “I can’t find my damn cards. I can’t find them!”

      “They’re right here.” Piper pointed at the wrapped bundle on the glass, a rectangle of black velvet tied neatly with a piece of red ribbon.

      Melandra didn’t even remember removing them from her pocket, but she must have. She must have reached for them while she was still talking to Janie.

      Her hands shook so badly as she unrolled the cards that they spilled from the wrapping.

      “Help me,” she begged. She offered the cards to Piper with shaking hands. “Help me!”

      A calm came over the girl. It surprised Mel. Usually if someone acted hysterical it induced hysteria in others. Piper seemed to grow calmer, more patient in direct balance to Melandra’s outburst.

      That’s from dealing with her junkie mother, Mel thought distantly with that part of her still in control of itself. She knows what to do when the world is unraveling.

      Piper held Grandmamie’s cards in her hand—something she’d never been allowed to do before—and the look of awe on her face told Melandra she was well aware of it.

      “What’s happened?” Piper licked her lips. She tucked her blond hair behind her ear with her free hand, the cards grasped in the other. The silver rings on her fingers caught the light from the chandelier, sparkling. There was a small mole on her right thumb, and Mel found herself focusing on that. Right now, she’d take anything.

      “Mel?” Piper asked gently. “What do you want me to do?”

      “A three-card spread.”

      Piper shuffled the cards without having to be told. Over and over again they rolled between her nimble fingers while Mel grappled with the terror writhing inside her.

      Get on top of this, Grandmamie said. Get high so you can see that damn snake.

      Piper held out the deck, offering it to Melandra.

      Mel closed her eyes and exhaled slowly. She knew that old deck so well she couldn’t pick its cards with her eyes open. Every crease, every worn edge—she knew what they were. And if she was going to do this right, she had to blind herself to what she thought she knew.

      Grandmamie, she prayed. Help me.

      A feverish chill ran down her spine.

      Melandra’s fingers traced the cool edges of the cards. The feather-soft grazing of card after card after card, until a tremor of electric fire sparked in her fingertips. Then she pulled that card, laying it on the countertop only to begin trailing her fingertips over the rest of the deck.

      Tick, tick, tick, tick… Her fingernails caught on the edges.

      Another spark, a rush of heat up into her hand, and she pulled that card, too. The heat only deepened when she moved to the next card, so she pulled it as well. Just to be sure, she traced her fingers over the deck once more. But there was no heat on this pass.

      The cards were chosen.

      Melandra opened her eyes.

      Piper gathered up the chosen cards. “You want to flip it or me?”

      “You can do it,” Melandra said. It didn’t matter.

      Now that her eyes were open, Mel knew which cards lay before her. Every crease and blemish was recognizable, even when the cards lay face down.

      Piper caught the end of the first card—the one representing her past—and flipped it over. A man—half goat, half human—stared up at them with soft brown eyes. His head was cocked like a bird’s, quizzically with a hint of a mischievous smile playing on his candlelit face.

      “The Devil.” Piper looked up from its worn image to Mel’s face.

      “Go on,” Mel said. She sounded composed now, far more composed than she felt. Though her lips were still brutally dry, the desiccated skin rasping together as she spoke.

      Piper turned over the second card—this one representing her present circumstances—and saw The Wheel of Fortune. “A second major arcana card. This is some fated shit.”

      “The next one is major arcana too,” Mel said calmly. She knew that slight crease on the upper edge, that place where the black background had been worn away to show a bit of the card stock beneath.

      Piper flipped it over. Upon seeing the face, she shifted uncomfortably. “Death.”

      Devil. The Wheel of Fortune. Death.

      Sometimes the bills just come due, Grandmamie said. They just come due.

      She clasped her hands so they would not shake.

      “Mel, seriously. What the hell is going on?” Piper tapped the cards, looking from the ominous images up into Melandra’s face. “This looks…serious. Like, are you⁠—”

      Mel interrupted her speculation. “Don’t you worry about it. It’s my concern, not yours.”

      Piper seemed not to hear. She was tapping the Death card. “Is this Lou?”

      “No, I don’t think so,” Melandra said. Then with more certainty, “No, not this time.”

      Mel was relieved to find that the steel in her spine was holding. At least enough to get her out of this damn store.

      “I’m going back to bed,” Melandra said, gathering herself up with all the strength she had.

      “We just opened.”

      “My head hurts, and I didn’t sleep well last night. You run the shop until I come back down, okay?”

      If Piper wanted to argue, she swallowed those protests as Mel mounted the stairs to her apartment slowly, aware that Piper’s eyes were fixed on her back.

      That’s why Mel kept her head high and her steps measured.

      It wasn’t until she closed her apartment door and collapsed against it that she allowed herself to cry.
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      Piper stared at Mel’s apartment door for a long time after it snapped closed. She’d never seen Mel so upset before. She considered the woman’s personality synonymous with cool and collected. Hell, just last year they’d been kidnapped by Russian mobsters and Mel had acted like it was an inconvenience rather than a very possible ending to all their lives. An inconvenience.

      “What the hell just happened?” she whispered to the empty store.

      Piper realized now as she gathered up the cards that she’d built Mel up in her mind. Up until this moment, the woman had been almost godlike. She’d idolized nearly everything about her: her independence, her business savvy, her take-no-prisoners attitude, the way she saddled up and handled whatever arrived on her doorstep like a woman with a pen and a to-do list to obliterate. Given Mel’s proximity to King and Louie, this to-do list might include anything from dirty cops to murderous criminals—oh, and let’s get another case of Nag Champa in by Wednesday.

      She was amazing.

      But the woman who had risen from the stool just now had been shaking.

      Mel—shaking.

      “What the hell just happened?” she whispered again. She flipped through the cards, trying to make sense of what she saw. She lifted the first closer to her face as if to read it better.

      The Devil.

      This could be read any number of ways, of course. It could be self-deception. Or it could be a literal person who messed with someone’s head or got people into trouble. Either way, it was definitely viewed as a negative force. Piper was pretty sure that Melandra had asked for a past-present-future spread, though she couldn’t be certain. There were a lot of ways to throw down a three-card spread. But assuming this was a past-present-future reading, did that mean someone from her past was coming back around? Was this person going to fuck with her?

      Piper considered the card beside The Devil—The Wheel of Fortune.

      She often thought of The Wheel of Fortune as the karma card.

      Change. What comes around goes around.

      This notion melded with her interpretation of The Devil. A troublesome person coming back around for…what, exactly?

      It didn’t explain the blind fear that she’d seen in Mel’s face or the way that she’d practically fled from the shop with all that bullshit about a headache.

      Okay, maybe she had a headache, but Piper wasn’t stupid. What had scared her? What could stress her out so badly to trigger a migraine? They’d survived shootouts, and what in the world could be worse than a mob boss threatening to kill them all while a gun was pressed to her head?

      Piper sighed and lifted the third card.

      Death.

      Her thumbnail traced the dark hood covering the bleached-white skull. In all honesty, this card used to freak Piper out. That was before she’d come to associate it with Louie. That was a pretty morbid outcome on its own, wasn’t it? She wasn’t supposed to look at a card and think, Oh, hey! I think my good friend Louie is going to get up to some shenanigans again. Better check on that girl.

      She did want to check on Lou. It had been a couple of days since she’d heard from her. Carnival week had sort of washed over them like a tsunami wave, carrying all of them out to a sea of sleepless nights and harried days. King had cut her hours back as much as he could so that Mel could get the extra support in the shop. But this chaos would continue until the first Tuesday of March.

      She sighed, regarding that whitewashed skull again, noting that it resembled a mask. Carnival. Masks. People pretending to be what they aren’t…Lies masquerading as truth.

      Secrets surfacing.

      In essence, the Death card was another card about change. Lying beside The Wheel of Fortune and The Devil, it suggested some serious shifts in Mel’s life.

      If Piper was being honest with herself, it had been a quiet year. Oh, she’d been busy as hell with her two jobs, moving into her new apartment, and resuming classes—all while trying to hold together something that looked like a social life.

      But busyness aside, the year had been blessedly free of drama. As long as she ignored the guilt-laden texts from her mother.

      Regardless, this spread certainly suggested their momentary peace was coming to an end, because while it hadn’t been for her, Mel was family.

      Mel was family.

      Whatever the hell was about to go down, Piper wasn’t going to let her face it alone.

      “It was fun while it lasted,” she murmured, turning the cards over as if the images offended her.

      The lights in the shop flickered and the chandelier moaned, but Piper didn’t notice either, still engrossed in that terrible memory of Mel shaking as she demanded Piper read her cards.

      She was so afraid. So, so afraid. But of what?

      “Why can’t people just tell me what’s going on? God, use your words,” Piper groaned.

      “As a rule, people are poor communicators.”

      Piper’s gaze snapped up and her heart dropped. All the air left her in a single whoosh.

      Dani smiled, pushing her hair behind her ear and flicking her eyes down. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” Piper said reflexively. “What are you doing here?”

      And why do you look so damn good?

      Dani was wearing a low-cut white blouse that contrasted against her skin. Her jeans were tight to her hips. Her dark hair was longer than Piper remembered and fell over the front of her gray woolen coat. The diamond solitaire hanging from a thin, almost invisible wire kept drawing Piper’s eyes to her chest.

      “The sign says open,” Dani said with a half-smile. “Have my reading skills deteriorated?”

      Piper bristled. Don’t come in here and act cute with me. “I thought maybe you came by to pretend to be into me again—you know, so you could milk me for another story.”

      Dani wrinkled her nose. “Yeah, I did that, didn’t I?”

      Piper settled onto the stool. Act cool, she told herself as she tried to strike an indifferent pose. Just play it cool.

      “So are you here for a story?” Piper asked, tapping her fingers on the glass.

      “No, I have some information for King.” Dani pressed her lips together.

      “Do you?”

      “He’s working on a case for the assistant DA.”

      “I know,” Piper scoffed. She knew about every case coming across their desks.

      Dani shifted her weight. “I’m just delivering the goods he asked for.”

      Piper felt like someone had punched her in the guts. “What?”

      Dani shrugged. “I went by the office to drop it off, but it’s locked up. His cell phone is turned off, so I thought I’d see if he was here.”

      Piper’s mind was trying to wrap itself around these details.

      Not only was King still in contact with Dani, maybe he’d been in contact with her all year. And how hadn’t Piper known?

      “He was called in for a consult with the NOLA PD this morning,” Piper managed, feeling a little better that she knew something Dani didn’t.

      Dani extended an envelope toward her. “I can leave the information with you.”

