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      Spencer Halliday hobbled down the checkered hallway. The two-inch difference in length between his left and right legs accounted for his gait, but he was determined not to be slowed down by it.

      “Where’s Diana?” he called out, without stopping. A sheet of paper trembled in his hand as he swung his arms to steady himself.

      The woman in leather pants leaning against the wall looked up from her phone.

      “Surveillance room.” She blew a bubble until it popped, a large pink film spreading across her lips. She licked it away with a swipe of her tongue. “Why? What do you want now, Quasi?”

      Only Blair was brave enough to call him this to his face.

      No matter. What was she to him anyway? The scent of grass and sweat wafted off of her. Dirt was smudged across her upper arm. Spencer supposed she’d just returned from a raid.

      Dirty, disgusting, he thought, his mouth pulling into a sneer. My Diana would never be so unkempt.

      And Diana was the only one who mattered.

      “Diana,” he called out. “Diana, I have something!”

      He shuffled past Blair without answering, the bald spot on his head reflecting the flickering fluorescents above.

      He burst through the closed door and found her in the dark, staring into the blue light of a computer terminal. Her face was scrunched in concentration. This glow made her look like a fresh corpse still tormented by its gruesome death. Her blonde hair, pulled into a severe ponytail on the top of her head, was toned silver.

      “What is it?” she asked blandly, a hint of annoyance in her tone.

      “Look at this.”

      “No,” Diana insisted. Her blue eyes were made bluer by the glow. “I can’t take my eyes off him.”

      Spencer sucked at his upper lip with his considerable underbite. “But I finally got a match on the DNA results you wanted.”

      “What DNA results?” she asked, again not looking away from the screen. “How can he smile so much? He smiles all the time. Why? What do you have to smile about, you bastard?”

      Spencer ignored this. Diana often mumbled to herself when concentrating. He continued undeterred. “There’s a match for the coffee cup and the five-dollar bill. In New Orleans.”

      At this Diana did look up. The lines in her face smoothed out. Her eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Really? New Orleans?”

      “There was a blood sample collected from”—he looked at the sheet again—“Julia Street station. It’s definitely her.”

      “How recent?”

      “March.”

      “If the blood was collected in March, why am I only now hearing about it?”

      Spencer shifted his weight. No, no. This wasn’t going how he wanted. He’d imagined Diana’s joy at the news. He imagined her slipping her arms around his neck and—what?

      Biting him maybe.

      Or perhaps shoving him against a wall before pressing her tight body into his. Delicious rewards for his efforts.

      He shivered at the thought.

      But there was no joy. She was scowling at him.

      His anxiety spiked electric along his skin. “I don’t know. A lag in processing? The NOPD has been understaffed since Hurricane Katrina. Their police force hasn’t recovered.”

      Her reaction made him doubt himself.

      Foolish, he thought. I shouldn’t have told her.

      Maybe letting her know about the match would put her on a collision course with the woman. Diana’s obsessive mind would make it impossible for her to let such a trail go. He could only hope that Lou was long gone and the trail in New Orleans cold.

      Because the Lou woman frightened him. She wasn’t to be trusted, especially not with someone so precious as Diana.

      But if Diana had learned that he kept things from her—She’ll kill you.

      Desire ripped through him at the idea.

      “New Orleans,” Diana murmured to herself. “I haven’t been there in years.”

      Spencer shifted uncomfortably against the pressure building between his legs. “Why do you care so much about her?”

      “You mean, why do I care about finding someone like me?”

      No one like you. Never anyone like you.

      Instead he said, “You must’ve known there’d be at least a few.”

      “Spencer,” Diana began, and the hair on the back of his neck prickled. It was her voice, pitched low. He knew that voice. It promised violence.

      She pushed back her seat and stood. She had a hand on his throat before he’d seen her move.

      Her heat radiated like the sun across his face and neck.

      His mind babbled. I want I want I want⁠—

      Her eyes were black now, the inner blue cannibalized by the room’s shadows. “I want to know who she is and what she has, Spencer. It’s obvious she has connections and assets that I don’t.”

      “No,” he said, too quickly. His tongue darted out from between his lips. If only he could taste the air like a snake, taste her. “No, I just—I just wondered if this is about Winter.”

      Spencer already knew the answer. For Diana, everything was about Winter.

      Diana affected a shrug. “So what if it is? Would that matter?”

      “No.” Spencer didn’t like how high and tight his voice sounded. “You’re free to⁠—”

      Diana tightened her hold on his throat and drove him back. His head hit the cinder block wall, ears ringing.

      “I am free to do whatever I want. And what I want is for you to find me the best PI in New Orleans.”

      Her mouth was over his now. Hot. So hot. He wondered if those lips could scald him.

      “A PI?” he repeated, his dick hardening.

      She must’ve seen the ache in his eyes. With a wicked smile, she slid the fingers from her free hand into his hair and gripped it. Then she pulled so hard tears sprang to his eyes. A small whimper escaped him.

      She put her lips close enough to his ear that her words tickled when she spoke. “The best PI in town. Someone who can find her.”

