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      The killer crossed the street. Louie Thorne watched him weave between the oncoming cars from her patch of shadow beneath the dance club’s awning. A drunk couple, arm in arm, stumbled past her, laughing. A car door slammed shut and rude instructions were barked at the valet. A group of women stood to one side, smoking. Snowflakes drifted from the lavender sky, sparking gold as they fell through the streetlights.

      None of this distracted Lou. Not the people. Not the rowdy energy of the night. Not the cold settling into her exposed hands and turning her knuckles red.

      Her eyes remained fixed on the killer and the prey he’d hooked his arm around.

      She didn’t cross the street to follow him as King or any other detective might have done. Instead, she took a step backward into the shadows, her leather jacket scraping against the concrete wall. The darkness folded around her, embraced her as one embraced an old friend. Another step back and the alleyway changed altogether. The club she’d been standing beside was across the street now. The women smoking stamped their cigarette butts out against the sidewalk and turned to go back inside.

      The killer passed Lou, his silhouette thrown across the alleyway where she hid. He was close enough to touch. So close that she could smell his cologne, a cheap synthetic musk. Overdone, in her opinion. He might as well have bathed in it.

      When he moved through the streetlamp’s halo, she saw the snow collected in his soft brown hair, his bearded jaw.

      She did not take him.

      It was tempting. She wanted to reach out and grab him by the back of his neck and pull him into the alley. Instead, she stilled her hunger.

      But she couldn’t wait forever.

      The killer already had his next victim. A smaller man, walking hip to hip, was tucked into the crook of the killer’s arm. He chatted companionably, unaware of the danger he was in. Lou recognized the prey’s Spanish accent and recalled something the man had said in the bar, not long after Lou had first spotted them in the chaos of flashing lights and a generous thumping bass.

      She’d ordered a drink, her back inches from the killer’s, and listened to his would-be victim talk about Puerto Rico, his home, and how he missed it, no matter how nice NYC’s charms might be.

      Earlier, Lou had watched the killer spot him, cross the room to the shorter man with sparkles on his cheeks, his clothes tight and showing an appealing amount of skin.

      The killer had approached him, offered to buy him a drink.

      He’d smiled at the right moments. Laughed when expected.

      I miss it, but I’ll be home by the end of the month, the prey had said with a pout. He’d placed a hand on the killer’s chest then. Too bad I didn’t meet you earlier.

      That’s when the killer had bent and said something into his ear, had provided an invitation seductive enough to coax his mark away from the safety of the club and out into the snowy night.

      Maybe he’s genuinely interested in sex, Lou considered. Maybe he doesn’t plan to rape and strangle him like the others.

      Maybe the Puerto Rican with sparkles on his cheeks would go home happy, satisfied.

      More importantly, alive.

      The couple hooked a left at the end of the next block, disappearing from Lou’s line of sight.

      She softened into the darkness again, letting the world blur at its edges, making enough room for her to move through it as she pleased.

      When she rematerialized, she found herself in a parked car. She kept low in the seat, unmoving, until she spotted the killer again.

      He stood outside a townhouse, fishing a key from his pocket. He was trying to fit it into the lock.

      The car was cold, thickly shadowed, and quiet. It offered the perfect vantage point. Lou could even see that the killer’s hands trembled.

      “Yeah, it’s pretty chilly out here.” The tourist came up onto his toes. “Let’s get you inside and warm you up.”

      He leaned his weight against the killer’s side. He bit his lip, turning his face up as if for a kiss. But the killer hardly noticed this flirtation. All of his concentration was on the door.

      Are you shaking from the cold or from excitement? Lou wondered.

      She knew where she’d place her bet.

      Lou rested her back against the leather seat of the BMW she’d temporarily commandeered and watched as the killer finally opened the door and ushered his companion inside.

      The door slammed shut behind them. A moment later, the light clicked on in the first-floor window. The glow thrown by the lamp seemed deceptively warm and inviting against the winter blazing outside.

      Lou didn’t make her move. The curtains were open. Anyone from the street could simply look in and see the pair together.

      Surely the killer wouldn’t be so stupid as to murder someone with the curtains open.

      As she sat in the car, her gaze slid back to the curtains every moment or so. Otherwise, she watched the snow fall, soft and slow, and thought of another snowy night, the one that started this hunt.

