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      Piper Genereux stood in the entryway of the emergency room, heart hammering in her chest, hands fisting her pale hair. She was torn in several directions at once. King and Melandra lay on stretchers as separate teams pushed them away from the ambulance deloading zone, deeper into the hospital.

      Piper watched them go, feeling helpless, frozen in place.

      Please let them be okay. Please. God. Please.

      Piper didn’t know how her prayer could be answered. She’d seen the blood. Seen the way Mel and King had dropped one after the other. The screaming. The slick, clasped hands as they’d done their best to protect themselves from the onslaught that’d kept coming.

      Lou’s piercing cry broke through Piper’s paralyzing fear and spiraling thoughts, forcing her to look away from Mel’s and King’s retreating forms.

      Lou’s bed was traveling down the adjacent hallway. Piper caught sight of her just before the bed cut a corner and was rolled out of sight, pushed by the emergency personnel flanking it.

      “Come on,” Dani said. She grabbed Piper’s hand, now sticky with drying blood, and pulled her forward. Piper’s shaking legs resisted, trembling from adrenaline and overuse.

      “But Mel⁠—”

      “We can’t help them, but we can help Lou,” Dani said. Her eyes were as wide as saucers, the shock showing in her dilated pupils, her breath just as strained and shallow as Piper’s. Blood was drying on her face too. Her collar was soaked red with it. But she was up and moving. Piper was beyond grateful for that. It had almost gone very differently for the both of them.

      Lou screamed her name again.

      “I’m coming!” Piper called out.

      Piper and Dani pushed past the throng of bodies crowding the corridor and made their way to Louie’s side. They caught up with the bed and the emergency crew, realizing as they approached that they must be heading for the elevator at the end of the corridor. There wasn’t really anywhere else for Lou’s bed to go.

      “What’s happening?” Dani demanded. “What’s the plan?”

      The nurse only glanced at them. “Are you family or next of kin because HIPAA⁠—”

      “Yes,” Lou growled.

      “Sorry,” the nurse said. “We just need your permission to share medical information with⁠—”

      “Yes. Tell them—” Lou hissed through grit teeth as another contraction washed over her. “Tell them whatever the hell you need to tell them.”

      “Fourth floor,” the doctor barked, and one of the attendants mashed the elevator buttons.

      The bell dinged and the doors opened. Everyone piled in. Piper and Dani pressed themselves up against the far wall, doing their best to stay out of the way.

      “You still haven’t told us what you’re planning to do,” Dani pressed. “You must have a procedure for a woman in labor who’s been shot.”

      Once the elevator doors closed, the nurse said, “We’re taking her up to surgical. They’re prepping for the C-section and⁠—”

      “No,” Louie said. “I don’t want a C-section. She’s coming.”

      “You’ve lost a lot of blood and the delivery will only—” the emergency room doctor began, but Lou cut him off.

      “No.” Lou pulled her gun.

      Damn she’s fast. Even lookin’ like a mess she’s fast. Piper marveled at how fluid the movement had been. It was terrifying, sure. Even though Lou would never point a gun at her, it was still scary as hell to see that look on her face. That look made Piper believe that Lou wouldn’t hesitate to pull the trigger.

      Everyone stepped back, pressing themselves against the elevator’s walls. Everyone except Dani and Piper, who were too exhausted from the night they’d just survived to view this as a real threat. Still, Piper felt horrible for the medical personnel once she saw the fear in their eyes. It was real terror.

      “Lou, they’re just trying to help Elena,” Piper said. “Take a breath, man.”

      “If they paralyze my legs I can’t go get him.” Lou kept the gun pointed at the closest doctor, but her gaze flicked to Piper. “I need my legs functional.”

      Fuck. Not this again. “Lou⁠—”

      “He’s dying.”

      Piper ran a hand through her hair again. What the hell could she say to talk Lou down from this suicide mission? She looked down at her in the bed, soaked in blood that was at least half her own, and knew the answer.

      Absolutely nothing.

      She tried anyway. “I know you want to save him but⁠—”

      “I can go back⁠—”

      “Lou—”

      “I can. I can go back. It’s her. I know it’s her.” Lou gritted her teeth again as another contraction washed over her. They were definitely closer together. What was that? Two minutes apart? Less than two minutes?

      “Get her out,” Lou moaned. “Get her out and I’m gone.”

      Piper turned to the doctors. “How close is she?”

      “Ma’am, we can’t help you with a gun in our faces.”

      Lou handed her gun to Dani. This gesture was for show, of course. After what Piper had seen tonight, she knew that Lou didn’t need a gun to kill people.

      Immediately, Lou slid into another contraction.

      The nurse at Piper’s arm looked concerned, her eyebrows raised high. “We should check her dilation.”

      “Then check,” Lou ground out. Dani took Lou’s free hand and squeezed it. “You can do this, Louie. This is nothing. What’s pushing out a baby compared to what just happened?”

      An ice pick of pain stabbed Piper behind the eyes.

      Don’t think of that now, she warned herself. After the night they’d just had, she had to save what little strength and will she had left to clean up this shitshow of a mess.