      “Okay,” he mewled, squirming beneath her. His fists opened and closed at his sides. He wanted to touch her, wanted more than anything to put his hands on her body.

      But that was not allowed. He was never allowed to touch her unless she said the word.

      “Spencer,” she whispered into his mouth.

      Please, please, please, he thought. Please say it. Please say⁠—

      She released him, stepping back out of his reach and taking all the heat with her. “Don’t disappoint me.”
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      Piper Lynn Genereux rested her weight against the door jamb, watching the six-foot-tall drag queen lean over the sink to peer into the mirror. With steady hands, fake eyelashes were glued and pressed to each eye. The lightbulb overhead hissed, but neither noticed. Piper was mesmerized.

      Their eyes met in the mirror.

      “You’re pretty,” Piper said reflexively.

      Henry laughed. “Don’t sound so surprised.”

      “I’m not surprised,” she said defensively, uncrossing and recrossing her arms. She’d seen Henry in drag countless times. “I’m just saying you’ve gotten really good at this.”

      “I’ve come a long way from plastic pants and Aqua Net, yes,” he said. “Thanks again for letting me use your bathroom. My apartment is too small for three queens.”

      Piper could only imagine how difficult it was for Henry to share a bathroom with his boyfriends, especially now that she was reminded how much work getting ready was for him.

      “What time do you go on?” she asked, offering a tissue so he could dab the fallout from his mascara.

      “Eleven. I go on right after Mustang Mary,” he said. Their eyes met in the mirror again. “Are you coming?”

      In truth, Piper had hoped to go to bed early. She hadn’t slept well the night before. Too many strange dreams only half remembered. But with Henry’s hopeful face pouting at her, no wasn’t an option.

      She rubbed her nose. “Sure. I’ll come.”

      “Will you bring a girl?”

      “A girl?” Piper snorted. “You make it sound like I have more than one. Dani and I aren’t even official. Besides, she’s working late. She has a deadline.”

      “What about the dangerous one? You could bring her instead.”

      Piper frowned. “I don’t have a dangerous girlfriend.” Or any girlfriend.

      Henry removed a glob of mascara from the wand. “Leather jacket. Mirrored shades. Looks like she eats flesh for breakfast and drinks blood for dinner.”

      Piper laughed. “Lou? She’s not a cannibal.”

      “I’m just saying she’s got a man-eater vibe. I haven’t seen her in a while. I thought you were into her.”

      “I was,” she admitted. “But now I’m not.”

      “Because…”

      This was dangerous territory. It wasn’t that Henry was forbidden to know about Lou. It was that no one was supposed to know about Lou.

      “It’s not like that,” she said. “We’re friends.”

      “Just work friends?” he asked, adding stick-on jewels beneath his eyes.

      “More than that,” she said. He’d seen Lou pick her up from the bars. Work friends don’t do that. Nor did the word acquaintance work after all that had happened between them.

      Lou had saved her life. And she loved her. At first she’d been certain it was an intense romantic love. Now she knew it was deeper than that.

      Best friends? she wondered. Is she my best friend?

      “How much more?” he asked, rummaging in his makeup bag.

      “You’re such a perv. Nothing is going on. We’re just close.”

      “I mean, without a doubt, Dani is gorgeous, but I’m trying to understand why you passed on Lou.”

      Lou passed on me. “She’s way out of my league. So is Dani, but at least that seems like a mountain I can climb.”

      Henry snorted at the innuendo. “I know what you mean. There was this hot barista at Starbucks.”

      “Poydras or Canal?”

      “Poydras. He was thick as hell and had this amazing butt.”

      “You’re quoting Todrick Hall again,” Piper said.

      He didn’t seem to register this comment. “But then I started talking to him and found out he’s a double finance and plant biology major at Tulane. He wants to revolutionize the coffee industry and create a coffee with negative emissions that will save the planet while we drink it.” Henry scoffed. “Definitely not the barista I thought he was.”

      Piper saw the popped button on his sequined bodice. She tried to refasten it. “What kind of barista were you hoping for?”

      “The kind who only works for beer money, I guess.”

      Piper had no idea what any of this had in common with her and Lou. “Well, good thing you already have two boyfriends.”

      “I’m always shopping for my third.”

      The button finally snapped into place. “I’m aware.”

      “And now you have a hot girlfriend and you and Lou are disaster friends,” Henry said, dabbing on foundation where he’d over wiped.

      “What? No.”

      “You work together at the detective agency, right?”

      Piper couldn’t even imagine Lou managing the register at Madame Melandra’s Fortunes and Fixes. “Yeah, but⁠—”

      “Your job is to hunt criminals, catch bad guys, clean up messes. It’s all drama, drama, drama. Didn’t Dani end up in the hospital?”

      “That was more of a journalism accident.” A complete lie, given that a Russian mob boss had cut off her finger and had beaten her half to death.

      Henry arched a brow. “Sounds disaster-y to me.”

      “Stop saying that.”