      “If it’s so top secret, how do you know I can be trusted?”

      Dani snorted. “Take it.”

      Piper didn’t, and Dani put the envelope on the counter with a sigh. Piper looked at it, then up at Dani. “I’m sorry, how is this the first time I’m hearing about you working with King?”

      “Because I’ve been avoiding you.” Dani pushed her hair behind her ears again.

      Piper laughed. “Why would you avoid me?”

      Because I was the one who visited you in the hospital every day after you got tortured. I was the one that asked Lou not to kill you even though you were going to run your little journalist mouth about her to the press. And I wasn’t the one who pretended to fall in love with you just for some stupid information.

      “I feel pretty shitty about what I did.”

      Piper scratched the back of her head. “Well, it was a shitty thing to do, so…”

      Dani’s cheeks flushed.

      The overhead chandelier moaned, flickering again.

      It was the door chime, announcing the arrival of six very hungover-looking women. They were bleary-eyed and yawning.

      Piper greeted them as her job required before turning her gaze back to Dani.

      “Listen, I’m sorry I didn’t call you back.” Dani spoke softer now that they weren’t alone. “I should’ve, but I…I have my reasons.”

      The pitiful fact was that Dani was as beautiful as ever, and Piper was the first to admit that beautiful girls were a personal weakness.

      Against her will, something inside Piper softened. “I’ll give this to King.”

      She reached out and took the envelope, moving it to her backpack on the floor.

      “Thanks. I know it’s safe with you.” Dani turned, took a few steps toward the door.

      That’s it, I guess, Piper thought. Am I just going to let her go?

      Before she could decide, Dani whirled back around. “Do you want to have dinner sometime?”

      The words came out in a single rush.

      Piper snorted. “Dinner?”

      I was sucking your face off in that closet last year, we shared a near-death experience together, and now you want to act like we’ve just met?

      “I want to talk more about everything that’s happened—well, after Dmitri—but you’re busy right now and I need to get back to The Herald anyway. We could do a drink if you’d rather⁠—”

      “Dinner’s fine,” Piper said as the chandelier moaned again. Three more customers stumbled across the threshold, laughing. And so the rush began.

      Dani glanced at the customers. “How about The Praline Connection, tomorrow night? Eight o’clock?”

      “Okay.”

      “Please come,” Dani added with a sad smile, backing toward the door.

      Before Piper could reply, two of the girls approached the counter, blocking Dani from view.

      Piper plastered on a grin that she didn’t feel. “Just the skull candles today? And a voodoo doll keychain! Excellent choice.”

      She glanced at the door one more time as she accepted the customer’s credit card, but Dani was already gone.
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      Lou sat up in bed. Only it wasn’t her bed. She ran a hand over the coverlet and surveyed the room. Before her was a large window, rounded at the top, reaching all the way to the floor. The curtains covering it had been pulled apart, framing the Arno River. Guessing by the light, purple in its iridescence, it was nearly twilight in Florence. Laughter carried up to the room from the streets outside.

      There was a small desk against the wall—no note on it—and then the bed she sat in, which was pinned between the stairs leading to the lower level of Konstantine’s apartment and the bathroom on her right. All was quiet except for the noise carrying up from the city itself.

      She was alone.

      She ran a hand over the covers beside her again, as if trying to divine the answer to the question circling her mind. Was he here when I slipped into his bed?

      It had happened a lot this year—her tendency to lie down in her bed, in broad daylight, with every fluorescent bulb in her apartment turned on just in case—and still wake up in Konstantine’s bed.

      Her ability to shift through shadows had always been dependent upon the darkness itself. She couldn’t transport herself in daylight. That was a fact. So why hadn’t she been able to keep herself in her own bed?

      Or maybe it’s not about the light at all, a little voice chided. Maybe it’s about being where you want to be.

      Another curiosity, apart from waking in Konstantine’s bed four or five times a week, was the way he received her.

      He never woke her.

      He never wrapped himself around her body or kissed her. He simply let her sleep.

      In the fourteen months that this game had been going on, when she had awoken to find him there, he would smile. Only then would he reach out and place a hand on her hip or speak softly to her—never before she woke.

      And she couldn’t help but wonder why.

      She pulled back the covers and found she was still wearing the clothes she’d had on when scoping Fish the night before. Black cargo pants and a black t-shirt. She crossed to the bathroom, splashed cold water on her face, and used his comb to smooth down her hair. Running his comb through her hair felt strangely intimate.

      Far more intimate than anything they’d done in the last year.

      She placed the comb on the sink and met her gaze in the mirror. Dark hair, dark eyes. Not unlike the grocer girl that Fish had followed home.

      I’m your type, Fish, she thought. Not only in her coloring, but also in her jawline.

      One step through Konstantine’s closet, and she found herself in a cathedral.

      It wasn’t Padre Leo’s cathedral. The old man had named Konstantine as heir to his dark empire, and his exiled son, Nico, had blown it to pieces. This church, though not as opulent, was its replacement.

      What had Konstantine called it? Sufficient.

      He’d used this word more than once, and Lou simply didn’t understand. It was beautiful.

      The ceilings rose far above her head, with stained glass filtering the light through the chapel.

      The floor, columns, and walls were all old stone. She could spend years tracing each intricate carving with her finger and not take in every detail, every inch of art.

      Better still was the silence that hung in the air. Hundreds of years had hollowed out the place, and left it cold, sacrosanct. Just how she liked it.

      Sufficient.

      Soft voices echoed through the shadows.

      Lou traced the exterior of the room, following the familiar sound of Konstantine’s voice.

      When she stepped around the last column at the end of a long row, Konstantine himself sprang into view. Twilight filtered through a window above him. The way the light hit his dark hair gave the appearance of a halo, reminding Lou instantly of Fish and how he’d looked as he leaned forward to kiss his wife.

      Was Konstantine any different than Fish? Lou thought so.

      While it was true that the capo dei capi had his own body count, and had admitted to torturing when necessary, for Konstantine it was never about the kill.

      It wasn’t about revenge or feeding a hunger. It was about furthering an aim. His actions served an ambition that he wished to see to fruition. And even then, violence was a last resort.

      But what about Lou? She had no underworld empire to secure or grow. She no longer had a family to avenge. All she had was her hunger, the hunt, and the kill.

      Surely that made her more like Fish than Konstantine, didn’t it?

      Lou circled the chapel, watching Konstantine issue orders to the men gathered there. Twelve of them were strewn about the pews. They asked questions—all in Italian, of which Lou knew very little—and Konstantine responded, gesturing as he spoke.

      Though she didn’t understand the context of the Italian, she liked his voice. Its easy roll rumbled in her chest in a way that reminded her of her father. His voice had also been deep.

      Women’s voices trailed across the face and ears, but Konstantine’s vibrated through her body. The soft bass vibration of a favorite song.

      He turned toward her suddenly, looking in her direction, though Lou was certain he couldn’t see her in the shadows.

      Still, a smile tugged on his lips, and after only a few more minutes of instruction, he sent the men away.

      He watched them go, hands in his pockets. His back was to her.

      When they were alone, he spoke. “Ciao.”

      He faced her, still relaxed. He crossed to her with an easy smile on his face. But he stopped just short of where the light became darkness. “How did you sleep?”

      “I seem to like your bed better than mine,” she said.

      His smile deepened. “I am not complaining.”

      He gestured toward the pews. “Did you understand what I was saying just now?”

      He was trying to see her face, she realized. She stepped from the shadows into the edge of the light.

      His smile softened.

      “No,” she said. “Your English is much better than my Italian.”

      “We’re preparing for Carnevale,” he said. “We’ve been invited to visit an associate in Venice. I was giving instructions for our visit and what should be done here in my absence.”

      Lou’s attention pricked with excitement. “Are you expecting to be ambushed in Venice?”

      It had been a long time since she’d murdered a bunch of gangsters. Her hunts were one or two at a time these days, a markedly slower pace than what she was used to. She wouldn’t have minded the chance to stretch herself.

      Konstantine laughed. “Sorry to disappoint you, but no. Vittoria and I have known each other for a long time. I don’t expect her to betray me.”

      “An old friend, huh?”

      Konstantine reached for her. She stepped forward, allowing him to touch her.

      “If only that were jealousy in your voice,” he lamented. “I would be thrilled.”

      It was her turn to laugh. “Why?”

      “Jealousy means possessiveness. It means you consider me yours. Nothing would make me happier.”

      Here they were again, skirting the unspoken. They’d done this dance for fourteen months. Konstantine would circle around the issue, clearly trying to discern what she wanted from him—how much she wanted—and Lou would duck away from the questions. Or she would make a joke.

      As she was about to do now. “I came to collect you from Nico, didn’t I?”

      “You came to kill me yourself.”

      She looked away, aware that his hands were still on her forearms, his thumbs running over her skin.

      “And how long will you be in Venice with Vittoria?”

      He pulled her closer until their bodies touched, hip to hip. When he spoke, she felt his breath on her hair. “A few days. We have contracts to negotiate and she’s very stubborn. I suspect that she won’t make it easy.”

      Lou was tall enough that her chin was at his neck and collarbone. She placed a sudden kiss there, already inhaling the scent of him before she realized she was doing it.

      His arms wrapped around her instantly, reflexively, holding her against him.

      And she returned the embrace. Had they done this before? Simply stood there and held each other? She didn’t think so.

      Her heart began to speed up in her chest.

      Lou pulled her gun.

      She pointed it at the man crossing the cathedral. He froze, mid-step.

      Konstantine didn’t release her when he spoke. “I would never creep up on her if I were you, Stefano. That’s how you get a bullet in the head.”

      Lou was certain Konstantine spoke English for her benefit.

      If Stefano was worried about being shot, he hid it well. He was the picture of composure now, with his shoulders relaxed, his head slightly cocked.

      “Buonasera.” He slid his gaze from Louie to Konstantine. “C’è una chiamata per lei. È urgente.”

      “You’ve got a call,” Lou said, catching the gist of it.

      Konstantine squeezed her once more before reluctantly letting her go. “Will I see you later?”

      His unbridled hopefulness made her smile. She shrugged. After all, it wasn’t that she was consciously choosing to come to Konstantine’s bed. “Maybe.”

      He bent and placed a kiss on her throat, almost the same place where she’d kissed him.

      “Until then.”

      With a stiff nod to Louie, Stefano turned and followed on his master’s heels.

      Lou lowered her gun, watching them disappear into the bowels of the church.

      

      Konstantine waited until they were alone in the long hallway that led out of the church before he voiced his concern to Stefano. “You enjoy interrupting us.”