      She’d been restless then too, as she often was. She’d climbed from her bed with the intention of quelling that unease within her. She’d told her compass, Find me a body. Someone who needs to go home.

      Not that she had planned to drop a corpse on someone’s step. They had a good system for giving families peace now. Lou found the bodies. Dani used her media contacts across the country to break the stories wide open. King and Piper lent the technical and logistical support needed to identify the killers and the victims and get the cases into a court of law.

      Not one of them knew better than King what evidence was needed to convict someone.

      Lou had activated the team five nights ago when she’d stepped from her apartment’s closet into a moonlit forest.

      The pines had been heavy with snow. The air thick with the sort of silence only possible in winter. In the distance, she’d seen the lights of a house and wondered if she was on someone’s property.

      But the pull had been unmistakable. As the moon shone down on her through the bare winter branches, she’d noticed the exposed earth beneath her feet where the snow was thinnest.

      Not that it mattered. Lou would’ve known where to dig no matter what.

      She always did.

      Just like she always knew how to find the killers responsible.

      The first night Lou found the New York killer, he was in a different club in Manhattan, talking to a slender man with thick hair and sharp almond eyes. But he hadn’t managed to get the man to leave with him.

      On the second night, he’d been at the same club but had set his sights on a dark-haired man with large, soulful eyes. This one would have left with the killer if his friends hadn’t stepped in at the last minute and pulled him away.

      Now here Lou was, on the third night, watching the killer successfully lure an innocent man back to his place.

      She looked away from the falling snow to the townhouse’s windows.

      The curtains were closed.

      The twin chords of terror and urgency clanged within her. She slipped reactively through the darkness and into the townhouse.

      Clothes hung all around her. Shirts and pressed pants brushed her face. Shoes in neat rows surrounded her feet. Through the slats in a closet door she saw the bed, the victim face down and seemingly asleep.

      Asleep, she told herself, sounding a great deal more like a command or prayer than a fact. Not dead.

      The killer was behind him. Naked from the waist up, his chest heaving with barely controlled…what?

      Arousal? He did have an erection, which he exposed and stroked eagerly with one hand as he watched the other man.

      The killer’s face pulled into a grimace, the hand working harder.

      Because of the lamp in one corner of the room, there was no way to get closer without revealing herself. She couldn’t appear behind him as she preferred, and slipping under his bed would be useless, if not terrifying.

      She would have to step out and face him directly.

      Lou threw open the door.

      The killer froze, the hand holding his erection faltering.

      She wasn’t sure if it was the sight of her—a woman dressed head to toe in black leather and mirror shades—or the fact that a stranger had just emerged from his bedroom closet.

      Whatever the case, the hunger and excitement that had filled his face the moment before was now gone. Only the rage remained.

      He charged her, throwing his weight against her body as if he thought he could overpower her by sheer force alone.

      This was his mistake.

      Because of Lou’s gift with darkness, her body had a different relationship with gravity.

      If she’d kept her feet firmly planted, he would’ve been knocked back against the bed, probably rousing the sleeping tourist.

      However, she decided to step back at the last moment. Again and again, leading him to believe he was shoving her back into the closet.

      She wondered what he’d thought when she grabbed the door handle and shut him inside with her.

      Perhaps nothing. The snarling man trying to wrap his hands around her throat likely had no thoughts at all.

      Few killers did in the heated moment of an attack. What they felt was their compulsion. Their all-consuming need.

      Being a killer herself, Lou would know that better than anyone.

      His hold on her throat faltered as the darkness shifted and he was pulled through it with her. His grip slackened. His arms reached out as if to steady himself.

      Hadn’t it been King who had said traveling with her like this gave one a drop-kicked feeling? Like a rollercoaster cresting its largest hill?

      But there was nothing for the killer to grab on to but her. His hands latched on to her forearms reflexively, nails digging into the unforgiving leather of her jacket, as the closet fell away and in its place the Alaskan night bloomed.

      And here it was.

      Her favorite place.

      The small, placid lake held a perfect reflection of the moon. Coyotes yipped in the distance. A light fog hung over the water. Tall grasses framed its edge. There was nothing but snow-covered land as far as the eye could see, broken up by the large, looming conifers and Sitka pines.

      The best part was that the sun wouldn’t rise here. At least, not for several weeks.

      As the killer cried out, something startled from the edge of the lake and Lou heard hooves pounding the earth. Caribou? A moose or deer? It was hard to say.