      “It’s not a bad thing! It just means that your relationship is based on drama, rather than, I don’t know, a shared love of churro sundaes or boy-hunting.”

      Piper scoffed. “We’re real friends.”

      Though admittedly, there are a lot of bodies, she thought glumly.

      “It’s just that people like us, with shit parents, we tend to have certain types of relationships. We attract the drama. It’s hard to make real connections with people. Disaster friends come and go. That’s okay. It’s as it should be. That’s all I’m saying.”

      I don’t want Lou to come and go.

      “We aren’t disaster friends,” she said again, lip stiff. “We connect.”

      Henry arched a brow at her hard refusal. “Okay. Whatever you say, sis.”

      

      Lou threw the dusty towel into the hamper and observed her gleaming apartment. She’d cleaned it top to bottom for the second time that week, and considering her minimalist style and near-nothing possessions, this was…

      Ridiculous, she thought. I’m losing my mind.

      She was no less restless than when she’d begun the project six hours ago. All that scrubbing and organizing hadn’t expelled any of the energy itching along her spine. What had she hoped to accomplish?

      Perhaps nothing, but she’d run out of options. Her guns certainly hadn’t helped.

      She’d begun with those, of course. She’d drawn the curtains and pulled her entire arsenal from the myriad of hiding places tucked around the apartment. She’d disassembled, cleaned, and reassembled each gun carefully. She’d counted ammunition. She’d sharpened her blades and rewrapped fraying handles. She’d repacked her medical kit and made fresh rags.

      Still, she couldn’t settle. She needed to do something.

      I need to hunt.

      Her shoulder twinged. The stab of pain slid up the side of her neck like a knife.

      It was a reminder that even cleaning was a gamble.

      Her shoulder refused to heal, at least not as quickly as Lou wanted it to. When the bullet had grazed her collarbone, the doctor had warned her it would be at least six months before she could use it.

      Be grateful the bone didn’t shatter.

      “Grateful,” she murmured, and sank onto the edge of the mattress pressed beneath the windows.

      Behind her, the St. Louis night was vibrant. The illuminated arch stood like a starlet on the riverway carpet. Headlights from boats swept the moonlit waters. A half-moon hung tilted in the sky like a spotlight.

      Her hands smelled like bleach. For all the wrong reasons, she lamented.

      What had she done before, when the restlessness was this bad? When she was a moment away from pulling the skin off her body with her bare hands?

      She grabbed her leather jacket off the kitchen stool and stepped into the converted linen closet.

      Once upon a time it had shelves for towels. The shelves had been removed to make room for her body.

      Now it smelled like sawdust from her recent sanding, another desperate, itinerant task. When her fingers brushed the wall, they came away powder-soft, a thin film coating them.

      She pulled the door closed and darkness swelled. It slid over her face and hands, along the side of her throat, and pooled at the back of her neck. It was like a cat rubbing against her.

      She surrendered to it.

      The world thinned, a gossamer curtain falling away into nothing but pitch. A compass, unseen but felt, whirled inside her. It searched for a location to latch onto, two points to align in the dark.

      Something snagged, and the sense of weightlessness evaporated and gravity returned.

      Lou stepped from the shadows toward the sound of voices.

      “I’m thinking of Todrick’s I Like Boys,” a gruff voice said.

      “I love that song,” Piper said, shifting her weight against the door where she leaned. “Such a bop. It’ll be fun to dance to.”

      The kitchen was dark and quiet, as well as the open living room adjacent. At the start of a hallway was the lit bathroom where Piper stood, ankles and arms crossed.

      She turned away from the light of the bathroom toward Lou, as if sensing her arrival. Then she did a double take, eyes widening.

      She stepped away from the frame and slammed her index finger against her lips.

      “What?” the gruff voice asked.

      “I thought I heard something,” Piper said. She made a frantic knocking sound with her hand.

      Lou understood, lifted her hand, and rapped against the closed door beside her.

      “Coming,” Piper called. She opened and closed her front door, her eyes never leaving Lou’s face. “Hey, Lou-blue. So nice of you to drop in.”

      A bedazzled head popped out of the bathroom, looking like an exotic bird checking to see if the coast was clear of predators. His face sparkled.

      Lou remembered this one. Henry, she thought. Or was it Harry?

      “Oh hey,” he said. “We were just talking about you. Are you coming to the show tonight?”

      Piper looked as interested in this answer as Henry.

      “I have work,” Lou said. To Piper, “I came to see if you wanted to join me.”

      “Ohh,” Henry said with a dramatic gasp. “Fun crime-fighting stuff? Are you going to cuff someone?”

      He waggled his eyebrows.

      Piper let out a nervous laugh. “We aren’t cops, H.”

      “Well, either way, duty calls. Do you care if I finish up here and lock up after I leave?” he asked.

      “You’re assuming I’m going to go. What about your show?”

      “Pfft. Girl, you’ve seen me shake my ass a million times. You’re not missing anything. Go save the world.”

      “Grab a coat,” Lou said quietly.

      “What’s that?” Henry poked his head out of the bathroom.