      “Quella stronza ti distrae,” Stefano said beside him. That bitch distracts you.

      The words sent red-hot fury through Konstantine’s body. He whirled and seized Stefano by the collar. He threw a punch into the man’s jaw, feeling the bone creak under his knuckles.

      Stefano’s head rocked back, his shoulder hitting the wall hard. The breath left his lungs in a whoosh felt across Konstantine’s neck.

      “Never call her that again, or I will put a bullet between your eyes. Do you understand me?” Konstantine’s hand burned and his chest heaved with anger. “Hai capito? Speak of her as if she were my wife.”

      When Stefano didn’t answer, Konstantine slammed him against the wall again.

      Stefano rolled his eyes up to meet Konstantine’s. “Ho capito.”

      Konstantine released him with a shove.

      “But it’s true.” Stefano touched his jaw with a grimace. “She distracts you, and you don’t even care. It should have been you to pull a gun on me. Admit it. You didn’t even hear me.”

      Konstantine hadn’t. He’d been thinking of his body against Lou’s, and marveling at how natural it had become to hold her after so many years of longing for it. They hadn’t consummated their relationship—and he hadn’t pressed her because there was a terrible certainty in his heart that the moment they did, she would leave him.

      “I’m in my own house. What do I have to be afraid of?” Konstantine asked, rolling his neck.

      Stefano pushed off the wall. “Did you learn nothing from Nico? Nothing at all?”

      Konstantine remembered the ambush. The alarm raised as his own men were slaughtered from within. Mutiny had been part of Nico’s strategy. He’d turned half their gang against Konstantine. But Konstantine had methodically culled all traitors from his ranks since that night.

      Of course, that meant bringing new men into the Ravengers, men who did not share a history with Padre Leo, or Konstantine himself. Men who might be more loyal to the money he put in their pockets than to Konstantine himself. For that reason alone, it didn’t pay to be lazy with his own security, did it?

      Stefano was not one of those men, which was why Konstantine listened. Stefano was like a brother. A tempestuous little brother who often touched a nerve, true. But his loyalty could not be questioned.

      “You didn’t even hear me,” Stefano repeated, cursing.

      “I have a lot on my mind,” Konstantine said, straightening.

      “Of Carnevale?” Stefano asked with an arched brow.

      It was a generous offer, because they both knew he hadn’t been thinking of Carnevale. Konstantine remembered the way Lou had looked the night before, when she’d appeared in his bed.

      He’d gotten home late. Preparing to leave Florence for even a few days proved to be a monumental task. Coordinating crews, supplies, procuring a suitable gift for Vittoria, and all while overseeing the day-to-day operations of his organization, had kept him up until well past midnight. It was nearly one in the morning when he’d arrived and stumbled up to his bedroom, too footsore to change into his bed clothes.

      His bed had been empty when he’d stripped down and put on loose pants, leaving his chest bare. Then, as he was brushing his teeth, a peculiar feeling had overcome him, like a change in the pressure between his ears.

      He stepped from the bathroom, toothbrush still in his mouth, and there she was, curled into his pillows as if she’d been there all along.

      She hadn’t even awoken when he bent to pull the covers over her.

      He was careful not to disturb her when she slept, for fear she might disappear like a mirage. It was enough for him that she was beside him—that whether she was willing to admit it to herself yet or not—she was choosing him, slowly, night after night. It was the surest sign of progress he had.

      He wanted that to continue.

      And just now, in the cathedral, she’d openly walked into his arms.

      His heart hitched.

      “You must admit she has made things much safer for us,” Konstantine said. “After Nico and then Dmitri, our rivals won’t even look at us crossly.”

      “Because they think she’s a devil you’ve sold your soul to in exchange for all the power you have, and that if they hurt you, she will hunt them down and eat their children.”

      Konstantine smiled. “I don’t care why they are afraid, the result is the same. No one wants to challenge me.”

      And it was true. They had already feared her before Konstantine had crossed her path—whispers of a woman who killed criminals in the night. It frightened them how she could appear and disappear without a trace. But then they’d believed she was a curse on the Martinelli family. It was his father’s men, shipments, and sons she was murdering—mostly. But that shifted with Nico, with his complete and utter obliteration, and now no one understood whose side this mysterious woman was on. Only that if they came for her, or for Konstantine, they would die. They needed only to look to Nico’s and Dmitri’s mistakes to see the truth of that.

      It had helped that the underworld had already greatly feared Nico and Dmitri. How much worse Lou must seem to them, when she could destroy their nightmares so easily.

      “It doesn’t matter what they believe. I’m safe with her,” Konstantine insisted.

      Stefano sighed. “That you think this scares me.”

      “I cannot spare you that burden,” Konstantine said, stopping Stefano with one hand. He inspected his friend’s jaw. He wiped away a smudge of blood with his thumb before lightly slapping Stefano’s cheek.

      Stefano resigned himself to this. “At least she’s paying attention. And I don’t think she’ll let anyone else kill you.”

      Konstantine shook his head and smiled. “No, I believe she wants that honor for herself.”

      “And what about the times when you’re not with her?” Stefano asked, stepping from the shadowed hallway into the courtyard leading to Konstantine’s private offices.

      Konstantine spared him an affectionate smile. “That’s what you’re here for.”
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      The chime above the agency’s door dinged, and King lowered his copy of The Herald to see who had entered.

      “Okay!” Piper called out, tossing her red backpack on the floor. “You’ve got some explaining to do, sir.”

      King reached for his mug. He tilted it to his lips and found the coffee cold. He grimaced.

      Lady’s tail thumped against the floor. Piper acknowledged this with an affectionate pat on the dog’s head, but didn’t take her eyes off King.

      “Seriously, you better fess up.”

      “It would help,” King began, pushing back his chair and crossing to the coffeemaker, “if you gave me an idea of what you want me to confess to.”

      Piper threw an envelope down on his desk. King recognized it as one of Dani’s assembled info packets. “Confess to the fact you’ve been working with one Daniella Allendale behind my back!”

      He topped off his coffee, the carafe clattering back onto the burner. “I wasn’t doing it behind your back.”

      Her mouth fell open as she gazed up at him from the floor where she squatted beside the dog. “How could you?”

      “By telephone. Though sometimes we meet in person.”

      “Be serious!”

      King laughed. “She’s an investigative reporter. It’s what she does.”

      “I get you the details you ask for.”

      King took a long sip of his coffee, trying to cool it with his inhale alone. Sensing that there was an accusation in this somewhere, King placed his bet. “It’s not like I think she’s better than you at the job. But sometimes we need extra hands. You know this.”

      And it was true. King couldn’t comfortably have taken on any more cases if he’d wanted to. He’d turned down three spouses seeking to confirm infidelity this week alone. With his aching back, he couldn’t imagine hiding in bushes, climbing trees, or hobbling after husbands and wives in this cold weather anyway. But that wasn’t the point.

      Piper threw up her hands, her face getting redder with every word. “I don’t understand how I didn’t know. I’m involved in every case that comes through here. You’ve never once mentioned her. You never asked me to call her to confirm something. You never sent me to pick something up or mention where your source info came from. Why?”

      “I didn’t realize I was supposed to,” he said. Frankly, he was doing his best to keep his nose out of Piper’s business. “Lou has been working with her too. Hasn’t she said anything?”

      “What?” Piper’s outrage spiked. She collapsed to her knees. “Are you kidding me?”

      Lady saw this dramatic display as an opportunity. She rolled onto her side, offering her tawny belly.

      The door at the end of the office opened and Lou stepped out, closing it behind her.

      The room was nothing more than a storage closet, pitch black and empty, but Piper had jokingly put a name plate on it that read Ms. Thorne, as if it were an actual office.

      Lou froze as soon as she took in the scene. “What’s wrong?”

      “Traitors!” Piper said, pointing at Lou and then King. “Both of you.”

      Lady pawed Piper’s hand, reminding her about the belly offer. Piper began to absentmindedly rub the dog’s stomach.

      King sipped his coffee again. “Piper wants to know why we didn’t tell her Dani has been part of our investigations.”

      Piper scoffed. “Damn right I want to know.”

      “I thought you didn’t want to talk about her,” Lou said.

      Piper placed a hand on her chest. “When did I say that?”

      Lou pushed her mirrored sunglasses up onto her head and frowned. “I asked if you’ve seen Dani, and you said, ‘I don’t want to talk about her.’”

      “I was joking.”

      Lou arched a brow, bending down to give Lady a good scratch behind the ears.

      Piper sighed and folded her arms across her chest. “So what have you guys been doing with her exactly?”

      “It isn’t like we’ve been having secret sleepovers and not inviting you,” King said. The urge to add cream and sugar to his coffee rose, but he batted the temptation away. He was trying to keep his diet clean until Fat Tuesday. He’d promised himself a box of paczkis if he could manage it.

      “Okay. Fine. But I don’t like it when you guys don’t tell me things.” Piper openly pouted now. “It makes me feel like I’m not part of the team.”

      King laughed. “What are you talking about? Of course you’re part of the team.”

      Lou was watching the girl with a curious expression. Then she said, “She asked me about you.”

      Piper visibly perked up. “Really? What did she say?”

      “How’s Piper.”

      Piper inched forward. “And what did you say?”

      Lou shrugged in her leather jacket. “I said you were fine.”

      King didn’t understand the look of disappointment crossing Piper’s face.

      Lou’s frown suggested she didn’t either. “Was I supposed to say something else?”

      King crossed the office, skirting around the puppy pile, and took his seat behind his desk once more. “Honestly, we just ask her to make phone calls or fact-check for us.”

      Piper stood from the floor, brushing invisible dirt off her knees. “Speaking of phone calls, Planned Parenthood called me back to let me know my STD tests were clean.”

      She scowled at Lou.

      “Why did you give them this number?” King folded the paper again and placed it on the corner of his desk, out of the way. He was searching for a coaster for his coffee. Maybe he would find it faster if he weren’t trying to sip his coffee at the same time.

      Lou shrugged. “I used Piper’s name to get an STD test.”

      King choked on his coffee. Neither of the women seemed to notice.

      “It was smart going to the Baton Rouge clinic. They would’ve recognized you here.” Piper clasped her hands behind her head. “And I’m all for protecting your anonymity, babe, but now my sex history is all messed up. Do you know how long it took me to convince them I don’t need birth control?”

      “Why don’t you need birth control?” Lou asked, deadpan.

      “Do you know how lesbians have sex, Louie? Do you need a diagram?”

      Lou’s lips twitched. “Maybe.”