      Her attention remained on the killer, who was trying to right himself. His bare feet slipped across the snow.

      Lou stood where she was, waiting to see what kind of person he’d turn out to be.

      Was he someone who believed what he saw and thought she was a witch or demon? Or would he disbelieve his eyes, taking one look at the Alaskan wilderness stretching around him on all sides, its blistering cold and slow, rumbling wind, and be certain he was in a dream?

      “Did you already kill him?” she asked. “The man you brought home.”

      He righted himself. He’d tucked his dick back into his pants at least.

      “A man?” he asked, his eyes struggling to fix on any one thing.

      He finally met her gaze. The rage was gone. He was in control of himself again.

      “You left the club with a man. Short. Cute. Sparkling cheeks. You took him home, and then what?”

      “Is this a dream?” he asked. He opened and closed his hands in front of him as if he’d never seen them before.

      “Sure. Now tell me, did you give him something or is he dead?”

      “Liquid G,” he said. “I just gave him liquid G.”

      She recognized the name, and knew that it was something often slipped into drinks at clubs. Maybe he’d even drugged the man before they’d left together. It would explain their hasty departure.

      He wasn’t dead then, the tourist. Not yet.

      Lou relaxed.  “How many people have you killed?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “How many?”

      “Why the hell is it so cold? What kind of place is this?”

      “How many?” she asked again.

      “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. Who cares?”

      Who cares? Their families, Lou thought. Their friends. The people who loved them.

      He pinched his eyes shut and wrapped his arms around himself. “I want to wake up. Wake up now, Elliot. Wake up.”

      Elliot. Lou filed the name away.

      She hated when they thought it was all a dream. It wasn’t as fun to play with them when they believed they would just wake up from it all, safe and warm in their beds, not a scratch on their pretty heads. In those cases, they weren’t as scared as they deserved to be.

      She took a step toward him, leaned her hip into his like his victim had.

      “Do you want to tell me what you do to the men you bring home? Don’t you want to tell someone?”

      “Yes,” he said, his voice low and husky. Konstantine’s voice got like that sometimes.

      “Did you always find them in clubs?” she asked.

      “No,” he said, licking his lips. “I found one at a grocery store.”

      “And he, what, came back to the car with you?”

      “We fucked in the backseat,” he said, his shoulders shivering.

      “And?”

      “I forced him to swallow it.”

      Lou needed to be more specific in her questions. She didn’t want a play-by-play of this man’s assaults. She wanted to gather what she could about his murders, anything that might help King and the others build a case.

      “He came back to my place with me after that. Left his groceries in the car and everything. They like when you make them do what you want. Fucking faggots.”

      Lou arched her brow. We have some repression here.

      “Do you always drug them?” she asked.

      “No. Sometimes I choke them and don’t stop.”

      “Then you rape them?”

      The glassy, aroused look in his eyes sharpened. “It’s not rape. They want it.”

      King isn’t going to like this.

      Lou pulled the gun from beneath her leather jacket and pressed the barrel to his chin. She pulled the trigger.

      The killer’s head snapped up as if punched, the body lifting up before collapsing to the shore.

      When the gunshot stopped ringing through the still night, she said, “Oops.”

      The coyotes began yipping again.

      She holstered her gun and bent to grab his pale ankle. It was cold against her palm. It didn’t matter. The lake water was colder.

      Still, she stepped from the frozen shore, and ripples flowed from her chest across the water’s slate-gray surface, disturbing the starlight gathered there.

      Lou marveled, not for the first time, that this lake didn’t freeze over in winter. This was Alaska. It was winter, where endless nights never surrendered to the day. Yet it didn’t freeze over. She saw ice gather at its corners from time to time, but the lake itself remained clear.

      Was that by some natural design? Or was it because of what she’d done to it? By her own particular use, had she changed the waters somehow?

      She wondered.

      She questioned everything now that Konstantine’s tests had come back, telling them just how strange her alien world really was.

      Her world.

      Lou dipped her head beneath the surface of the water, still holding tight to the killer’s ankle, and loosed a breath underwater.

      As the bubbles rose to the surface, the water shifted from midnight gray to red. From icy cold to bathwater, warmer.

      This was her cue to kick until she broke the surface. Blinking the water from her eyes, she cleared it with a swipe of her hands.

