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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.
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