      “Why are you worried about being clean?” King asked. Then, as if hearing the words that had just come out of his mouth, “None of my business, is it?”

      He found a coaster from Richard’s Crab Shack and put his mug on it.

      “It’s not a sex thing,” Piper said. “I convinced her to get the tests because she’s always fighting these guys with open wounds. They bleed. She bleeds. It’s just cross-contamination. Don’t make that face. This is a good thing! It took me two months to convince her to get these tests.”

      “Congrats on your bill of health.” For some reason King was relieved.

      “Yeah,” Piper agreed. “But that doesn’t exonerate you from keeping Dani a secret. I feel like you’ve been cheating on me.”

      Lou reached out and placed a hand on the back of Piper’s neck. Piper’s face reddened by three shades, but her shoulders visibly relaxed.

      “Okay,” Piper said finally, as if Lou had spoken. “Yeah, I’m being dumb.”

      King watched them smile at each other. Lou slowly took her hand off the back of Piper’s neck, and it gave him the distinct impression he’d missed something.

      A strange warmth spread through his chest. Lucy would love this, he thought. Lou with a friend her own age would’ve made her happy beyond belief. Not that she’d believed her niece incapable of friendship. But how often had Lucy expressed in those last months of her life that she’d worried about Lou being alone?

      If she isn’t connected to anyone, what will she do once I’m dead, Robert? She’ll only have her revenge. I don’t want that for her.

      King had done his best to assure his wife that he would look out for Louie after she was gone. But watching Piper and Lou together now, both playfully rubbing down the dog on the floor, King knew he’d had no part of this, not really.

      King turned over his watch and realized what time it was. “Aren’t you supposed to be at the shop?”

      Piper quit baby-talking the dog and shrugged. “Mel told me to go home.”

      “Wasn’t it busy?”

      “Yeah, and she spent the morning in bed with a headache. But when she got up she told me she had it covered and sent me home.”

      Interesting. “She seems okay to you?”

      She shrugged. “Don’t you need me to do something around here?”

      King saw hesitation flutter across her face. He could press harder about Mel or he could drop it. Maybe it was nothing but her lingering insecurity about Dani. He made a mental note to check in on Mel later, just to be sure. To Piper he said, “You got homework?”

      “That’s the thing about asynchronous online courses, man. I can do my work whenever I want, and no, I’m caught up for this week. I worked ahead thinking I was going to be too busy during Carnival.”

      King pointed at the empty desk across from him. “I’ll send you the witness reports for the Henderson case. Can you get them organized by timeline for me?”

      “Can I?” she huffed.

      King let this slide, understanding that he could expect more of such comments until Piper forgave him for this Dani blunder. “And then I’ll have you make some phone calls.”

      “Sure you don’t want Dani to make the calls?”

      King tilted his head.

      “All right, all right.” Piper gave Lady one last pat, retrieved her bag from the floor, and crossed to the desk.

      Lou stood, tugging at the end of her leather jacket as if it had ridden up. She met King’s gaze. “Any updates for me?”

      He gave her a quick once-over, hoping he wasn’t being obvious.

      But she looked good. Her face had more color these days and the bags under her eyes were gone. He suspected that she was finally getting some sleep after months of insomnia.

      Not that he could judge. Lucy’s death had laid him to waste too.

      For a month after her passing, he’d slipped back into his drinking habit, his shitty eating, and deep depression. It had taken him months to get back on the horse of clean living.

      Melandra had taken such good care of him in the wake of Lucy’s death. He wasn’t exactly sure what he would’ve done without her insisting that he eat, sleep, and take a goddamn shower.

      He hoped he could repay her one day.

      The detective agency had also helped. Work had always been his preferred form of escapism. Between that and a renewed mission to look after Lou—the last piece of Lucy left on this planet—King had managed to cobble together a decent reason for living, as old and tired as he was.

      He opened his desk drawer and grabbed the napkinned bundle resting between a stapler and a wad of rubber bands. He unwrapped the bologna and cheese sandwich he’d packed that morning and leaned back in his chair.

      “Both the videotapes and the witnesses you delivered were crucial to closing the Wilkins case. It was pivotal. We won it.”

      Lou didn’t even acknowledge the praise.

      King took a big bite of his sandwich. He spoke around the lettuce filling his cheeks. “How’d you get Charise to talk?”

      Lou did smile now, a gentle tug on the right side of her lips. “Trade secret.”

      “The jury lapped up her story. The guy’s going to jail for at least twenty years, and that’s with parole and good behavior.”

      “They should kill him,” Piper said without looking away from her laptop. “Eighteen little girls walled up in his basement. Christ. But no. Just because the judge thought he was a ‘good Christian man,’ they let his ass go. So freaking gross.”

      “I might pay him a visit,” Lou said with a sinister smile. This one reached her eyes.

      King imagined her stepping from the shadows and wrapping her fingers around Devaroe’s throat. A squat, middle-aged man with a hooked, warty nose, no doubt he would squeal like a pig at the sight of her.

      “Speaking of crazy bastards, did you get rid of Miller?” Piper asked.

      Lou answered without turning around. Her eyes remained on King. “Two days ago.”

      Piper shuddered, making her chair creak. “Good. I can sleep better knowing that guy isn’t out there doing God only knows what.”

      “Bothered you, did he?” King asked between bites.

      Piper gave him a disgusted look. “He hunted blond women.” She paused in typing long enough to point at her own hair. “Tortured them for days in his soundproof apartment, and then when they died from the torture, he fucked their corpses. Sometimes for weeks. Hell yeah I’m glad he’s dead. I just don’t understand how he was allowed to go free in the first place.”

      “Hung jury,” King said, sucking mayo off his thumb.

      “Because of his girlfriend’s testimony. How could she lie like that?”

      “Maybe she loved him.”

      Piper scoffed. “If I found out my partner was sexing up corpses, that would be a hard pass for me. Thank you, next.”

      “He had a corpse in his apartment when I took him,” Lou said, sliding her shades back down on her eyes.

      King started. “Did he?”

      “No way.” Piper gaped over the top of the computer.

      “I left the front door open so it would be noticed. The smell should annoy someone.”

      King opened his web browser and did a preliminary search. “The story hasn’t broken yet. You should tell Dani. She’d love to be the one to drop that bomb.”

      Piper made a noise behind them that sounded suspiciously like a repressed scream.

      Lou pivoted away from Piper and mouthed I already did for King’s eyes alone.

      Aloud she said, “I found a new target.”

      King glanced up from his computer. “Really? Using your compass thingy?” He made a circular motion over his chest.

      King would be the first to admit he didn’t fully understand what Lou called her compass, only that it was somehow connected to her ability to travel through the dark. In a way, it made sense to him that if Lou couldn’t see where she was going, she would feel places instead. But it wasn’t only limited to places, was it? She could also target people or even ideas, including Where is a serial murderer?

      “I’ve been following him for a few days. He’s good at hiding in plain sight, but he’s definitely a target.”

      “What do you know so far?”

      “His name is Jeffrey Fish. He lives in Mount Vernon, Ohio, with a wife and son.”

      “How’d you get his name?”

      “I went through the mail in his mailbox.”

      “That’s a federal offense,” King said, but he was impressed. “Anything else?”

      Lou stood and slipped two fingers into the back pocket of her jeans. She pulled out a folded square piece of paper and handed it over to King, who leaned forward to retrieve it.

      He sank back into the office chair, brushing crumbs off his lips. He unfolded the piece of paper and first read the plate number and address for Fish off the upper corner. But below that was a photocopy of a driver’s license.

      He read aloud, “Jennifer McGrath.”

      “She works at a grocery store near his house,” Lou explained.

      “And he’s stalking her?” Piper asked. She came around the desk to look at the photo. “She’s pretty.”

      King frowned at the photocopy in his hands. “How did you get a photocopy of her driver’s license?”

      “I took it from her purse while she was sleeping.”

      “And just hop-skip-jumped to a Kinko’s or something?” Piper marveled. “Damn, you’re cool.”

      The corner of Lou’s lips tilted up.

      “I told you no contact,” King said. Realizing that he sounded like the petulant father he most certainly was not, he sighed. “If she knows she’s being followed she could panic. Or at the very least, she could tip him off by acting differently. Or Fish could see you.”

      Lou wasn’t smiling now. Her hard stare made the hairs on his arms rise.

      “Women aren’t stupid,” Lou said. “Most of them.”

      “Yeah,” Piper added companionably. “We are actually much better at staying alive than men are, thank you very much.”

      “We’re talking about human behavior, and we talked about this…”

      Boy had they talked about this. King had tried every line of reasoning his mind could conjure to control Lou’s happy-go-lucky trigger finger. True, it had been her idea to hunt serial killers who’d escaped the system. She wanted to bring retribution to the men who thought themselves apex predators above the law.

      And Lou had been damn good at it, with that unnatural gift of hers combined with an unshakable aim.

      But catching her prey alive wasn’t Lou’s natural inclination, and they both knew it. It just wasn’t how she liked to do things. And the learning curve had been steep. She’d eliminated six killers before she got the hang of “due process.”

      She crossed her arms, King’s first real sign of trouble. “Fish is alive, and he hasn’t seen me.”

      King shifted in his seat, trying to ease the pressure in his hip. “We just need him to fuck up. That’s all. And this will help us get a better sense of what’s going on and develop a connection between them.” He held up the photocopy of the woman’s driver’s license. “Thank you.”

      He and Lou had begun a dangerous game—two games, actually. One hunt was tailored for men like Jeffrey Fish. These men could still be prosecuted. They could be convicted of their crimes, and those convictions could let parents and spouses and children rest easier knowing justice was served.

      But then there was the other hunt. When a monster didn’t qualify for the prosecute file, King considered him for the execute file.

      He’d grappled with that a lot at first. Who was he to sentence men to death? Who was he to decide who deserved a one-way trip to La Loon—Louie’s dumping ground?

      He convinced himself that his candidates were only men like Miller—who had a high chance of reoffending and had somehow escaped retribution. By taking care of the men the system had freed, they were saving lives.

      Weren’t they?

      “Guys like Devaroe and Miller have beat the system. There’s no way to make them pay for what they’ve done. So they’re fair game. But someone like Fish—there’s still a chance to make it right,” he said. He sounded defensive to his own ears. “Who knows how many women he’s killed and families he’s destroyed? We’re doing this for them.”

      Lou sighed. “Miller was the last one from the list you gave me. Who else have you got?”

      You need something to hold you over, he thought. Fine.