      “We can’t check how dilated she is until we get her clothes off of her.” Then, as if motivated by the scowl twisting Lou’s face, she added, “Sorry.”

      The doctor hit a button on the elevator and the doors opened. “General delivery is on this floor. If we’re not going up to surgery, we have to get off here.”

      They pushed her bed out of the elevator first and into a dark room that lit upon entry.

      “Only one of you can be in here,” the doctor said. “As the support person.”

      Lou hissed as another contraction seized her.

      “One of you step out, please,” the doctor insisted. “It’s regulation.”

      “Pretty sure guns are also against regulation,” Lou said.

      But Dani was already stepping out of the room.

      “Don’t go,” Piper pleaded. “I’m not baby-welcoming material.”

      “I want to get updates on Mel and King. I’ll be right back, I promise. You’ve got this. Don’t let her break anyone’s fingers. Including yours.”

      Dani came up on her toes and gave Piper a rushed kiss.

      Piper let her go because she knew that Dani was as desperate to see if Mel and King would pull through this as she was. But if Lou really intended to pop this baby out and bail, Piper didn’t want to be the sole adult left in charge here. She wasn’t even ready to hold a baby.

      “I’ll be right here.” Dani gave Piper’s hand a reassuring squeeze, then ducked back into the elevator, the doors closing between them.

      Piper turned back in time to see the nurse cut away the last of Lou’s bloody clothes as a second helped get a hospital gown on her naked body.

      “Please lay back and we’ll see how close you are,” the doctor said. Tension had visibly left his body now that the gun was no longer in Lou’s hand.

      “She’s coming,” Lou ground out as her abdomen contracted again.

      “Do we got a ring of fire?” Piper asked. She’d read about the ring of fire. Absolutely terrifying.

      “Yes!” Lou screamed.

      “Oh, well…uh…” Piper wasn’t sure what to do in her role as support person. Lou wasn’t exactly the handholding type under the best of circumstances. She didn’t think it was in her best interests to put her hand in that vise grip.

      “You’re doing great,” Piper said weakly from the side of the bed.

      Lou scowled at her.

      “Really,” Piper said. “We’re alive, aren’t we? For now, anyway.”

      Because there was more than one moment tonight when Piper had been certain that none of them would make it.

      “Not everyone,” Lou said. And of course Piper knew what she meant.

      Konstantine wasn’t here. And while Piper was touched that she was the one to share this moment with Lou, she did so knowing that she wasn’t her first choice.

      But Konstantine’s absence was a problem that Piper couldn’t worry about right now. Their own problems were too pressing.

      “She’s coming,” Lou cried again, pressing her head back on the pillow, her back arching slightly. She grabbed Piper’s hand and squeezed.

      Pain shot up Piper’s arm. “Ow, ow, ow, owwww.”

      Graciously, Lou released her, and Piper couldn’t move her crushed fingers.

      “Actually, she is,” the doctor agreed. “She’s crowning now. Tabitha?”

      “Yes, Dr. Sloan.” A nurse in a face mask rushed to prepare a small table off to one side. Piper didn’t know what any of the instruments that Tabitha was so quickly arranging did, but she suspected that they would be needed for the baby once she was out.

      Piper turned her gaze away at the last second so that she didn’t accidentally glimpse Lou’s vagina as the doctor lifted the blanket to do—whatever the hell it was that doctors did in delivery.

      She loved her best friend, but that wasn’t an image she needed burned into her retinas.

      “Now when I say, we’re going to begin pushing,” the doctor said.

      “Tell me what to do again and I’m going to push you off a bridge,” Lou said through gritted teeth.

      The doctor’s face was losing color. Piper couldn’t blame him. Even she had to find the courage to return to Lou’s side and take one of her shoulders reassuringly.

      “It’s almost done,” she said. “Let’s get through this without killing anyone else, okay?”

      Piper said this not because she believed that Lou actually needed encouragement but to refrain from saying anything stupid herself.

      Does having a literal human explode from your body hurt?

      Are you going to be okay?

      These questions felt like something an amateur would ask. Besides, she already knew the answers. Of course it hurt, and of course Lou was going to pull through. When it came to Louie Thorne, there was little she couldn’t endure.

      At the moment, Lou seemed more pissed off than in pain, and that was actually scarier.

      Then there was still the matter of what Lou had said.

      Was she really going to go back into the fray so close on the heels of giving birth?

      Yes. Probably.

      Piper knew how she felt about losing Konstantine. Once upon a time it would have filled Piper with no small amount of jealousy, Lou’s loyalty to her Italian stallion.

      But it wasn’t about that now. It was the fact that Lou wasn’t at her best. Her body was a wreck, and her power was failing her. That seemed like the worst possible combination for going up against some mafia boss.

      Piper gave Lou’s shoulder another squeeze. “It’s almost over. Just keep breathing and⁠—”

      Relief broke across Lou’s face as she fell back against her pillow. All the tension in the shoulder under Piper’s hand released.

      “Here we are,” the doctor said. “Look at that. It’s a girl.”

      “Is she all right?” Lou worked to catch her breath. “Did she get hurt?”

      No one answered.

      Piper turned toward the nurse to see what was wrong, but her back was to them. Whatever they were doing around the table was all-encompassing.