      “Good luck with your show,” Lou said, pitching her voice louder.

      He smiled and tilted his head. “Thanks, girl. Have fun with the handcuffs.”

      Piper grabbed a coat off the back of the kitchen door and forced her arms through the sleeves. As they stepped into Piper’s stairwell and shut the apartment door behind them, Piper made a show of stomping on a few of the stairs, but they never reached the floor below, which opened onto King’s detective agency.

      Instead, Piper felt an arm hook around her waist the moment before she was jerked through the dark.

      Piper might have been disturbed by this, the sense of compression and falling, if she hadn’t traveled in Lou’s special way many times before.

      When the world reformed around them, it revealed a pine forest. The smell of sticky sap, pungent and thick, saturated the air. The air was also noticeably cooler, which explained Lou’s insistence on a jacket despite the ninety-degree weather holding New Orleans hostage.

      “Oh, wow.” Piper sucked in a deep breath. “It smells like Christmas up in here.”

      Lou was looking at the GPS watch on her wrist. The screen illuminated her face green and created deep shadows beneath her lips and nose.

      Moonlight shifted through the clouds, giving Piper the impression of spirits wandering between the creaking trees.

      “Not that I don’t love coming to the forest in the middle of the night, but, uh, what are we doing here? The creep factor is quite high right now.”

      “We’re looking for a body.”

      “Oh, that’s nice. I feel better already,” Piper deadpanned. “What body?”

      “One of Fish’s.”

      The mere mention of the serial killer they’d captured five months ago brought the situation into clearer view. This wasn’t the first time she’d been invited to a find-a-murdered-body dig-along. In fact, they’d uncovered fourteen bodies more than the thirty Jeffrey Fish had confessed to since his arrest in March.

      Piper’s suspicions were confirmed when she saw the two shovels propped against the tree, their blades glinting. And the sight of the shovels told Piper two very important things.

      First, Lou was going crazy and running out of ways to self-soothe. That explained why she smelled like bleach.

      Second, Piper needed to do the digging.

      Lou stepped carefully through the low-lying ferns until she seemed to settle on a spot. She checked her GPS watch again.

      Something cried shrilly overhead, thrashing the branches as it passed.

      Just a bird, Piper told herself. Maybe a bat.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      “Ohio. The Zaleski State Forest.” Lou grabbed a shovel. “It’s here. Beneath me.”

      “No.” Piper knew better than to question Lou’s amazing abilities, one of which meant she could find anything she was looking for. What she objected to was the shovel in Lou’s hand.

      “No,” she said again, pulling at the shovel. It didn’t budge.

      “Okay, so you’re still stronger than me, but I don’t need to tell you that shoveling will destroy your shoulder, do I? Do you remember what happened last time?”

      Because of course there had been a last time. Lou insisted on trying to dig up every body they found and it never ended well. Lou’s stubbornness seemed as infinite as her high tolerance for pain.

      “Maybe I can do it this time,” Lou said.

      “And maybe you’ll keep on being wounded for the rest of your life. I know this is hard for you, but please just wait until the full recovery time is up and you get the doctor’s approval, okay?”

      Lou relinquished the shovel and Piper stumbled back.

      Damn, she’s strong.

      Lou looked away. “I should get Dani to help you.”

      “Don’t bother. She’s got an editorial deadline.” Piper put the tip of the spade into the earth and pressed hard with the heel of her sneaker. The earth broke open easily. Maybe it’d been raining.

      Lou dropped into a crouch a few feet away.

      Piper didn’t mind shoveling with an audience, but twenty licks in she asked, “I’m in the right spot, correct?”

      Lou gave a nod barely registerable in the dark. If the moonlight hadn’t been abundant, Piper would be digging blind.

      She was sure the canopy cover helped keep the forest cool, and there was a light breeze. She could hear water somewhere in the distance, and smelled it too. A nearby river or stream likely cut through the woods.

      And yet despite the coolness, a thin line of sweat formed on her brow and the back of her neck as she labored.

      The wooden handle turned in her grip, growing slicker. The muscles in her back were already talking to her. Her hands began to ache.

      Lou seemed to pick up the thread where she’d dropped it. “We need Dani to report the body. She’s the one with the media contacts.”

      “If we find a body you can just send Dani the coordinates. These journalists need almost nothing to follow a lead, man. They’re like bloodhounds.”

      Piper was about two feet down when she asked, “Where’d you get the shovels?”

      “I borrow them from a ditch digger in Alabama.”

      Were ditch diggers still a thing? “He knows you’re borrowing his stuff?”

      “No. And I put them back in a slightly different place each time.”

      “Don’t do that!” Piper said, pausing to wipe her face. “Poor guy will think he’s losing his mind.”

      Then she thought glumly, Maybe we’re all losing our minds.

      She was three feet down when she asked, “We do stuff, right?”

      Lou’s face was unreadable in the dark. Part of her cheek and jaw had collected moonlight, but her eyes were invisible.

      “I don’t understand the question,” Lou said.

      “Do we do stuff?”