      La Loon. She took it in.

      Its monstrous landscape. An irrationally purple sky, twin milky moons. Smoke-yellow mountains in the distance, obscured by a menacing haze.

      She pulled herself out of the blood-red waters, which she had unimaginatively named Blood Lake as a child, and onto its black shore. Unceremoniously, she dumped the killer’s body onto the embankment.

      Then she waited.

      She waited for the death screech, waited for the serpentine beast with skin the color of tar, scaly and six-footed, to burst through the trees and greet her as it always did.

      The beast was always excited for Lou’s arrival but even more thrilled to consume the offerings Lou brought her.

      Lou scanned the black foliage and tall oil-black grasses, looking for movement.

      Nothing stirred. There was no sound.

      No yellow eyes looked back at her. There was no welcoming screech.

      “Hello?” she cried out.

      Her voice echoed across the valley, before ricocheting off the rock face and thinning into a dull whine.

      “I’m back,” she called, feeling more than a little silly considering she’d never had to announce her arrival before.

      Jabbers had always been here. She’d always known when Lou was coming and had been there waiting.

      But this time was different.

      This time the air remained silent. The beast did not come.
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      Takeshita Street was packed. The schools had let out twenty minutes before and that was more than enough time for the street to fill with teenagers in their school uniforms. They clustered in groups outside the dessert crepe stalls and the cheese dog stands. They ate and laughed, and a few, feeling bold enough away from the eyes of their parents, dared to smoke, their collars loose and postures slouched.

      Riku Yamamoto liked the look of children in school uniforms, especially girls, with their bare legs exposed beneath their pleated skirts.

      He looked his fill as he made his way through the crowd. He noted more than bare legs, of course. There were cute keychains fixed to matching backpacks and the lilting singsong of J-pop music floating through the streets. Two girls holding hands stopped in front of a store to admire the action figurines lined in the windows, characters from shows that Riku didn’t know.

      The crowd thinned the longer he walked.

      Toward the end of the street, past the shops and dessert stalls, there were few students.

      Still, Riku found what he wanted in the second-to-last store on the right.

      He stopped, facing it.

      In the window display were lines of sneakers, showcasing the current style and trending taste in footwear. He stood there, in the middle of the road, looking at the sneakers without really seeing them. He pulled out a cigarette, lit it, and waited.

      A Nigerian man, large and intimidating, loomed in the doorway of the shop. He saw Riku, nodded, and Riku returned the gesture.

      This was the sign. If there was a language barrier, it didn’t matter. No words would be needed for this exchange.

      The Nigerian went inside.

      As Riku smoked, girls began to exit the shop, but none approached Riku directly. One cleaned the window. Another began to sweep up the sidewalk, collecting trash from careless tourists and uncaring teens. Two more worked on adjusting a sales display, moving the sneakers from one end to the other and back again.

      Riku watched these girls. As he exhaled thin gray smoke toward the sky, his eyes finally fixed on a girl still inside the store. She was in the large display window, trying to wrestle a new shoe onto a mannequin’s foot.

      Her hair was bleached white and pulled up into twin high ponytails. Sparkles had been added to the corners of her eyes and her makeup done in soft pinks. The baby doll dress also accentuated her childlike features.

      Riku finished his cigarette and nodded at the girl in the window. The Nigerian nodded in return and disappeared into the shop. The girl was still in the window when he bent and grabbed her arm, hauling her up and out of sight.

      He kept holding on to her until they were both outside, stopping just short of where Riku stood. Then he waited, clearly expecting something of Riku. Of course, this wasn’t Riku’s first trip to this second, lesser-known world of Takeshita Street.

      So he slid his hand into the inner pocket of his suit and pulled out an envelope. The broad man opened it, counted the bills with swift, dark fingers. Then nodded. “Okay.”

      Riku wasn’t worried about the price. That money would make its way back into his pockets soon, and there was no need to let these people know who Riku was or what hold he had over their pathetic lives.

      Let them believe he was simply another Japanese businessman hoping to kill a few hours pleasantly.

      The girl was pushed forward.

      She bowed to Riku, her long ponytails grazing her shoulders. Riku put his hand softly on her elbow and led her away.

      Halfway up the street, he released her.

      She didn’t scream. She didn’t run. She continued at his side, one step behind, matching her pace to his.