      “Now the placenta,” someone said. “We need you to give us one more big push and⁠—”

      “Is my daughter okay?” Lou screamed.

      Piper’s stomach twisted in on itself, her head light with fear. Then there was the smell. A musky, animalistic smell of blood and flesh had filled the room, mixing unharmoniously with the scent of antiseptics.

      “Piper—”

      “Hold on.” Piper still couldn’t see what was happening with the baby. “Just give them a minute.”

      Piper knew this could go either way.

      At least two bullets were still lodged in Lou’s body. She didn’t think the belly had taken a direct hit, but she’d read somewhere that the amount of force that a body absorbs when shot could be enough to kill something as fragile as a newborn on impact.

      “Piper—” Lou’s voice cracked, and Piper’s heart with it.

      “Just wait. It could just be—” But Piper didn’t know how to finish that sentence.

      It could just be devastation. A total loss.

      A stillbirth.

      “It’s—” Piper reached for something to say but the words wouldn’t come.

      Then Elena cried. A soft, choked whimper that gave way to a furious roar.

      Lou’s relief was palpable, and Piper rode it like a wave.

      “She’s fine,” Piper said, feeling as if someone had just taken a hand off her throat. “She’s fine.”

      The doctor laid Elena on Lou’s chest. “There was a blockage. It happens sometimes.”

      “She didn’t get hurt?” Piper asked.

      “No,” the nurse reassured her. “Ten fingers, ten toes, and she looks as pretty as a picture to me.”

      Despite her best efforts, Piper began to cry fat, ugly tears.

      Here was this cone-headed, slimy raisin of a creature slick with Lou’s gore, and yet Piper had never been so happy for someone in her life.

      “She’s beautiful,” Lou said, her face the picture of pure bliss.

      “She’s something,” Piper said, unwilling to lie. And they both barked a short spray of laughter.

      “Shut up, she’s perfect.”

      “Yeah, she is,” Piper said. “I’m so glad she made it.”

      And to Piper’s surprise, she caught sight of the tears standing out in Lou’s eyes before they spilt over her lashes and down her cheeks.

      “You did it,” Piper said. She took Lou’s bloody hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “You got her here in one piece. Good job, Mama.”

      Wow, that was weird, and would take some getting used to. But it was true. Lou was a mother. She had brought an actual tiny human into the world.

      Several moments passed, the bliss dissipating like mist while the medical personnel rushed about, taking away bloody sheets and doing something to the machines.

      Then the moment broke. Piper felt it like a bubble bursting.

      “I have to go,” Lou said, the momentary happiness draining from her face.

      “Come on. Don’t do that.” Piper didn’t want this moment to end. “Don’t go.”

      It was a miracle that Lou was holding her daughter at all. And the ordeal might still take King’s and Mel’s lives before the night was over. It might even take Lou’s if she went back.

      Lou placed a kiss on Elena’s head. “I don’t want to go. But I have to.”

      Piper sensed her imminent departure.

      “Please don’t—” Piper said. What could she possibly say to keep Lou here? Lying through her teeth, she went for, “He’s probably fine. He’s got his people and⁠—”

      But it was too late. Lou was putting Elena in her arms and pushing herself up out of the hospital bed. “Oh shit. Hey, wait. Just wait.”

      “Ma’am, we can’t advise that you move just yet. You’re still bleeding and⁠—”

      Their panic mirrored Piper’s own. Two of the nurses tried to grab on to Lou and restrain her, but she threw them off easily. It was no use.

      Even in her state, Lou was the strongest one in the room.

      “I’ll be back, I promise,” she said.

      And it took Piper a minute to realize Lou wasn’t promising her.

      She was promising Elena.

      This was confirmed when Lou added, “I have to go get your father.”

      Piper didn’t want the last moment she spent with her best friend to be with her holding her newborn daughter, begging her not to go get herself killed.

      “Please be careful,” Piper said. The words were a prayer. The words were a plea with the universe, God, whoever was in charge. “Please don’t die on me. I can’t do this.”

      Because there was a baby in her arms. A newborn baby. And she was so tiny, so fragile, and why in God’s name was she in her arms. Piper’s urge to yell at her friend, to demand that she come back and take this baby, Konstantine be damned, nearly overtook her.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can be.”

      More nurses were running down the hallway. Someone must have paged them. If they tried to stop Lou from leaving, this was going to get ugly really quick.

      “You better go before they sedate you,” Piper said. “Hell, before I sedate you.”

      I’m a good friend, she told herself. The best, actually. Look at me being supportive even when she’s scaring the shit out of me.

      Piper didn’t know if Lou had even heard her.

      Lou gave her daughter one last desperate look and then bolted.

      It would have been easier for Lou to duck into the room’s adjacent bathroom and use the darkness collected there, but instead she crossed the hall to its mirroring twin.

      Piper knew why.

      Sure enough, the medical personnel followed, and Piper watched from the doorway as they turned on all the lights and searched the room only to discover that Lou was nowhere to be found. Eventually they decided that she must have gone down the hallway instead, toward the exits.

      Dani still wasn’t back.