      “Can I have an example?” Lou inched forward into the moonlight, revealing the rest of her face.

      “Do we hang out, go to the movies—you know, stuff?”

      “We’ve had pizza in New York.”

      “Yes!” Piper said. “Though that was a lunch break in the middle of the Bennigan case.”

      “We went to that party in Italy,” Lou added. “You got drunk.”

      Piper frowned. “It was a mob boss party. We went so Konstantine could get the name of that stalker for you.”

      She stopped shoveling and tried to catch her breath.

      “Have we really not done anything that’s not related to bad guys?” She frowned. “You picked me up from my mom’s house when—no, wait. You came because King sent you.”

      Piper didn’t want to think about that night anyway. Her mom with a needle hanging out of her arm and her abusive boyfriend wielding a shotgun as if that is an appropriate reaction to someone wanting to move out.

      “We watched all seven seasons of that show,” Lou said. “The one with the dragons.”

      Piper pumped a fist. “Yes. Yes, we did.”

      “It wasn’t very good. Though I liked the fight scenes.”

      “You would. But worst ending ever.”

      “We’re still watching the one about the killer who hunts killers.”

      “Dexter. Oh, and there’s Killing Eve! I want to see that one. Wait.” Piper’s excitement vanished. “Is that all we do? Eat and watch television?”

      “We are supposed to leave for the road trip Friday.”

      “Right!” Piper’s enthusiasm returned like a loyal dog. “Road trips are excellent for bonding. There’s music and snacks and talking. Wait, what do you mean, supposed to? Aren’t you still coming?”

      “Yes,” Lou said. “But things come up.”

      “Nothing will come up,” Piper said. “We’re going and we’ll have the time of our lives.”

      She shoved the end of the spade down into the hole again—and cracked something. “I think⁠—”

      “Let me,” Lou called, and hopped down into the hole.

      Using her fingerless-gloved hand, Lou brushed away the disturbed earth until two black sockets gazed up at them.
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      Lou and Piper stood on the street outside Madame Melandra’s Fortune and Fixes with two duffels sitting between their feet. One was stuffed with Piper’s clothes, her wallet, and a neon blue phone charger.

      Piper was hot. The day had barely started and she could already feel the heat thrown over her like a thick blanket. She just hoped that whatever car Dani chose from the rental place had a working air conditioner.

      Staring at her feet, the black bag finally came into focus. Piper frowned. “What’s in your bag?”

      Lou grinned, her eyes safely guarded behind her mirrored shades. Her hands rested in the pockets of her leather jacket.

      How she could wear it in this heat, Piper didn’t know.

      “Probably guns,” Piper guessed. “But hopefully also underwear.”

      Lou snorted. “What makes you think I wear underwear?”

      It was Piper’s turn to giggle.

      A Lexus rolled up to the curb. From the driver’s seat, Dani gave a friendly honk and waved.

      Piper pointed at the trunk and it popped open. She threw the bags in and went to the passenger-side window, motioning for Dani to roll it down.

      “You didn’t have to rent such a posh car. We would’ve been fine with a compact.”

      “It’s mine,” Dani said, and gave a sheepish grin. “My mom wanted a new car, so she gave me her old one. And it’s only got ten thousand miles on it, so I thought we could just break it in.”

      This is the old car? Heat crawled up the back of Piper’s neck. Must be nice.

      “What’s wrong?” Dani asked when Piper opened the door.

      “Nothing,” she lied, sliding into the passenger seat. “This is great.”

      Dani adjusted the seatbelt across her chest. “I’ll drive first. I’ll be good until at least Houston.”

      Piper gestured to the I-10 sign. “We need to stop at a gas station for snacks.”

      “Got it,” Dani said, the good humor still seizing her expression.

      At least someone is having a good time, Piper thought. They hadn’t even started and Lou looked bored as hell, stoic as a statue in the backseat.

      When Piper had first thought of the road trip idea months ago, she’d been excited.

      Lou had gotten shot and almost died, and as she lay in a hospital for days, all Piper could think about was how Lou needed more good things in her life. It was true they watched TV and went out to eat. They’d been in a bar together a few times. But that wasn’t enough.

      The road trip was the shift they needed. With music and hours on the highway with only the summer wind in their hair, they could make real memories. Good, drama-free memories.

      Take that, Henry, she thought. And this way, if the crime-fighting ever ends, Lou will still have a reason to be my friend.

      Because Piper knew nothing lasted forever. King could close the detective agency or decide to retire for real given his age—and then what? What reason would Lou have to stay in touch with her?

      This will be fun, Piper insisted. She wasn’t sure who she was trying to convince. Everyone is going to have a great time, and Lou⁠—

      “Do I just sit back here?” Lou asked, poking her head up between the seats.

      Piper pinched the bridge of her nose.

      “There’s the playlist,” Dani offered.

      “Good idea.” Piper connected her phone to the car’s Bluetooth system and turned on the playlist she’d made.