      He considered offering her his coat. She had to be cold in such little clothing. January in Tokyo could be a brutal affair. He didn’t think it was more than five degrees Celsius today.

      Yet she didn’t complain. Even though her platform shoes were not made for walking.

      That was the wonderful thing about these girls.

      They were obedient.

      After four blocks, his hotel came into view.

      It was a blessed relief, the warm lobby. It offered his iced cheeks a reprieve from the blistering wind. He crossed the elegant red-and-gold carpet to the elevator, nodding to the receptionists he passed. The cleaning personnel. Everyone knew him, or at least, knew who owned the building.

      That was why none of them looked too closely at the girl.

      Riku held the elevator door open for her and waited until she was on the lift before he pushed the button for the penthouse suite. In the small space he could smell her sweat even beneath the generous dose of cheap perfume she’d splashed on.

      It made him dizzy. He didn’t like it.

      The elevator opened on the foyer, the holding space between the elevator and the front door to his apartment.

      Riku noted who was on guard duty tonight.

      Kenchi and Shibu.

      Shibu sat on the sofa, scrolling through his phone with a rapid flick of his thumb. Kenchi stood by the door, his back bent in the image of nonchalance.

      “Good evening, Mr. Yamamoto,” Kenchi called out.

      Riku closed the door behind them without so much as a hello.

      Here, the girl began to show a semblance of autonomy.

      She slipped off her shoes and wandered across the wide expanse of his well-furnished living room in only her white socks. From the back, with her pigtails, baby doll dress, and socked feet, she looked more like a child than ever.

      She was perfect.

      She went to the window and gazed out at the beautiful night forming beyond. The sun had fallen behind the horizon, leaving the winter sky an icy blue folding into gray. Soft white flakes floated on the wind.

      Riku went to the bathroom, turned on the shower, and put a towel on the sink.

      Then he went back to the window. She was still looking out over the bustling streets far below, until he took her elbow and guided her to the shower.

      “Get in,” he said in Japanese. “This towel is for you.”

      She reached for the button on his shirt with uncertain hands.

      He tried Chinese, both Mandarin and Cantonese. No response. Was she Thai, maybe? Malaysian?

      He stopped her and shook his head. When she frowned, her confusion obvious, he nudged her toward the shower stall.

      She nodded and began to remove her clothes. When she saw him watching, she did it slowly, tilting her eyes up to meet his.

      He watched her reveal herself, piece by piece.

      A slender throat. Small high breasts, a flat stomach. Thin arms and legs. A non-existent ass.

      He noted each attribute in turn but felt nothing.

      She stepped into the shower and began to wet her body. She did not close the door. Did she expect him to climb in after her? Or to watch?

      He didn’t. Still standing outside the shower, he wet and soaped his hands in the hot stream, making sure they were clean before he slid them between her legs. He probed each fold as he washed it.

      It was not sexual. He simply wanted to make sure she was clean.

      She’d remained still until he slid his fingers inside her, one hole then the other, giving each a little twist before withdrawing. She sucked in a surprised breath but said nothing.

      Satisfied that she would be clean, he closed the door, allowing her some privacy to do the rest of the work on her own.

      At the sink he washed his hands again, before going to the kitchen to make himself a drink.

      He decided on a Kirin Lager tonight, using the opener from the drawer to remove the bottlecap.

      He took a deep drink, felt the burn at the back of his throat.

      He drank half the bottle before he went to the large armoire in his bedroom and opened it.

      The rack was covered with baby doll dresses and pinafores. Lacy socks and ribbons for the hair.

      Stuffed animals and bows.

      Riku pushed each hanger along the metallic bar, regarding them in turn, before deciding on a pink dress with white kittens on it. The kittens, some sitting, some cleaning their paws or stretching for a nap, seemed indifferent to his inspection.

      He selected two white ribbons to match as well as soft cotton panties with a ruffled trim on the ass. He laid all of this on the bed, then took a seat by the expansive window, the night blooming behind him.

      He drank his beer and looked at the clothes.

      Still he felt nothing. No heat. No building tension.

      Disappointment grew in his chest.

      After the shower turned off and only a slight drip from the faucet could be heard against the ceramic tile, the girl appeared, wrapped in a towel, her hair only partially dried.

      As soon as she saw him sitting in the chair, she dropped the towel.

      He pointed at the clothes, made a series of gestures that suggested she put them on.