      Piper had hoped she could give her the baby, finding it more than a little terrifying to be holding something so precious and also so small.

      Lou’s gift had worked, at least. Maybe she did stand a chance of winning.

      Assuming, that was, that her gift didn’t fail her again.

      There was nothing else for Piper to do but wait. Let the dust settle and then take stock of the damage.

      “That leaves you and me, kid,” Piper said, looking down at the bundled infant in her arms. “It’s all up to me to keep you safe until they come back. No pressure or anything.”

      If they come back.

      God, please let them come back.

      “We’ll be okay. Don’t worry.” Piper tried to keep her tone light, in case babies could actually be affected by stress and fear in a voice. But despite her best efforts, she couldn’t completely ease that feeling of dread that had clung to her since they’d climbed into the back of the ambulance, the five of them racing against the clock to the hospital.

      Elena began to cry.
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      Ten days earlier

      Louie Thorne was convinced that being heavily pregnant during the sweltering month of July was definitely one of the nine circles of hell. But a job was a job. And since Ettore Celesti made the mistake of crashing into their lives and threatening the people she cared about, Lou had made him her job.

      So she had no choice but to ignore the throbbing headache behind her eyes, the aches in her back and the uncomfortable weight of her abdomen always pulling at her and focus on the men below as they made their rounds through the shipping yard.

      Like mice in a maze, they traced the docks and cut paths between shipping containers.

      Even from their hiding place, Lou could see they were tense, the tightness in their shoulders visible in those who passed just below them.

      Not that being ready for us will help you, Lou thought.

      She counted the guns she saw, measuring their capacity. She sized each opponent up as they moved, unaware of her presence.

      She enjoyed this feeling, that slight taste of their fear on her tongue and being close enough to strike whenever she wanted.

      It delighted her even though killing these men wasn’t personal.

      It was their capo, Ettore, that she wanted.

      The men on the docks were chess pieces she’d enjoy wiping clean from the board. And pieces are always sacrificed in every game of chance.

      “How are you feeling, amore mio?” Konstantine asked from beside her.

      He was hidden in the shadows of the container’s roof, his body pressed flat in the groove between two ridges, moonlight sparking in his wet eyes.

      “Fine,” she said. It was what she’d said a lot these days, knowing that if she mentioned the headaches, backaches, or their daughter’s constant restlessness, he would start fretting over her, something she could hardly stand.

      No, she knew better than to complain to Konstantine, who would only insist that she was overdoing it. Beg her to rest. As if rest was something that they could afford in the middle of a war.

      She just wished she could understand why pregnancy was the most physically miserable experience of her life. How could pregnancy possibly be worse than all the punches, kicks, stabbings, and gunshot wounds she’d endured? It was infuriatingly nonsensical.

      Karma, she thought. Lucy would tell me this is some sort of karma.

      Just the thought of her dead aunt was enough to make her throat tighten. A deep sense of melancholy and heartache washed over her.

      Emotions. In excess, they truly were the worst thing about pregnancy. Lou was more excited to be rid of her mood swings than her physical discomfort. All this sentimentality was getting on her nerves.

      “You look warm,” he said. “Your temples are wet.”

      Her tenderness warped into fury instantly as she glared at him. How could he just lie beside her on the roof of this container, that doe-eyed look on his pretty face, and say something like that? Considering the situation, how did he think she was feeling?

      “Do you need—” he began again.

      “I’m fine,” she said.

      Stefano snorted beside them. “Se fossi in te non le farei domande stupide.”

      Konstantine reached over and began massaging the back of her neck.

      Her irritation softened at its edges. His firm grasp made her corded muscles react to his touch.

      “If you two keep distracting me, I’m never bringing you again,” she said after several minutes had passed and Konstantine had withdrawn his hand.

      “What did I do?” Stefano murmured. “You said look for his general, and I’m looking for him.”

      “You do not sense him at all?” Konstantine asked.

      He really was cruising for a bruising, as her father would have said. Lou held her tongue as she cast her compass out across the dark, searching for Ettore and his general, Aldo. Ettore wasn’t here. Lou searched the distance between them.

      The more she softened into the darkness, the more she could hear the swell of voices and laughter. Ettore was somewhere bright. Lou could practically taste the sunshine on her tongue.

      Elena stirred within her, as if in response to the light.

      Lou felt her urge to go to Ettore now, a strong pull in the direction of all that warmth and sunshine.

      Sorry, kiddo, she thought. It’s not safe for us there now.

      More and more these days she was convinced that her daughter reached for the light the way that Lou reached for the darkness. Lou recognized that pull well enough, the instinct and longing that came with it. And yet the flavor of it was different enough that she knew those particular impulses didn’t belong to her.

      She’d spoken about none of this with Konstantine yet. She thought it would be just one more thing for him to worry about, and she’d had more than enough of his overattentiveness.

      “Ettore isn’t here,” she concluded, and turned her compass toward Ettore’s general next. “But Aldo’s close.”

      Her eyes flicked out over the water shining in the moonlight. The waves sparking with silver crests.

      “I think that’s his boat coming in,” she said.

      “Tell me when to give the signal,” Stefano said.