      “I added a few NIN songs since you said you liked them. And I’ve got a lot of Alanis Morissette, some classic rock, Beyoncé, Ludacris, Paramore, and⁠—”

      The speakers began to thump.

      “What is this?” Lou asked.

      “‘Imma Be,’” Piper said, adjusting the bass on the stereo. “The Black Eyed Peas.”

      Lou’s facial expression was unreadable.

      This will work, Piper told herself. We’ll have fun. We’ll make memories. And no one is going to get shot.

      

      Lou sat in the back of the car, trying to ignore the throbbing ache in her shoulder. She wasn’t sure why her body would ache after just sitting. It wasn’t getting the workout it would in a firefight or even the taxing movement of pulling a gun.

      Dani and Piper sang off-key to “Toxic” by Britney Spears.

      Piper looked back at her hopefully, then pretended to extend the invisible microphone she held in her fist out to Lou.

      “I’m hungry,” Lou said into Piper’s fist.

      Piper undid her seatbelt and leaned into the backseat. “We’ve got Doritos, Pringles, gummy bears⁠—”

      “Doritos.”

      “That’s my girl.” Piper popped open the bag and took a chip for herself. “Mmm, ranch.”

      But eating the chips only temporarily distracted Lou from the pain in her shoulder and the boring backseat.

      As she counted the highway markers and noted the San Antonio 134 miles sign, she wondered how she was going to get through this.

      “For dinner, I’m thinking about Taco Bell,” Piper said.

      “Oh god, no,” Dani said. “Taco Bell goes right through me. Can we do Burger King? They’ve got a veggie burger.”

      “Fine. I like their milkshakes.”

      “Let’s do dinner at seven,” Dani said, glancing at the clock on the dashboard. “We can switch then.”

      “Burger King at seven,” Piper confirmed, tearing open the bag of gummy bears. “I’m going to get the Whopper with cheese. And a Dr Pepper.”

      “Thought you wanted a milkshake?” Dani asked, cracking her window a little more.

      “And a milkshake. What about you?”

      “Probably a Sprite.”

      Piper nodded as if she’d barely heard this. “How do you guys feel about ‘Where Them Girls At’?”

      Lou counted the minutes to seven with growing restlessness. When seven passed with no Burger King in sight, she was agitated. 7:20. 7:42. 7:53. 8:23. Her foot bounced in the well behind Dani’s seat.

      The world darkened and shadows filled the car like rising water. They slithered across her muscles, making her flesh crawl. The gentle pull inside her grew stronger.

      She strained against it, willing herself to stay in her seat, the thin beams of moonlight like ropes to salvations.

      “We could pick something else?” Dani offered, glancing at the clock. “I don’t need a veggie burger. I could go for a⁠—”

      Lou felt the shadows around her soften, deepening. I can’t⁠—

      “I’ll get it.” She exhaled and gave herself over to the darkness. The car, the music, Dani and Piper’s soft conversation all bled away.

      They were replaced with fresh night air and starlight.

      Lou looked up and saw the Burger King sign. It felt good to be on her own two feet. She sucked in a lungful of fresh air. It smelled like garbage, a huge dumpster standing below the lit sign. She didn’t care. It was still heavenly.

      Inside, she ordered the food, getting three sodas and the milkshake into a carry carton. She gripped the sack of food in her other fist.

      She stepped out into the night and wondered if she really needed to go back right away. Maybe she could wander for a bit.

      But then they might stop somewhere else for food.

      A guy on the sidewalk wearing a Burger King shirt lit a cigarette. “Have a good night.”

      “You too,” Lou said, sidestepping into a shadow between the building and dumpster.

      Then she was back in the car.

      “Lou!” Piper cried. “Where did you go?”

      “I told you.” Lou held up the food. “I got dinner.”

      “No,” Piper whined. “We gotta hit the drive-through. We gotta⁠—”

      “Thanks, Louie,” Dani said. “Can I get that Sprite?”

      Lou handed her the soda. “Here’s your veggie burger.”

      “Amazing! And ketchup for the fries! Babe, help me out.” Dani was giving Piper a look Lou didn’t understand.

      Piper rubbed the back of her neck again, accepting the milkshake Lou offered. “Yeah, thanks.”

      They ate in silence, Piper tearing open little packets with her teeth and squeezing sauce out onto the wax paper.

      When the gas light came on, they pulled off the interstate.

      “Let’s just stop here,” Dani said, pointing at the hotel across from the gas station. “We’ve already done twelve hours today. That’s enough. Maybe we’d all do well to get out of the car for the night.”

      “I didn’t even drive,” Piper said.

      Dani handed her the keys. “You can start tomorrow.”

      

      Piper opened the hotel room to find their bags piled against one wall. On the desk was a note scribbled on the hotel’s stationery:

      I’ll be back in a couple of hours. ; ) – L

      Dani came up behind her and put her chin on her shoulder. “What do you think the wink face means?”

      Piper huffed. “She thinks she’s giving us some privacy.”

      “That’s nice of her.”

      “Is it?” Piper asked, throwing the keys down on the desk beside the note.