      He opened his desk drawer and removed the insert. His fingers searched the bare metal bottom beneath. After a moment of groping he found a folded-up piece of paper.

      He pulled it out and—feeling a little like a drug dealer—extended it toward her across the desk. She took it, opened it up, read the names. She said nothing. She only slipped the sheet of paper into her back pocket, where the photocopy of McGrath’s license had been moments before.

      Then she lifted the slate gray urn from the edge of his desk and smiled.

      “I miss her,” King said, falling back against the chair. “So shoot me.”

      He brought Lucy to work with him every day.

      “Don’t tempt me,” Lou said. Without the smile, King couldn’t tell if she was joking.

      “I think it’s sweet,” Piper said, typing away. “Nothing wrong with wanting to keep Lucy close. I like to think she watches over us.”

      Lou turned the urn in her hand as if reading something. But King had inspected that container enough to know there were no words on it.

      She returned it to the desk without comment.

      “Be careful out there,” King said, sensing the imminent goodbye.

      But Lou lingered.

      She turned to face him, squaring her body. “If Fish makes a move before we get this so-called evidence, I won’t hesitate. I’m not going to let her corpse be the evidence we need for a case.”

      King opened his mouth to protest, but stopped.

      Lou was already opening the storage closet marked Ms. Thorne and stepping inside. The door shut with a ringing finality.

      Piper caught his eye across the room. “Don’t look at me, man. You know she does whatever the hell she wants.”

      A feeling of unease grew in King’s stomach. “Yeah, she does.”
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      Mel turned counterclockwise in the storeroom again, glancing from her makeshift list to the shelves. The closet smelled like old cardboard and incense. At the back of the room was a black safe with silver embellishments. It stood as tall as she did.

      She lifted a box from the shelves and counted the remaining sugar skulls. She scribbled on the list. They were burning through their inventory—not that Mel was complaining. It was good that sales were high. It only meant that she would have to place another order today and pray it arrived in time. Slipping the pen and paper into the folds of her skirt—they had hidden pockets that she’d sewn in herself—she flicked off the light and exited the storeroom.

      The store had a few more patrons than when she’d entered. Piper was showing two men the selection of Fortunes and Fixes hoodies, holding one against the taller man’s chest.

      Several girls crowded around the incense stand, slipping long sticks into their plastic bags. Another couple were fingering the beads, chatting excitedly to each other about having survived Bourbon Street the night before.

      Oh my god, she walked four blocks before she realized her skirt was tucked into her panties!

      He puked for three hours. I swear to God, I thought he was dying.

      There’s a reason they call them hurricanes.

      Mel was about to circle the shop with the perfunctory “Finding everything all right?” when the two young men shifted, revealing someone else.

      This man was browsing the t-shirts in a lazy, languid way. The manner in which he held his body caused a knot to form in Mel’s gut. Her heart dropped like a stone in a well.

      It’s my imagination, she begged.

      But she watched the man, lean and wiry, move across the shop, watched the girls with their cache of incense step aside so he could cross to an adjacent shelf.

      Mel absorbed everything about him. The light denim button-up shirt, the acid-washed jeans. The tan belt and matching scuffed shoes. His curling dark hair hanging under his leather cowboy hat. A crow feather protruding from that hat. The fishhook earring in one ear and the bone choker with turquoise accents encircling his throat.

      All of it was familiar, but it was the way he stood, the way he held himself that she knew best.

      Her heart kicked against her ribs painfully, fear rising high in her throat.

      Run! her mind screamed. Run up to your apartment, lock the door, call the police. And then what?

      Then what?

      “Terrence.” She meant it to be a cold acknowledgment, but her voice came out in a desperate rasp. “What are you doing here?”

      His fingers froze on the Papa Legba statue, the smile already pulling into place before he turned to face her.

      “Melandra,” he said, and tapped the brim of his hat. His eyes raked down her body lasciviously. “Nice place you got here.”

      She drew her shawl tight around her. “Get out.”

      It was hard to put the full force of her anger—and her fear—into her voice while trying to keep it low. She glanced nervously at the customers around her. Piper held a hanger in one hand while one of the men tried on a hoodie. They were turned at such an angle that Piper wouldn’t be able to see Melandra in her periphery.

      “Is that any way to talk to your husband?” Terry drawled softly. His voice rasped like sandpaper. “Not that you’ve treated me like a husband for some time now.”

      Fresh horror chilled her bones. The last sliver of her hope, of her wishful thinking that somehow this was all a horrible, terrible dream, slipped through her hands like sand.

      “I haven’t gotten a visit in, what? Twelve, fourteen years? And you stopped sending money two years ago. Thought I’d just up and die without it, I reckon.”

      She’d clung to the wish that he wouldn’t seek her out at all. After all, maybe prison really could change a man. He certainly looked changed. He was leaner now. A wolf-thin shape of his former self, but far more muscular. He’d been a scrawny terror of a boy when they’d met and had grown into a wiry man. Now it looked like the lanky man—all elbows and knees—had put on about fifty pounds of muscle.

      “Did you forget about me in there? Did you forget about your own husband?” Terry licked his lips and hooked his thumbs into the waistband of his jeans. “Or did you think we were all paid up?”

      “I don’t owe you shit!” she hissed. Her bangles jiggled as she jabbed her finger at him.

      She caught the stare of a young woman coming around the candle display. Damn, she thought. I’m being too loud.

      Or not loud enough, her thoughts countered.

      “Come on,” Terry said. His smile hadn’t faltered. “We had an agreement. You write the checks. I keep my mouth shut.”

      “In hell,” Melandra groaned, forcing a smile at the woman lifting a candle from the shelf.

      The register dinged behind her. Mel glanced over her shoulder and saw that the men were committing to the hoodies after all, along with a fistful of lighters.

      A cool hand wrapped around hers.

      Reflexively, she jerked back, yanking away.

      The hand only clamped down harder. Closing on the wrist until pain shot up Melandra’s arm. “Easy now.”

      “Don’t touch me.” She tried again to free her wrist but he held fast.

      “Now, now,” he said, pulling her close. “Don’t want to cause a scene, now do we? That’s bad for business.”

      She could smell his aftershave, splashed generously along his neck and collarbone. The heady scent made her stomach turn.

      Don’t panic, she told herself. You’re in control here.

      “From what I can tell by this lovely establishment you’ve got here, you haven’t been paying me nearly enough for the burden of keeping your secret. But that’s all right. We’re going to make up for lost time, aren’t we?”

      Mel couldn’t quite get enough air into her lungs. The room was darkening at the edges. It felt like he was leeching all her strength from her body with his grip alone.

      “There we go,” he said softly into her hair. “There’s the girl I know.”

      “Mel?” a voice called out. It was strong enough to pull her back from the edge of hysteria.

      The hand around her wrist released her immediately. Mel stumbled back as if pushed.

      Piper placed a hand on Mel’s shoulder, turning her. “Hey, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      Piper regarded Terry. “Can I help you with something?”

      “He was leaving,” Mel said, meeting his gaze.

      “Was I?”

      Piper was already squaring off as if preparing to fight this man. Melandra was certain her bravery and scrappy attitude were due to the fact that she had no idea how dangerous Terrence Lamott was.

      The chandelier moaned overhead, and the enormity of Robert King crossed the threshold. A second later, a cool snout was pressing itself into Melandra’s palm.

      “Security is here.” To Terrence, Piper said, “See yourself out, buddy. Or he’ll help you out.”

      Terrence drew himself up and took King’s measure.

      A low grumble echoed through the shop. Melandra had a moment of wondering if the heat had kicked on before realizing Lady was growling.

      This stopped King in his tracks, and he glanced down at the dog. “What is it?”

      “Some jackoff here is being—Hey.” Piper cut off mid-speech. “Where did he go?”

      Melandra scanned the aisles. She pulled back the curtain on her reading room and found it empty. Out on the street, she thought she glimpsed an oil-black crow feather sticking out of a leather cowboy hat. But she blinked and it was gone.

      The cold snout pressed into her palm again. “Ma grande.”

      The Belgian Malinois leaned her weight into Mel’s legs.

      “What did I miss?” King asked, his face pinched with confusion.

      “Some asshole was messing with her,” Piper said. “He ducked around those shelves when you came in.”

      “Language,” Melandra said. She was trying not to tremble all over. “We have customers.”

      She pointed at the counter, where the women were waiting to buy their incense and candles. Piper slinked away.

      “You okay?” King asked. His gaze was heavy and assessing.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine,” King said, frowning at her. “Who was the guy?”

      “No one.”

      King arched a brow.

      “Someone I used to know,” she said. “Please drop it.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’m just stressed.” She wasn’t sure why she felt like she had to defend herself.

      King looked around the shop. “Let me take care of things down here. Take a break. Go lie down or something. Take Lady with you. She loves a good nap.”

      Mel looked to the window once more, expecting to see Terrence framed in the glass, watching her like a tiger through its bars.

      But the sidewalk was full of tourists, walking, laughing, gearing up for the oncoming night.

      And a headache was forming behind her eyes again. “Just for a couple hours.”

      To the dog she said, “Allez.”

      She mounted the stairs to her apartment with only one wish in her heart—that this was the end of it. That Terrence had had his say and would leave her be now.

      She knew better.
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      Lou stood in front of the ramshackle bar on the outskirts of Colcord, Oklahoma. There was only a blinking yellow light at the four-way stop regulating the town’s non-existent traffic. A lone building, the bar itself, was surrounded by a gravel lot on all sides. Apart from the dark and sloping landscape behind it, there was nothing else on which to fix the eye for as far as Lou could see. Only two cars sat in the lot, a black Ford pickup and an old white station wagon that had a ring of rust outlining the wheel well.

      Lou unfolded the piece of worn paper from her back pocket and read it once more in the moonlight.

      Ricky Walker.

      Lou smiled at the period punctuating the name, as if King had made it a point to seal the man’s fate with that small mark.

      Is this what you are now? a small voice asked as she folded up the paper and slipped it into her pocket. A hitman?

      It wasn’t Aunt Lucy’s voice or her father’s. It was that new cold voice, an unforgiving version of her own.

      She suppressed a bitter laugh. She wasn’t hunting and killing these men for King. She wasn’t fulfilling some old grudge for him. Likely King had never even met these men. He’d heard of their stories secondhand, done his research, and earmarked them for death because his beloved justice system had failed to do so. And she knew King well enough to know his conscience weighed on him far more than hers ever could. He would not have signed anyone’s name to a letter of execution unless he was certain of their crimes.