      “Not yet,” Lou said. “Wait until he’s on shore and they’re distracted by his arrival. They’ll be too focused on getting everything right to notice our movements.”

      “Good idea.” Konstantine resumed his massage further down her back. “Have you done this before?”

      Lou scoffed at his teasing. “Maybe once or twice.”

      The truth was that hunting Ettore the last few months reminded her of her early days. When she’d been consumed by her need for revenge and every waking moment had been dedicated to the eradication of the monsters who’d killed her parents. A slave to her drive to find and destroy not just Angelo, the man who’d pulled the trigger that took her father’s life, but the entire Martinelli family, Fernando and all of his sons, one by one.

      So much had changed in the years since.

      What had developed between Lou and Konstantine, of course, had been a surprise. Losing Lucy, but also inducting Piper, King, Dani, and Melandra into her inner circle. How deeply she’d come to care for them. Even Stefano and the understanding that they shared a devotion to Konstantine’s safety.

      All the children in Konstantine’s care.

      In her mind, Lou could flip back and forth between the night she lay on a shipping container just like this one, searching the Baltimore harbor for the first signs of Angelo, and now, in nearly the same position but pregnant, with Konstantine and Stefano at her side.

      Two nearly identical moments in time and yet they might as well have been alternate universes given how much her life had changed. Especially the differences she felt within herself.

      She was stronger and more skilled in her hunts than ever. And yet she was more afraid than she’d ever been hunting the Martinellis. In the past, her fear—if she’d even felt fear—had been eclipsed completely by her need to be free of her pain.

      Now—

      Because I have more to lose, she thought.

      More to gain, a voice countered. Her father’s.

      He might be dead, but he wasn’t wrong.

      It wasn’t only that Lou was scared of something happening to Konstantine or her daughter. She was also afraid that the bright future she was just beginning to imagine for herself—a life filled with more love and light than she could have dreamed possible—would disintegrate before her eyes. That before it could fully materialize, another crime lord like Angelo Martinelli would step in and take everything. Again.

      Just as the Martinellis had.

      It seemed Ettore Celesti was hellbent on becoming that bastard.

      Lou couldn’t let that happen. Not only because she wanted that future for herself, for Konstantine, but because she needed it for their daughter, Elena.

      I can’t fail.

      If Lou didn’t eliminate this threat, then her daughter faced a future where she would grow up the way Lou had. She couldn’t let that happen. Jack Thorne’s inability to defeat the men hunting him and protect his family had left a father-sized hole in her heart.

      Lou couldn’t do that to Elena.

      Konstantine and Stefano wanted revenge for what the Celesti had done to Stefano’s family, dear Nario, and Konstantine’s slain people. But Lou knew where her priorities lay—and what she was prepared to do to secure Elena’s future.

      Konstantine’s hand stilled. “Amore mio. The tension in your⁠—”

      Lou held up her hand. Not because she wanted to cut off Konstantine’s intrusive inquiry but because her inner compass had spun to life.

      “Something’s happening,” she said.

      The movement below intensified. The Celesti rats were running toward the water.

      “He’s here,” Lou said, all of her musings and worries cut short.

      Stefano’s eyebrows rose. “You can see him in this darkness?”

      “No, I can feel him,” she said. “Give the first signal.”

      Stefano pushed himself up onto his elbows and grabbed the flashlight at his side. He pointed it east, away from the water, and flicked the light on and off twice.

      There was a beat of darkness before a mirrored light flashed twice in response, repeating the pattern Stefano had made.

      That would satisfy Konstantine, Lou knew.

      He had been the one to insist that they rely on the force of the Ravengers more than on Lou’s prowess and skills now that she was so close to giving birth.

      She’d relented, walking that fine line between her sense of obligation to their daughter’s safety and her own sanity and freedom.

      “You rally the troops. I’ll go for Aldo,” she said.

      “We agreed that I would kill him,” Konstantine said.

      “It will be quicker and easier if I do it.”

      “But we don’t want it to be too quick,” Konstantine said. “We want Ettore to know that I am the one who killed them. We want information. And I want him furious at me, not you.”

      “What’s that going to change?” Lou arched a brow. “He already wants to kill me.”

      Stefano swore under his breath. “Sposatevi subito se dovete combattere in questo modo.”

      “We need to move,” Lou said. “The two of you lead the others on the ground as we agreed and I will do”—she refrained from saying, rather bitterly, Whatever the hell I want—“what we agreed on before we came.”

      Using her compass to scan the landscape again, Lou felt Aldo at the water’s edge. She could also sense the Ravengers’ rapid approach in response to the signal given.

      Before either Stefano or Konstantine could protest, Lou shifted through the dark, pulling them both with her.

      She could’ve been mean.

      She could’ve made them climb down off the containers on their own. But war wasn’t the right time or place for pettiness—no matter how tempting or cathartic it may be.

      When the world reformed, they were just feet away from the Ravengers, weaving their way through the containers at the edge of the shipping yard.

      The nearest started at her appearance, but no gunfire went off.

      Good.

      Lou had told Stefano to make sure they always knew when she would be joining them like this, lest they panic and squeeze off a shot at her sudden appearance. The last thing they needed was some skittish idiot giving their position away to the enemy.