      “Come on,” Dani said with a grin. “This’ll be our bed. Lou can have that one.”

      The look in Dani’s eye drew a nervous laugh from her. “Are you implying⁠—?”

      “Oh yeah, I’m implying.” Dani came up onto her toes so that she could kiss Piper’s lips.

      But Piper broke the kiss first. “I can’t. I’m sorry. She could just pop in at any time.”

      “She’s got her compass thingy,” Dani said, undoing the button on the top of her shirt. “I think she’ll know when it’s safe to come back.”

      Piper liked the look in her eyes. They were dark and hungry. Her hair was cascading over one shoulder as she looked up at her through thick lashes. That look alone was almost enough to undo Piper.

      “I can’t,” Piper said, and this time it was harder to say. “I don’t want to be thinking about Lou while I’m…”

      She let the insinuation slide.

      Dani sat down on the edge of the bed, kicking off one of her boots. She was noticeably colder.

      Well, now I’ve screwed up, Piper thought. Left and right today.

      “You seemed a little irritable today.”

      Piper looked at the luggage on the floor and then at the note. “Do you think the road trip idea was stupid?”

      Dani frowned, shrugging out of her shirt. The sexy look was gone with the clothes as she rummaged in her bag for a night shirt. “No. Why would it be stupid?”

      Piper sank into the desk chair and covered her face. “I don’t know. I guess I had this big plan in my head that we’d go on this epic adventure and eat snacks, and listen to music and talk, but this whole trip she’s just been sitting in the back of the car, grimacing.”

      “Honey, Lou’s never been a big talker.”

      “I know. But I wanted us to bond, you know? I wanted us to have moments like real friends.”

      Dani unhooked her bra. “What do you mean, real friends?”

      “Right now we’re disaster friends. We hang out when there’s a bad guy to hunt or kill or someone to save or if everyone is being held captive by some psycho. What if that’s the only reason she talks to me? Out of necessity?”

      Dani pulled a Tulane t-shirt over her head and swept her thick hair up into a messy bun. “Listen. You know that Lou is different. A road trip with Lou isn’t going to be like a road trip with me. You’ve got to accept that. Just try to have fun with her the way things are.”

      The way things are.

      But the way things are meant accepting that Lou was distant and unpredictable. Unreadable at the best of times. She could disappear at a moment’s notice, and what then? Where would that leave Piper?

      Disaster friends come and go, Henry had warned.

      No. That can’t happen, she thought. I can’t let that happen.
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      The hotel room fell away. Lou relaxed against the shift of the world, feeling points in space realign. She felt it first low in her chest. In the solar plexus, it came as a tug forward, the compass inside her reaching out for its destination. Then her mind dilated, opening like night-blooming jasmine to the darkness consuming her.

      But there was only silence, soft shadows, and the smell of water.

      When the world reformed around her, she was in a dim bedroom. A man slept beneath a plush green comforter covered in gold fleur-de-lis splattering the fabric. His chest rose and fell softly with his breath as moonlight made the pillows glow. Behind her, the high arched window overlooking the Arno River was open, filling the room with a gentle August breeze. Even though it must be three or four in the morning, Lou could still feel the heat of the day in the air.

      She stepped up to the end of the bed and Konstantine stirred.

      He rolled onto his back, revealing the pistol gripped loosely in his right hand.

      He must’ve had it hidden under his pillow, she thought. He pretended to be asleep until he could grab it.

      She pushed her mirrored sunglasses up on her head and smiled. “Bad dreams?”

      He left the gun on the bed and sat up on his elbows. His eyes raked her body. “You look good to me.”

      She arched a brow. “Smooth.”

      “I thought you were with Piper,” he said, careful to inflate the i in her name.

      “We drove all day.” She sounded exhausted even to herself.

      Konstantine gave her a knowing smile. “Was it difficult for you? Traveling the way we mere mortals do? I bet when the sun went down it was harder.”

      “It’s a waste of time,” she said. “I don’t know why she insists on doing it this way.”

      “It’s an American pastime,” Konstantine said, lying back against the pillows and putting his hands under his head. Lou noted his bare chest, letting her eyes scrape down his torso, with no attempt to hide her thoughts.

      “How’s your shoulder?” he asked.

      “The same.” She wasn’t sure why she’d admitted that. It was the truth, but it sounded dangerously close to whining.

      Louie Thorne did not whine.

      “Do you want to lie down with me?” he asked. “Or do you need to get back?”

      She shrugged out of her leather jacket and reached down to unbuckle her boots. She kicked them off onto the floor as she climbed into the bed.

      Konstantine moved over, lifting the comforter so she could slip inside.

      “I told them I’d be back,” she said.

      “I’ll be sure to keep you awake then,” he replied with a devilish grin.

      When he moved in, placing the length of his body against hers, warmth radiated through her. Without realizing it, she moved in closer. He placed a kiss on her throat. Then another. On the third, she stiffened, her body going rigid with the pain.

      He pulled back, his shadowed face pinched. “Sorry.”

      Her irritation spiked. “My shoulder should be better by now.”