      Ricky Walker, for example, had raped and murdered four boys. DNA evidence submitted at his trial proved he’d committed the crime. There were even eyewitnesses to the abductions of the last two kids. Still he’d been let go.

      No. Lou wasn’t doing this for King. He was handing over these names the way a zookeeper fed meat through the bars of the tiger’s cage. He was trying to placate her, domesticate her, and she knew it.

      And how do you feel about that? the cold voice asked. Do you want to be domesticated, kitty kitty?

      It’s not like that, she thought crossly. After all, wasn’t King only doing what Lucy had asked of him? Lucy, her benevolent Buddhist aunt, got her way even in death.

      Lou’s ease with death, with killing, had never sat well with Lucy.

      Lou understood that some creatures of this world were simply predators and she was one of them. She was part of an ecosystem, an elaborate dance of checks and balances. A tiger would never feel guilty for the meat it ate. Lou felt no guilt for the lives she took.

      At the very end, Lucy understood that. If killing only very bad men helped King sleep at night, and feel as though he were upholding a promise to his dead wife, then fine.

      Lou could play along—within reason—though she’d learned not so long ago that bad and good were relative. A system built for justice and equity could be polluted with cutthroats. An underground network built upon rule-breaking and exploitation could offer liberation.

      And who taught you that? Konstantine?

      Rolling her shoulders as if to relieve them of some unseen burden, she crossed the parking lot and stepped into the bar. Some whining country music played. At first, Lou thought the place was empty. But then she saw the bartender perched on a stool, looking up at a television mounted above the bar. It played a boxing match between two fighters Lou didn’t recognize.

      The man watching the television sat hunched, his paunch of a stomach hanging over his belt. His t-shirt had ridden up on his belly, revealing a hairy patch below the navel.

      “Ricky Walker?” Lou asked.

      The bartender didn’t even look at her. He just pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “He’s back there. Three sheets to the wind.”

      Walker sat in the last booth on the right. His head was down on his arm. He snored softly. A glass full of half-melted ice sweated in his grip. His short, gnarled nails had black grime beneath them. His stubble was mostly gray.

      She slid into the booth and regarded the man. The smell wafting off of him was acrid, like a mixture of piss and sweat.

      He’s sick, she thought. He’s sick as hell.

      She wondered if she could smell it because of her time with Lucy. Her aunt’s illness had had a stench too. It was like Lou could smell the body souring, going bad like old meat.

      “Ricky Walker?”

      No answer.

      She kicked his leg under the table.

      He harrumphed and drew himself up, fixing his bleary eyes on her. He squinted in the low light before pinching the bridge of his nose. “Hi. How you doing?”

      “Are you Ricky Walker?” she asked again.

      “Yeah, that’s me.” He lifted the glass mechanically and then frowned when only ice hit his lips. “Do I know you?”

      “No.”

      He shook the glass, rattling the ice. “Chuck!”

      Chuck slid off the bar stool with a grumble and brought a bottle with him. He took Ricky’s empty glass and filled it to the rim. “Another Walker for the Walker. A drink for your lady friend?”

      “No,” Lou said.

      It was no matter to Chuck. With a shrug, he slinked away, taking the bottle of Johnnie Walker with him. He had eyes only for the boxing match.

      “How long?” Lou asked.

      “Seven inches,” Rick said, and snorted. It echoed in the glass. “But it’s what you do with it that counts.”

      Lou smiled. It was a promising answer. She liked it when they were mean. “Cirrhosis?”

      He drew long and deep on his drink. He sat it on the table with a humph. “Alcoholic cardiomy—cardiomy…”

      “Alcoholic cardiomyopathy?” Lou offered.

      “My heart’s failing. It’s swollen, or some shit like that. Hey, are you from the clinic? Come out here to tell me to stop drinking again? It won’t work. I told y’all it’s all I’ve got. That and the dreams. I ain’t getting my heart rate up or whatever you said. I’m chilled, all right? Chilled as ice.”

      He shook the glass at her, the ice clinking against the sides as if to emphasize his point. Whiskey sloshed over the rim onto his thumb. He brought it to his mouth and sucked it.

      Lou said nothing as he tipped the glass back and drank the remainder in one go. When there was only ice left, he groaned. “Chuck!”

      Chuck didn’t come. He was cursing at the television.

      “It’s all I’ve got,” Ricky said again. His slurred murmuring seemed for his ears only. “And the dreams. I got the dreams too.”

      That’s more than some, Lou thought. “Do you want to dance, Ricky?”

      The man lowered the glass and sucked his lips. He smirked at Lou, which could have been interpreted as unabashed lust if the gaze had not been so unfocused. Lou doubted he could see her at all.

      “You’re not really my type,” he said with a low laugh. “But you’ll do.”

      He slid from the booth as she did and followed her to the dance floor—if that’s what the space could be called. In reality, it was the simple open area between two sections of tables, with the jukebox resting against the wall.

      The fluorescent lights from its frame warped and spread like a prism across the surface of Lou’s sunglasses, and Ricky squinted. The ice tinkled in his glass as he sauntered toward her, a leer on his lips.

      “Yeah, you’re mighty pretty,” he said, sucking his teeth.

      “For a female?” Lou returned as Ricky slid one arm around her waist.

      He stiffened.

      “Or for an adult?” She clamped onto him, pinning his arm against her leather jacket, letting it rest where the top of her pants and belt met.

      She didn’t need to get him into a corner. The bar was already dark enough.

      

      A strange pressure popped between the bartender’s ears the moment before the sound of glass breaking rang out. He turned away from the match on the suspended television. Ice and glass fragments spread across the middle of the floor. It sparkled in the jukebox’s shifting lights.

      “Goddamn it, Ricky,” he said, climbing off the stool and grabbing a white towel. “You’re paying for that glass.”

      Chuck stooped over the mess and began to gather up the shattered pieces. He turned to the adjacent booth, expecting to see the couple there, but it was empty.

      Maybe they went to the bathroom. Or maybe they snuck out the back for a blowjob.

      Just as well. Chuck was tired of the guy’s shit anyway. So what about the booze and the glass? If Walker thought he could dine and dash, he was mistaken.

      The joke’s on you, Chuck thought. Ricky had left his credit card behind with his tab.

      

      The warm reprieve of the bar was sacrificed on the altar of total night. Lou’s boots shifted, adjusting to the hard-packed earth forming beneath her. A chorus of toad song sprang up around them. Something in the tree above spread its wings and took flight. Its considerable wingspan kicked up the air around them, blowing the hair back from her face.

      Ricky seemed totally unaware that the bar was gone and that he stood in unadulterated darkness.

      Lou could pull her gun now, put a bullet between Walker’s eyes and be done with it. He would never know what hit him.

      That would be too easy, she thought. Merciful.

      No. Let Ricky Walker see the horror of La Loon with his own eyes. Let him see what waited for men like him.

      “Can you swim?” Lou asked.

      “Yeah, I can fucking swim.” Ricky’s hands were trying to get under her leather jacket, searching for her tits. But he was having trouble with the unyielding material. His breath misted white in her vision, fogging the mirrored sunglasses she wore even at night.

      “Good,” she said, stepping backward into cold water. It sloshed over the rim of her boots, wetting her socks. No matter. How many times had she done this? Walked fully clothed into this lake, a body—sometimes living, sometimes dead—in tow?

      She continued into deeper water, and like a puppy Walker followed her, planting a sloppy kiss on her throat as he moved forward. With a wave of revulsion, she fisted his hair and yanked it back.

      The water had reached halfway up her thighs, inching toward her pelvis, when his fingers finally managed to get under her leather jacket.

      His eyes widened the moment he found the guns in their holsters.

      “What the fu⁠—”

      Lou latched onto the man, grabbing him hard enough to pull him off his feet.

      Then she fell. Straight back into the cold water, slapping its surface hard. Walker coughed in surprise as the water hit his face. But they were already sinking into its dark depths, already passing from his world into Lou’s. There was no going back.

      Like the shadows, the water gave way for Lou.

      It seemed to wrap itself around her, entwine itself with her body until the murky depths gave way to red waters. The cold to warmth.

      The moment Lou knew the transfer was completed, she pushed for the surface, bringing Walker with her.

      She released him and started up the clumsy embankment until she was on the barren shore.

      Walker stood in waist-deep water, stunned. He regarded the violet twilight sky with its twin moons. The abnormal mountains in the distance, so monumental as to look like a watercolor backdrop spread for decoration only. The strange yellow hue they projected on the red waters of the lake surrounding him.

      “I don’t understand,” he said, turning full circle in the shallows. “Am I having a flashback or something?”

      “Highly doubt it.”

      He waded to the water’s edge, where the black foliage met the patina of Blood Lake, named so—unimaginatively, Lou admitted—because of the color of the water.

      He grabbed a palm-sized leaf and began to inspect it. “I ain’t never seen anything like this.”

      “You want to die in the water?” Lou asked calmly. She was trying to shake the water out of her boots. She’d never gotten used to the awful way her saturated socks squished between her toes. “Or on land?”

      “No,” he said.

      A roar echoed through the valley. The rumble was so deep it shook Lou’s core.

      Lou smiled.

      Walker, on the other hand, had most certainly pissed himself. “The fuck was that?”

      “I call her Jabbers,” Lou said plainly. She opened her leather jacket, trying to flap some of the water off its surface. She’d treated it twice to protect the material from her bouts to La Loon, but that didn’t mean she wanted to let the water set in.

      “Jabbers?” Walker asked, wiping the water from his face nervously.

      “Like the Jabberwocky,” she said. “Have you read Alice in Wonderland?”

      “I don’t read.”

      “No,” Lou said companionably. “I suspect you were too busy raping children.”

      “What?” The first real note of fear seized Ricky’s features.

      Then Jabbers emerged from the forest and turned his terror complete.

      “My god,” he said. He staggered back as the beast drew herself to her full height. Lou thought she was at least nine feet tall, maybe twelve. “Oh my god, no. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      Lou snorted. “Sorry for what?”

      “For what I did to those boys. For what I did to my momma. For—for that money I stole and—and anything else I can’t think of right now. I’m sorry for everything. Please take me back. Take me back and I’ll make up for it with every minute of my life. Give me more time. Please. Please.”

      His begging confused her. What did Ricky believe? That she was some Angel of Death? Some demon who had brought him to hell for his punishment, and if he only repented, confessed, he could be delivered from evil?

      The serpentine creature cast a cursory glance at Lou as if also confused by the man’s pleas.

      “He’s all yours,” Lou said, waving her on.