      “I’ll clear a path,” Lou said.

      Konstantine grabbed hold of her forearm gently before she could shift through the dark again. “Amore mio.”

      “You worry too much,” she said with a smile, and put a kiss on the hard plane of flesh behind his ear. She chose this spot deliberately because she knew how it weakened him.

      “Stai barando,” he said. “A kiss for good luck.”

      And Lou obliged him as Stefano muttered, “Oh Dio, uccidimi.”

      “Don’t be jealous, Stefano. You can kiss him once I’m gone.” Lou gave him a look before she took a step backward and bled through the dark. The sound of Konstantine’s suppressed laughter was cut short by the world dissolving and reforming around her.

      As the world came into focus again, the first thing that caught her eyes was the shimmering water. She allowed herself only a moment to admire the beauty of moonlight sparking off the crests before turning her attention to the boat knocking against the pier.

      She found Aldo immediately among the entourage of men arriving. Even if she hadn’t known what he looked like, she would have recognized him given the five enormous guards flanking him, scanning the perimeter for trouble. Only the guy in charge would surround himself with that much muscle.

      Lou decided to eliminate the guards before Konstantine and the others caught up to her. The guards were most likely the most experienced of the fighters, after all, and the best shots. The quicker Lou removed them from the equation, the safer Konstantine and his people would be.

      Still cloaked in darkness, she gave the scene one more thorough appraisal, lining up her first few moves in her mind. Once ready, she stretched her neck and back for good measure and began.

      The dark obliged her. Yielding to her the way it always had, allowing her to appear and disappear at will, much to her targets’ horror.

      Lou appreciated, especially in her current condition, that she didn’t have to actually lift these men to move them halfway across the world. It was true that she would easily deadlift hundreds of pounds, but had been told very pointedly not to do that now unless she wanted to risk inducing labor.

      The idea had been tempting.

      No, these men would move if Lou simply took hold of them. That was enough for her gift to do the work of shifting them across the world.

      And Lou did so now. Appearing at the sides of the closest bodyguards, snatching three at once with a simple enclosure of her arms, before bleeding through the dark with them.

      Fresh pine and night air materialized around them. A light mist lingered above the lake and the roar of crickets and frogs faltered at their arrival.

      Aldo’s guards looked around, confusion knitting their brows as they took in the sight of the lake, the thick swell of pines, and the stars above.

      Before they could fully process what was happening, Lou pulled a Beretta from her hip holster and put a bullet in each of their skulls.

      It was a cleaner, more merciful kill than they deserved, but Lou needed to rely on her speed tonight. She couldn’t indulge her desire for slow torture if she hoped to clear a path for the Ravengers.

      Lou slipped through the dark again before the gun smoke could fully dissipate in the damp air.

      Again she found herself near the water by the pier, but the scene was far less placid than it had been when she’d left. Now a tightly formed ball of protectors encased Aldo as he made his retreat to the boat rather than the shipping yard where he’d come to oversee business.

      That’s all it took to scare away one of the Celesti’s top dogs? Lou thought, amused.

      They were getting easier to scare.

      Still Lou couldn’t let Aldo escape. If they hoped to destabilize Ettore and his power, then they had to take out the men he relied on most. Aldo was one of those men.

      Lou shifted through the dark again, grabbing hold of two more of Aldo’s entourage. She pulled them through the dark and put bullets in their brains before returning.

      Let the bodies pile up at her lake. She’d have to carry them over to her secret dumping ground later. For now, she had to focus on preventing Aldo’s escape.

      There was an easy solution to that, but Konstantine wouldn’t like it.

      Their original plan was to murder Aldo in front of the Celesti while they watched, driving their fear and panic to new heights.

      That was no longer an option. Aldo was retreating too quickly, the Ravengers still too far away. If Lou didn’t take a shot, they would miss this chance.

      Gunshots went off at the western edge of the shipping yard, giving Lou a clearer sense of the Ravengers’ current position. They were still stuck behind the first line of men.

      Lou drew her own gun and began to fire, abandoning the plan.

      She aimed for Aldo, but a dutiful guard took the bullet to his own throat instead. Annoying but admirable, even as blood spilt over his collar and burbled up past his lips.

      It would not deter Lou in any case.

      Lou kept shooting. Her bullets cleared a path between Aldo and herself. Aldo’s entourage, to their credit, stood firm until she was nearly on top of them.

      Then they split, darting away from her gunfire.

      Loyal, but only to a point, she thought. How unfortunate for you, Aldo.

      Aldo realized he was exposed just a second before Lou seized him by the lapel of his leather jacket. Before he uttered a word, she pressed her gun to his sweaty temple and pulled him through the dark.

      Her lake materialized once more, the stars bright and the scent of pine strong. A cool breeze licked the sweat dampening the side of her neck just behind her ear.

      “Now that I’ve got you alone,” Lou said, riding the high that always came when she acquired the target she was hunting, “we should talk. Aldo, isn’t it?”

      “Per favore, per favore!” He dropped his gun as his knees hit the mud. The weight of him dragged Lou forward, suddenly off balance.