      She seemed confused that she was being asked to put clothes on, but she did as she was told, pulling on the underwear first and then the dress. When she began to brush out her hair, he stopped her, pushing her down on the bench in front of the vanity. She kept her eyes lowered as he dried her hair with the blower and restyled it into the pigtails that had first caught his attention, securing each with one of the white ribbons, which he lovingly tied into a bow.

      Then he led her to the bed. She climbed into the sheets without being told.

      Again he surprised her, by not climbing in after her but tucking her in tightly.

      When her brows pinched in confusion, he pressed his fingertips to her eyes, forcing her to close them. She lay still, her body a mimicry of a little girl asleep in his bed.

      It still wasn’t enough.

      He went to the armoire again and selected one of the bears. This one white to match the ribbons. He tucked it into the crook of her arm.

      She snuggled it, almost instinctually, before he motioned for her to close her eyes again.

      Then he waited.

      He drank his beer and watched the girl sleep, or pretend to.

      It’s her, he told himself. It’s not some girl you picked up from Takeshita Street, it’s her. It’s Mai.

      Nothing.

      It’s Mai, he pleaded, trying to will his desire into being. It’s Mai. My sweet little Mai.

      He set the beer down on the table beside his chair and rose, going to the bedside. The girl, to her credit, did not stir, did not move as Riku peeled back the covers, exposing her bare legs.

      She remained perfectly still even after he traced the side of her thigh with his fingertips, moving the dress higher, and higher, exposing the ruffled backside of her panties.

      Perhaps she understood the game after all.

      He peeled back the fabric and slid the underwear down to reveal the curve of her buttocks.

      Here she rolled over, looked up at him questioningly.

      She shouldn’t have done that. She should have remained on her side, perfectly still.

      His anger spiked and he slapped her. Her eyes went wide. The teddy fell to the floor.

      Her hand went to her cheek, but she did not cry out. Did not scream.

      And he hated her for it.

      He grabbed her shoulders, shook her, thrusting her back against the mattress over and over again.

      “Cry!” he demanded.

      The girl did begin to cry, even though he suspected it had little to do with his command and was more the natural result of being slapped and shaken.

      He grabbed her hair, pulling it.

      Now the tears were real.

      “Tell me to stop,” he said. “Say, ‘Brother, please. Stop.’”

      She screamed.

      He grabbed one of her pigtails and dragged her from the bed.

      She twisted in his grip, her fingernails clawing frantically at his wrists. He threw her to the ground and slipped a hand into his pocket. The switchblade was thin but sharp. A press of a button and it extended from its resting position.

      Riku grabbed the girl’s pigtails and twisted her neck sharply to one side. She cried out, but the sound was cut short as he drew the blade across her throat.

      “That’s for leaving me!” he snarled. “How dare you! How dare you!”

      Her hands stopped fighting with his and instead went to her throat. She pressed against the split skin. Gurgling, crying. She tried to pull herself away from him, inching slowly toward the door.

      She’s getting blood all over the dress. My carpet, he thought with disgust.

      It wasn’t Mai.

      It wasn’t his Mai. His beautiful though vicious little sister.

      He kicked her corpse until he’d exhausted himself with the effort.

      Panting, out of breath, he fell back into his chair. He pulled a handkerchief from his suit pocket and cleaned the blood off the blade before closing it and returning it to his pocket.

      Then he drank his beer, refusing to look at the mess he’d made on the floor.

      He kept drinking.

      It wasn’t her.

      Why wasn’t it her?

      He wanted his Mai. No one else would do.

      When the beer was finished and the silence had grown unbearable again, he called out for the bodyguards. He listened to the sounds of the apartment door opening, and shoes hitting the floor by the door. Riku tracked their footfall crossing the living area and into the bedroom.

      When they saw the girl on the floor, they stopped, but said nothing.

      “Get rid of it,” Riku said. “And make sure there isn’t a drop of blood left on my carpet.”

      “Careful, Shibu,” Kenchi said, pushing the second guard back with a hand. “You’ll get the blood on your socks.”

      It was true that Shibu, all muscle, little brain, had been standing too close to the body. And he wasn’t as good at hiding his disappointment as Kenchi was.

      “You can still have her if you want,” Riku said with a snide laugh.