      The scream hadn’t even fully formed in Walker’s throat before Jabbers was on him. One foxlike pounce and her widening jaw snapped shut over his neck, severing the head from the body cleanly.

      Then she had a leg between her teeth, dragging the rest of him onto shore.

      The beast purred affectionately, rolling its eyes up to meet Lou’s over its dinner.

      “Yes,” Lou cooed, patting it on the head in much the same manner that she’d scratched the Belgian Malinois earlier in the day. “I missed you, too.”
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      Piper exhaled slowly, aware that her arms and chest were buzzing with nervous energy. She stared at the laptop on her kitchen counter in front of her. She shifted her weight on the stool as if this would alleviate some tension. It didn’t.

      Piper read the address off her phone again as if she hadn’t eaten at this soul food place a hundred times before. Recognizing this for the nervous tick it was, she sighed and forcibly put her phone on the counter. She had twenty minutes to get to the restaurant where she and Dani were meeting for dinner.

      Dani. Dinner.

      It’s just dinner. It’s not like you’re proposing to the girl who totally ghosted you.

      Against her will, her mind replayed last January, when Dani had walked into their lives.

      All the make-out sessions in Mel’s storage closet. The way Dani’s eyes had shone in the light the night they watched Henry’s drag show in a Bourbon Street bar.

      The way she’d looked in the hospital bed, black and blue after surviving Dmitri’s quest for information about Lou. The way she’d laughed when she’d shown Piper her finger reattached to her hand.

      She’d been so sure that Dani was into her, and she’d never misread a girl before. The fact that she’d been so off the mark had shaken her confidence.

      What the hell am I going to say?

      “It’s dinner. Just a meal. Maybe a drink,” she told herself again. “Calm down.”

      She bit her lip for focus and reread the discussion board post in her Intro to Policing class. It was due at midnight, so she had better finish it before going to dinner. She reminded herself how important salvaging her GPA was. It had dropped from 3.5 to 2.8 in the semester when her mother had been at her worst. Piper had to get a 4.0 in this class—and every class from now until graduation to pull it up again.

      The sharp image of her mother in the dark, dingy room, smoke hanging in the air as track marks ran up the interior of her pallid arm, sparked in her mind.

      She blinked, pushing the thoughts away.

      Not my circus, not my monkeys, she reminded herself. I’m building my future now. Come on. Focus.

      If Lou could have her whole family slaughtered when she was a kid and grow up to be this badass that the whole criminal world fears, you can write a freaking discussion board post. The teacher doesn’t even read them. Just post something already!

      She opened her textbook and reread a section before referencing it in her post. She added the citation at the end and—send.

      She checked the clock on her phone. Fourteen minutes.

      Piper slid off the stool and snatched her puffy black coat off the hook by the door. It took a minute to find her keys and wallet, and she stuffed them into her pockets along with her phone.

      The stairs leading from her loft down to King’s office were dark, so she moved carefully, one hand on the wall until she reached the bottom.

      The agency was awash in moonlight along the bare wooden floors. The ruckus of the tourists laughing on Royal Street echoed softly through the room, sliding over the bare desks and empty chairs. After double-checking that she’d locked her apartment doors, she locked the office door behind her as well. If someone tried to break in—a disgruntled client or someone looking to sabotage evidence—there was no guarantee they wouldn’t ransack Piper’s apartment, too.

      People were assholes. Better safe than sorry.

      Pulling her coat around her against the chilly night, she stepped into the throng of partygoers. The scent of alcohol and weed hung in the air. A woman’s robust laughter broke open around her.

      Piper did her best to push on. The crush of bodies flooding the Quarter slowed her progress. What should’ve been a quick twelve-minute walk took her twenty minutes. When she arrived, she was late.

      “I’m looking for someone. She might be here already,” she said to the hostess, holding the collar of her coat down to be better heard. She caught herself licking her lips, yet another nervous tick, and refrained.

      “That her?” the hostess asked, pulling the pen from her hair and pointing it at a table a couple of rows back.

      Dani sat alone. She looked elegant with her hair swept up off her face and a wine glass in hand. She gazed wistfully out the window beside her, watching the people pass. If Piper hadn’t known better, it looked like Dani was going to cry.

      Piper tapped the hostess stand. “Yeah, thanks.”

      Gathering the last of her bravery, she crossed the restaurant and pulled out the wooden chair opposite Dani’s.

      Visible relief washed over the girl’s face the moment the chair screeched across the floor. Dani sat up straighter. “I was starting to think you weren’t going to come.”

      “Sorry.” Piper shrugged out of her coat. She hung it off the back of her chair. “I remembered a homework assignment at the last minute, so I wanted to turn it in. Then the crowds slowed me down.”

      “You’re back in school?” Dani asked, her hands wrapping around the stem of her wine glass.

      Piper spread her hands on the table. “Yeah. I’m taking classes at Delgado. Once I get my GPA up, I’ll transfer somewhere.”

      “How in the world do you have two jobs, go to school, and still sleep?”

      Piper snorted. “Who said I sleep?”

      They shared nervous laughter.

      When it died away, Piper said, “I take my classes online. At this rate, it’ll take me about three years just to get the criminal justice associates.”

      “That’s still great!” Dani’s enthusiasm seemed forced. “I mean, you’re so busy. You can only do so much.”

      Piper nodded. She was glad to be back in school and knew she was doing her best, but she was keenly aware that Dani already had her degree and years of work experience. It was hard not to feel like she was behind.

      “So, criminal justice.” Dani had been watching Piper’s face as she talked. When their eyes met, Dani flicked hers away. “You want to be a cop?”

      “I was thinking law, actually. You can do a lot with a law degree. Even join the FBI.”

      Dani nodded, reaching for the wine bottle in the center of the table. Piper noted it was out of her reach and nudged it forward. When their fingers brushed, a blush spread across Dani’s cheeks.

      Piper clasped the back of her neck, rubbing it. “I don’t want to be in a courtroom or anything. But I really enjoy the investigation part. Due process. All that. I’m learning a lot working with King at the agency.”

      “What about tarot reading?”

      “That’s fun too,” Piper said. “But it’s not a career. No health insurance, you know?”

      Piper snorted at her own joke. She also noticed that Dani did not. She seemed a million miles away as she tipped the bottle over to refill her glass. Piper didn’t miss that she filled it to the rim. So much for a six-ounce serving.

      “What about you?” Piper asked, hoping to shift the focus away from herself. “You still at The Herald?”

      She felt stupid as soon as she’d asked. They both knew she knew Dani was at The Herald.

      Dani drank deep from her glass, making a sound that could be taken as a yes.

      “I mean, are you happy there?”

      “I liked the promotion,” Dani said.

      “Right. I saw—” Piper cut herself off from saying I’ve been reading your paper all year, following your stories and looking for your picture. That seemed too desperate. “You were promoted to assistant editor, right?”

      “They offered me a permanent column, but I really like investigative reporting. I don’t want to do lifestyle pieces or give advice. Who am I to give advice?”

      A nervous laugh escaped her.

      Piper noted all this distantly. Her attention was on Dani’s finger, trying to see the scar where Dmitri had cut it, taking it as a trophy. But the candlelit room didn’t offer much light.

      Dani caught her staring. “There’s not much of a scar. I got lucky. Well, kind of. PT was a bitch.”

      She bent her finger to demonstrate that its mobility was still restricted. It could only fold down half as far as her other fingers.

      “I’ve learned how to type without it.” Dani, who’d been sliding down in her chair, straightened again. “It slows me down when it stiffens up.”

      The waitress appeared in her white-and-black ensemble, apron tied around her waist. “What can I get y’all tonight?”

      “Fried chicken with mustard greens,” Dani said reflexively.

      “Same,” Piper parroted. “And cornbread.”

      “Anything else to drink, hon?” She looked up from her notepad.

      “Can I get a wine glass?” Piper flicked her eyes up to meet Dani’s. “Assuming you don’t mind sharing.”

      “Another bottle then?” the waitress asked.

      Dani nodded. “Thank you.”

      The waitress left them alone, initiating another stretch of awkward silence.

      Piper watched Dani gaze out the window for a long time. She saw the dark circles under her eyes and the sunken look of her cheeks.

      She’s lost weight. Too much weight.

      “How’s the shop?” Dani asked.

      “It’s crazy during Carnival. But staying busy is good. Mel gets stressed when there’s not enough money coming in.” It was Piper’s turn to feign enthusiasm. When the bottle of wine and fresh glass appeared, she was able to busy herself with that.

      “I bet. And probably no shortage of drunks. And assholes.”

      Piper thought of the man who’d harassed Melandra. Despite the stupid feather in his hat and the bone choker tied around his throat—both of which Piper thought were pretty cool—she hadn’t liked the look of him.

      “There’s always assholes. Assholes come cheap.”

      Dani laughed suddenly, her voice echoing in the wine glass.

      “What?” Piper asked.

      “Cheap.”

      Piper half-smiled. “Are you drunk?”

      “I had a bottle of wine before you got here,” Dani admitted, sliding her glass onto the table as if realizing holding it might be a bad idea.

      “You drank a whole bottle of wine in eight minutes?”

      Dani pulled up her sleeve to reveal a silver watch. “I’ve been here since seven.”

      “Why did you come so early?”

      “I thought sitting here would help my nerves.” Dani pressed her lips together, searching Piper’s face, as if unsure of what else she should say.

      “Why were you nervous?” Oh yeah, let’s pretend I wasn’t freaking out too. Not one bit.

      Dani dragged her hands down her face. “I wanted to apologize to you for ghosting you last year. I should’ve at least called or sent a letter or something. What I did was wrong—on so many levels.”

      A letter. Piper smirked. What is this, World War Two?

      “I realize I never explained what happened, so it must’ve seemed especially shitty to you.”

      “I’m just…confused. One minute we were hot and heavy. The next I’m at your bedside in the hospital every day, and when you’re released, I can’t get you to even return a text.”

      Dani chewed her lip. “I didn’t want you to think I stopped talking to you just because the case was over⁠—”

      “You were doing your job.” Piper shrugged and hoped it looked nonchalant, because she felt anything but. The ache in her chest was building. “I get it. I’m also a workaholic.”

      “No, see. Ughhh.” Dani pulled at her face again. “You weren’t just a job.”

      “Look, you don’t have to say that—” Piper’s voice broke off the moment she met Dani’s eyes.

      They were bright with unshed tears. Her lower lip trembled and she broke the gaze first, looking away to the big picture window beside them and the street beyond it.

      “You weren’t just a job,” she said again, looking apologetic. “At least, not by the end of it.”