      She almost fell thanks to her enormous belly, and was forced to release her hold on him at the last minute or risk being pulled down.

      Her back twinged, but after a deep breath, she managed to compose herself. Fortunately, Aldo seemed unaware of her momentary weakness. His hands were covering his head as he begged for his life in lilting Italian.

      “Whether you live or die is up to you,” Lou said. And this was partially true. Of course, it would be her call whether or not to put a bullet in his head, but he did have options. If he would just stop whimpering long enough to hear them.

      “Aldo, are you listening?”

      He looked up, hopefully. “Sì?”

      “I need to know what he’s planning,” Lou said.

      His face crumpled as if Lou had asked him to sacrifice his firstborn. “No, Strega. Per favore.”

      “Tell me what he’s planning and I’ll let you live. Don’t tell me and I’ll kill you. It’s that simple. Mi capisci?”

      “Yes, but I can’t help you. He kill me if I tell you.”

      Lou threw up her hands, realizing in that instant that she was affecting one of Piper’s mannerisms without meaning to. It was her Are you kidding me? How dumb can you be? expression that Piper often did automatically when encountering people trampling on her last nerve.

      Lou pointed her gun at him. “Who is here right now? Me or Ettore?”

      “You, sì, you.”

      “Then I’m the one you have to worry about. Tell me the plan.”

      “Strega—”

      “Uno…” Lou began counting. “You know what happens when I get to three, right?”

      “Strega—”

      “Due…”

      “Lasciami parlare con lei,” a voice said.

      Lou froze. The hair on the back of her neck rose.

      The voice hadn’t come from Aldo, who’d devolved into terrified whimpers as she’d counted. It was muffled and mechanical, but it was a clear voice.

      She looked down at the corpses of Celesti’s men and confirmed that none of them were alive enough to speak. And yet⁠—

      “Aldo,” the voice said, “dai, dai.”

      Lou realized what was going on only when Aldo’s hand began reaching for his chest. Lou pressed the muzzle into his forehead.

      He froze. “It’s a phone. A phone. Take it. You take it.”

      Lou kept the muzzle of her gun pressed into Aldo’s forehead even as she reached into his jacket pocket and found the cell phone.

      After claiming it, she took two big steps backward, careful not to trip over the dead body behind her.

      “Strega,” Ettore said. “Are you there?”

      “And who might this be?” Lou asked, even though she knew exactly who it was. She hoped by pretending not to know him it would only piss him off more.

      “Ah, you do speak English. Capisci anche tu l’italiano?”

      “Sì, e parlo anche la lingua dei topi. Use whichever you like.”

      There was a cold derision in his laugh. “I suppose a demon would need to speak multiple languages. Though the Italian doesn’t sound so natural on your tongue. That’s okay. We can use English.”

      “I’ve been called Strega, an angel of death, and now a demon. What makes you think I’m a demon, Ettore? Maybe I’m just your karma.”

      “No.”

      “Shame,” she said. “What did you want to talk about? Your plan, I hope?”

      She couldn’t pretend that she wanted anything else. He’d already heard her threatening to kill Aldo for it. What did she stand to gain by being coy about it now?

      “I want to know why you are helping him. Is it because he is the father of your child? It can’t be. Because my sources tell me that you helped him defeat Nico and Dmitri and⁠—”

      “Maybe he was helping me,” she said. “Did that occur to you?”

      Of course, this was bullshit. Lou had been the one to save Konstantine from Nico, who’d almost killed him not once but twice. Dmitri Petrov had been her mess.

      Ettore seemed to consider her words for a long time. Long enough for Lou’s focus to shift to the night around her. The cold air, the sound of crickets. Aldo’s soft crying.

      Something about it bothered her.

      “Your alliance began before the baby,” he said at last. “Why? Do you love him? For women it is often love. Are you a woman, Strega?”

      Lou arched her brow. Would it serve them to share the fact that Konstantine was, by far, the loving romantic in their relationship? Probably not.

      “You jealous, Ettore? Don’t have a girl of your very own?”

      It was easier to taunt him than share the truth.

      I actually hated him at first. I was going to kill him—just another Martinelli—until I realized who he was.

      She sure as hell wasn’t going to tell him how she used to slip through the darkness into his bedroom when she was still a child, grieving the murder of her parents, and how to this day, she had no idea why her power had brought them together. Why him of all the boys in the world that it could have chosen.

      “Why do you protect him?” Ettore asked again, and Lou heard that edge of desperation in his voice.

      She ignored it. “Is Aldo going to tell me your plan or should I kill him now?”

      “Kill him,” Ettore said.

      Aldo burst into sobs. “No, no!”

      The utter look of betrayal that crossed his face made Lou feel sorry for him. She pulled the trigger anyway, and the crack of her gunshot split open the night.

      Lou pressed a finger to her lips, indicating to Aldo that he better stay quiet if he wanted to live.

      At least for a little longer.

      “I can still hear him crying, Strega,” Ettore said.

      “That’s someone else,” she said, lying. Messing with Ettore was proving to be fun.