      Konstantine arched an eyebrow. “First of all, shoulders are notoriously difficult to heal. Secondly, you were shot. The doctor said you would need at least six months. By my count you are six weeks short of that.”

      “Five,” she corrected.

      The truth was, it had never taken Lou this long to heal. She’d been shot before, many times. She’d been stabbed, and suffered every other type of injury one could when throwing themselves headlong into battle.

      “I’ve never been so⁠—”

      “Bored?” Konstantine offered with a smile. “It’s good that things are quiet. You’re not as capable as you usually are.”

      Lou dematerialized, allowing the shadows in the darkened room and those layered by his body over hers to provide the gap she needed to bleed through the world.

      She reappeared behind him on her side, her good shoulder bracing her, and put her finger to the back of his head. “Bang.”

      He rolled over and enveloped her outstretched hand with his. “Yes, you’re still fast. And you’re still strong. But there is nothing wrong with rest, amore mio.”

      The truth was, Lou had never been one for rest. When Aunt Lucy was alive, she made frequent comments about Lou’s restlessness, the way she would pace like a lioness in her cage at even the slightest agitation. At times it felt like a current ran through her, a live wire. And if she didn’t do something with all of that energy, that desire, it would tear her apart.

      “You could rupture your shoulder,” Konstantine said. “Then you wouldn’t lose months, you’d lose years.”

      All this talk about her shoulder wasn’t sexy. It rubbed against her mind like steel wool.

      He must’ve seen the look on her face.

      “I don’t mean to lecture you. You know your limits.”

      Her aunt had often accused her of going too far, pushing too hard and not knowing when to quit. That was great when it came to hunting murderers and mafia kingpins. Less so when it came to the care and maintenance of her own body.

      She met his eyes. “I haven’t gone looking for trouble.”

      “No,” he said, and placed a kiss on the tip of her nose. “But trouble will find you sooner or later.”

      She grinned. “You’re one to talk. I seem to remember pulling you out of a burning villa after Nico carved up half your face.”

      “You set the villa on fire.”

      Lou didn’t remember that part.

      “Besides,” he said. His voice dropped an octave and a hungry look overcame his features. It was the wolfish way he was watching her lips, relinquishing them only to trace the line of her throat and collarbone. “The sooner you’re healed, the sooner we can…”

      He bit his lower lip.

      “We tried that,” she reminded him.

      Two months after her brush with death, after the bullet tore a hole in the side of her neck, she’d tried to fuck him. When he’d put his hands on her hips and pulled her forward, the sharp pain shattering that side of her body had rocked her. It was a pain unlike any she’d known before, and few on this planet were more acquainted with pain than she was.

      Yet she’d been unable to move for several minutes, while he’d poured apologies into her ears. Of course, that hadn’t stopped her from trying twice more.

      Now Lou moved to adjust herself on the bed and find a position that didn’t allow her shoulder to roll forward, pulling at the weakened tendons there. She settled for lying on her back, her gaze skyward. This left Konstantine on his side, gazing down into her face.

      “I must admit…” he began. The hunger was still there in his eyes, but Lou saw the attempt to rein it in. “I’m more than a little jealous that they get to travel with you.”

      “I took you to New Orleans,” she said.

      He tilted his head, the ghost of a smile on his lips. “That wasn’t a vacation. We went to kill Dmitri.”

      “There was New York.”

      He tilted his head. “On our way to kill Nico.”

      She supposed none of their travels could be classified as vacations when one accounted for all the shootouts, hunting, and murder.

      “After we get back from San Diego, I’m going to La Loon,” she said. “I’ve been away for too long. I want to check on Jabbers.”

      “Take me with you,” he said, and seeming to hear his earnestness, he looked away.

      “Jabbers might eat you,” Lou said. “I’ve never brought…”

      She searched for the word. What was Konstantine to her? Boyfriend? Lover?

      “Anyone,” she decided on. “The men I bring are for her to eat. It stands to reason she’d see you and think you’re food.”

      “I’ll take my chances,” he said with a grin.

      Lou arched both brows. “That’s because you haven’t seen her.”

      She stopped short of adding, She’s going to scare the shit out of you.

      He considered this for a moment. Then his smile softened. “I trust you.”

      Her heart clenched as if kicked.

      “A trip will take your mind off your shoulder. We can do a proper exploration. I can collect soil and plant samples. We can discover the mystery of La Loon together.”

      He was searching her face, looking for her answer.

      She could admit, if only to herself, that La Loon was a mystery that taunted her. She wanted to know why—of everywhere in the world she could go—she went to La Loon.

      It wasn’t like she hadn’t tried to use her power in other ways. But when she submerged herself in water, it was always La Loon that served as the first stop.

      La Loon, with its nightmare landscape of blood-red waters, two moons, and dense black forests. Why should she always slip to that unfathomable place? That said nothing of the monster that guarded the domain.

      A beast who Lou was half convinced would tear Konstantine open on the spot.

      “I’ll take you,” she said with a wicked smile. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
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