      Piper reached for the wine bottle. “Then it’s even more confusing why you’d stop talking to me. It seems like you talked to everyone but me. I mean, Lou?” Piper clicked her tongue. “Lou was going to kill you and dump your body…wherever she dumps bodies. How was it easier to talk to her than me?”

      Dani laughed. It was a choked, miserable sound.

      A couple at the adjacent table glanced over, curious.

      “Come on. Don’t cry,” Piper said, shifting in her seat. “People are going to think I’m being mean to you.”

      Dani brought her hand to her eyes, delicately dabbing at her lashes. Mascara came off on her fingers. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry, just tell me what happened.” Piper took another long drink of wine. In case whatever Dani said next turned out to be horrible. That was the thing about asking for the truth. You couldn’t be mad if someone gave it to you.

      Dani was clearly mustering up the courage to speak. She licked her wine-stained lips, staring down at her clasped hands on the white linen tablecloth.

      “I don’t know where to start,” she admitted, sniffling. “And it just sucked that I was super into you and then I fucked it up. You’ve got no reason to trust me.”

      “I might if you told me what happened. Start with when you left the hospital.” It was the last time Piper had seen her.

      The waitress appeared with two plates. “Here you go, honey.” She set a plate of steaming fried chicken down in front of Dani. “And one for you too, sugar. Everything look all right?”

      Piper made a show of looking the plate over. “It looks amazing, thank you. Can I get some butter for the cornbread?”

      “Sure. And hot sauce for the chicken, sweetheart?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Piper accepted the bottle of hot sauce pulled from the waitress’s apron.

      “And you, baby?”

      “It’s perfect, thanks.” Dani spoke without looking up.

      As if sensing the mood of the conversation, the waitress excused herself.

      “When I left the hospital, I didn’t sleep for twelve days.”

      Piper paused in unwrapping her fork. “What?”

      “It took me a while to figure out that it was the apartment keeping me up. That’s where they got me—Dmitri and his guys.” Dani flicked her eyes up as if to gauge Piper’s reaction. “That’s where they…That’s where they started in on me.”

      She lifted a fork but seemed unable to take a bite yet. It hung loosely in her grip.

      “After two weeks, I had a breakdown, because apparently not sleeping makes you crazy. They tried putting me on sleeping pills but I started sleepwalking, so I quit that. I used all my vacation time and moved back home for a while, until I could find a new place to live. I couldn’t be in the apartment anymore.”

      “Of course not.” Piper couldn’t even live in the same house as her stoned mother and dope-dealing boyfriend. She understood the way the walls of a place could close in on someone, hang like an atmosphere, pressing against her chest until she couldn’t breathe.

      “I couldn’t tell my parents what happened because they would’ve made me quit the paper. But the longer I tried to ignore the trauma, the worse I got. It was almost a month after I left the hospital that I went into therapy and was diagnosed with PTSD.”

      Of course you were, Piper thought. How the hell could you not have PTSD?

      “My therapist advised that I slowly try to reconnect with the people involved, to get a better sense of my triggers. We started by going back to the places where it happened together and walking through these mental exercises. It was…awful. It took me five months before I got up the courage to reach out to King and let him know I was still interested in working cases for him if he needed the help. It was seven months before I managed to say a word to Lou.”

      Piper cut into her chicken. She had questions—of course she did. But Dani wasn’t even looking at her. She had a million-yard stare, replaying the story in her head, and Piper knew better than to interrupt the momentum now. Her questions could wait.

      “Every time I heard their voices, I knew the pain was about to come.”

      “King and Lou?” Piper asked around a mouthful of chicken.

      Dani put her fork down. “You have to understand that your voices were the ones I heard that night. In the garage. After Dmitri…after he did the worst of it. Then I blacked out and you were there. I was scared and in pain and it was your voice in my head.”

      My voice triggers your PTSD. Ouch.

      “I think my brain got confused. It began to associate all of you—King, Lou, Mel, everyone involved that night—with danger. Even a text message from you or King would trigger a panic attack.”

      “So it’s somehow worse with me than with King, Lou, or Mel?”

      Dani’s face crumpled. “I know. I know and I’m so sorry. I think it’s because I cared about you the most and because I was already feeling so shitty about trying to use you to get the story. Whatever it was about you, I couldn’t see you. Seeing you, talking to you, any contact at all would’ve reminded me that it was real. It wasn’t a dream I could just put behind me. And I was more than a little embarrassed that you’d seen me that way. I mean, I’d pissed myself⁠—”

      “You were tortured,” Piper whispered. “Of course you pissed yourself.”

      Dani held up her hand. “Don’t. I don’t want to go into details, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “I just wanted to apologize for my shitty communication skills,” Dani said, meeting her gaze for the first time since she’d begun to cry. “And I need you to know that I didn’t stay away because I didn’t like you.”

      Piper sat back against her chair. “That’s what it felt like. You got the story you wanted and then you disappeared.”

      “I know,” Dani said. “I know, and I’m sorry.”

      Piper looked at the steaming chicken on her plate and tried to muster her appetite.

      “Why did you reach out to King first?”

      “My therapist told me that sometimes working can help with PTSD. She thought focusing on the job I love would be one way to get back in the game. She asked me, ‘Are you going to let one asshole destroy your dream of being the best damn investigative reporter you can be?’ And I was like, ‘No. No, I’m not.’ Because I love it. It’s all I want to do. So I finally returned King’s texts and started helping him on cases.”

      Piper thought, But you had no reason to reach out to me.

      She arched her brows. “And Lou can give you the ‘big break’ case of your career, sooner or later.” To this, Dani said nothing.

      “I like you, Piper,” Dani said softly. “Every time I walk through Jackson Square I’m hoping that I’ll spot you there at your table. I’m also terrified that you’ll be there.”

      Piper’s heart seemed to swell in size, pushing against the base of her throat.

      “I’ve given up on the idea that we could be something more,” Dani went on. “Good relationships are built on trust, and you have no reason to trust me after what I did. And I’m still so messed up, I couldn’t offer you a decent relationship anyway.” She searched Piper’s face. “But I’d be so grateful if we could just learn how to be friends.”

      Piper stared into the wine glass as if she could use it to divine her future.

      Dani fidgeted in her seat, drawing her arms across her chest. “Say something. Please.”

      “Only friends?” Piper smiled, twirling the glass on the table. “I never pegged you for a quitter, Daniella Allendale.”

      And for the first time that night, Dani truly laughed.
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      Waterlogged and dripping, Lou pulled herself from the cold lake. She stood on the embankment, trying to catch her breath. The night sang to her. Nightjars trilled. A fox yipped in the distance. Something splashed in the lake. A fish? She wasn’t sure. She saw only the ripples spreading across the moonlit surface.

      Her skin and hair itched. She remembered the affectionate way Jabbers had dragged her thick white tongue over bloody knuckles and up the side of her neck. She could smell the monster’s breath in her hair. She was filthy and longed for a hot shower.

      But before she could do that, she wanted to check on Fish. The situation with Jeffrey could turn at any time. No point in showering prematurely in case she needed to take care of him tonight.

      Lou hated washing her hair too much.

      She stood in the dark, shaking the water off her leather jacket. She flapped her harness, checking to make sure the guns were fine.

      Her chilled hands pushed away the strands sticking to her face and lips. She wrung out her hair and sighed, inwardly willing her compass to life.

      Fish, she thought. Where is he tonight?

      She wondered if she would find him on the prowl. Maybe he’d be loitering around the grocery store again, but to no avail. The girl wasn’t working tonight. Lou knew this because she’d slipped into the manager’s office and checked the posted schedule. Now that she had the woman’s name, it was easier to do such things.

      And Lou trusted her compass. How many times had it whirled to life inside her, screaming the alarms, Lucy! King! Piper!, when it was time to act. This didn’t mean that Jeffrey wasn’t up to no good. After all, Lou noted the feeling of unease settling within her. Like a coil of snakes, it slithered in her guts, somewhere deep and unseen.

      Locking in on Jeffrey’s location, she said goodbye to her nighttime paradise and shifted through the shadows once more.

      The cacophony of a thriving nature was replaced by silence.

      Lou felt the cold cement under her hands and realized she was against a concrete wall. There in front of her, spotlighted as if on stage, was Jeffrey, his back to her.

      Too close, she thought. I’m too close.

      But this was the last pocket of shadow in Jeffrey’s garage. Against one wall was a long worktable, laden with tools and the small lamp responsible for spotlighting Jeffrey’s shoulders.

      He wore his pajamas. A bizarrely mundane matching set, both the top and bottoms composed of soft blue and white stripes.

      Your wife buy you those? Lou found herself marveling at the strange regularities of suburbia. Here was a killer. Here he was working in his two-car garage, on a quiet Midwestern street, in his soft pajamas.

      She almost laughed at the sight of Fish bent over the table in concentration.

      At least Lou never tried to hide what she was.

      Then she saw the blood.

      It dripped from his right forearm onto the concrete floor. Lou shifted, trying to get a better look, and her shoes squeaked on the concrete.

      Jeffrey whirled. His eyes frantically searched the dark. But he could not find her in the shadows. With his back angled in the light, Lou had a better sense of the situation. In his left hand was a straight-edge razor. Around his right arm, above the bend of the elbow, was a leather strap tied tight. On the forearm itself were six vertical lines. The first three were crusted black with dried blood. The three above it, as if he’d moved up the arm toward the fold, were bright crimson and oozed along the curve of his forearm, dripping onto the table.

      The utility lamp illuminating his pale arm added a theatrical quality to the scene. His lower jaw jutted forward and his chest heaved with his labored breath. The whites of his eyes shimmered as he stood there, listening. Waiting.

      Is this what you do to quell your hunger? Lou remained still in her pocket of shadow. Does it bring you back from the edge?

      She knew the pain couldn’t fulfill him.

      Lou herself had tried that trick in barroom brawls and petty fights. She’d invited any man willing to take a swing to have a go at her. But even the best of split lips or scuffed cheeks hadn’t scratched that itch within her.

      Nothing short of the actual kill would do.

      An unexpected swell of pity washed over her. She had never in all her years of hunting felt pity for a target before.

      Was it his wounded expression?

      Was it the way he cowered to his desires, clearly owned by them?

      He ripped the strip of leather off his arm and threw it back into the case on his wooden workbench. He wiped the blade and spilled blood with a navy blue mechanic’s rag before tossing both into the box as well.

      His back was to her as he rummaged for something. When he produced a thin roll of gauze and began to wrap his wounds tight, she realized this must be a longstanding ritual for him, these nighttime cuttings.
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