      “It was Fernando Martinelli who first reported a creature like you. A demon who moved through shadows. He told the Celesti before me that you killed all of his sons. Then one day we heard that Fernando himself was dead. Killed by La Strega. Is this how you met Konstantine?”

      Yes.

      Lou remembered well her vow to destroy the men who’d killed her parents, and all those hungry years it took for her to keep that promise. How delicious it had been to be the one who’d ripped their souls from their bodies, one by one, watching the light in their eyes go out.

      “What does it matter, Celesti? Fernando is old news. This is about me and you now.”

      “You destroyed the Martinellis but you spared Konstantine. Why?”

      “Maybe I liked him.”

      “But why?”

      “You’re starting to sound like an old boyfriend, Ettore. Why him? Why not me?” Lou affected a pouty, petulant voice that she was sure would annoy the other man.

      That was the point.

      “There is nothing he can give you that I can’t give you. More. And better. Even a child. I can fuck you twice as good as he ever did and give you strong children if that’s what you want. I will prove to be the better man in every way.”

      Ew, gross. Piper’s voice sprang up in Lou’s head.

      And Lou snorted in spite of herself.

      “Does that amuse you? This is my only offer, Strega. You spared Konstantine, now spare me and I will pay you in kind. I won’t kill the child you’re carrying.”

      Lou’s blood iced. The very idea that this asshole could even think of hurting her daughter made her want to bring the world down upon him.

      “Speak of her again, I will skin your dick with rusty pliers.”

      “Her. A daughter then. A daughter like you, perhaps. Is your gift the kind that must be passed on? Is that your desire?”

      As if he could ever fathom what Lou wanted. Men like Ettore only knew power, control, and holding dominion over everything they touched.

      Not one could understand the simple drive to be free.

      At peace.

      Lou’s face was still hot with rage when she said, “I want you to stop selling people. Can you do that? Even if I crawled to you on my hands and knees and promised to serve you instead of him”—Celesti couldn’t see her incredulous eyeroll—“would you stop? If that was my price, would you pay it?”

      There was no world in which Lou would subjugate herself to such a man, but she knew what men like him wanted to hear. And she knew the rumors. The underworld thought that Lou’s hunts, her kills, were in service to some higher aim, a plan crafted by Konstantine himself.

      Silence filled the phone.

      “Are you picturing what that might look like? Me on my knees?” she purred. “Keep dreaming, Celesti. Because I don’t think you’ll stop for anything. It’s good business for you, isn’t it? Selling people. Especially children.”

      “Is that really all it is, Strega? You disagree with my product? The Martinellis sold⁠—”

      “And they’re dead.”

      “So you are the patron saint of whores?” he said, his tone dark.

      “I thought you said I was a demon. Now I’m a saint? Make up your mind.” Lou thought again of the priest that had once called her the angel of death.

      God has use even for one such as you, he’d said.

      “Is that really why you spared him? Because the Ravengers aren’t in the business of—” Ettore’s voice was cut off by another. Lou couldn’t hear the second man very well through the phone, but judging by the tone, someone was giving him news. Ettore grunted a sound of approval. “Whatever you are, whore, demon, I’ll find out soon enough.”

      What does he mean by that?

      Lou’s compass tugged, drawing her attention to something. That’s when her ears caught a faint sound.

      A helicopter. Unseen blades whirred in the dark, somewhere in the distance but quickly approaching.

      “Did you trace this call?” she asked him, doing her best to add amusement to her voice. “Did you think you’d find something interesting by following me out here? This is just a little place I like to come when I want to be alone with someone special. Like your Aldo.”

      Lou had been careful over the years never to leave evidence, even though her lake was far from civilization. But now there were the bodies of the snatched guards lying at the water’s edge.

      She’d have to drag those to La Loon quickly if she wanted to be gone before the helicopter came into view.

      “Why don’t you come and see me, Strega. It’s time we should meet, don’t you think?”

      “Are you alone?” she asked. “If you’re all alone, I’ll come now.”

      “Yes,” he said. “Come to me, Strega.”

      She used her compass to lock on Ettore and found that he was, in fact, surrounded by several others. “Liar.”

      She could sense at least twelve people near him. Then again, twelve wasn’t so many. It was tempting, actually.

      Aldo, emboldened, bolted through the trees away from her. He probably thought if he could just outrun her until the helicopter arrived, he would be saved.

      Idiot.

      Lou had been prepared to cut him a deal for information on Ettore. Even set him up somewhere plush and safe for his trouble.

      She fired a shot into the back of Aldo’s head and he dropped like a rock.

      “Strega?” Ettore asked.

      Lou caught the first glimpse of a searchlight passing through the trees a few miles off.

      She estimated she had five minutes tops to get the bodies into the lake—cell phones too—and through to La Loon before she’d be seen.

      “Looks like our meeting will have to wait,” she told him, already starting toward Aldo’s corpse. “I’m a little busy right now.”

      “Strega, wait. I have a gift for you.”

      “Aldo? Yes, I already have him. Thanks.”

      “No. It’s on the pier. In the shipping containers.”

      Lou’s stomach dropped.

      “Check the containers,” Ettore said, his voice darker than ever. “Now that I know how you feel about my business, I’m sure you’ll love what you find.”
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