      Shibu looked up, horrified. Kenchi kept his mask in place. Now that Riku thought about it, had he ever seen Kenchi take his leftovers? Shibu, yes. Several times. But Kenchi…

      Riku searched for a memory but found none. Perhaps women were not to his taste. Or certainly not ones soaked in their own blood.

      “Get rid of it,” Riku said again, before rising from his seat and going into the bathroom.

      Kenchi bowed as Riku passed. Shibu did the same.

      The last thing Riku saw before he shut the bathroom door tight was the two of them standing over the dead girl, neither one of them wanting to touch her first.
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      “I understand,” Paolo Konstantine said into the warm phone pressed to his ear. “Si, amico mio. I will do my best.”

      The call ended. Konstantine turned away from his desk and regarded the fireplace, watching the flames dance and swirl, offering their own magic against the cold night pressing in on them from outside. It could be worse. Compared to winters past, this January had been mild in Florence.

      January.

      Lou’s birthday was just weeks away and he hadn’t decided on her gift yet.

      His gaze slid to the phone in his hand, the troubling sound of the man’s tears ringing through his mind.

      And there are more pressing concerns, he thought.

      A rough knock on his office door made him look up.

      It was Stefano, Konstantine’s second-in-command, with his hair damp from the light rain, the shoulders of his Armani suit splattered with its droplets.

      “What is it?” Konstantine asked.

      “It’s almost two in the morning,” Stefano said. His eyes flicked around the room, to its dark corners. He was looking for Lou, Konstantine was sure of that. “When are you going home for the night?”

      “Soon,” Konstantine promised. “I’m almost done here.”

      Stefano gave him a doubtful look, his brow rising.

      “If you say so,” he said, and then closed the door, leaving Konstantine to his thoughts.

      Konstantine bent and placed another log on the dying fire. As he stirred its embers, coaxing it to new heights, his ears popped, the pressure snapping under some weight.

      When he looked up from the fire, brushing wood dust from his hands, there she was.

      Louie Thorne.

      Her hair was wet. Her eyes hidden behind her mirrored shades.

      “Did you get caught in the rain too?” he asked. “Or did you hunt tonight?”

      “Jabbers isn’t there,” she said.

      There was something in her tone that caused him to stop his incessant thinking. In his mind, he’d been working over the problem consuming his thoughts, his dear Somchai in trouble.

      Now something else was wrong.

      “What do you mean?” he asked, pushing his sleeves up to the elbow.

      “I brought the killer to La Loon, and she wasn’t there,” she said. She shrugged off her jacket and hung it on the hook by the fireplace.

      “It isn’t as if she can leave, amore mio,” Konstantine assured her. “Perhaps she was sleeping. Or hunting like you.”

      “Every time I’ve ever crossed in the past, no matter the day, hour, season, she was there. She was always on the shore or near to it when I came.”

      It wasn’t that Konstantine himself was worried for the beast. It was hard to feel concern for a creature that looked like it had been spawned from the bowels of Hell and crafted by Satan’s own hands, but Lou’s concern was clear.

      Considering how rarely she showed concern, it added gravity to the situation.

      “You think something’s wrong with her?” he asked. “Maybe she’s hurt?”

      “I should go look for her.”

      “Or perhaps it was simply the first time you came and she was busy, amore mio.” He reached for her. He wanted her close to him.

      The skin between her brows softened. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe,” he mimicked her. “What did you do with the body? Was it the hunt you just began or another?”

      “It was him. The one from New York.”

      Last night, from the flat of her back in his bed, she’d told him about the murdering rapist in New York City.

      “I left his body on the shore,” she said. “If I’d known she wasn’t coming I’d have left it in the water. There are other things in the lake that can eat the body.”

      He placed his hands on her hips and squeezed them. Moisture welled between his fingers. She was soaked and reeked of the other world.

      “You came straight here,” he said. You must truly be upset.

      “I thought you would be at your apartment,” she said. The last of the tension melted from her shoulders.

      Konstantine’s thoughts turned to his dilemma again. “I got a phone call as I was about to leave.”

      “Bad news?”

      “A friend is missing his daughter.”

      Lou shifted her weight to the other hip, seeming to press it into Konstantine’s palm. “She was kidnapped or she ran away?”

      “It would seem she was kidnapped.”

      “What’s her name?” she asked.

      “Busaba Chen,” he said. “Her father is Somchai. We have known each other a long time.”

      He saw the way she was standing there, lingering because she did not want to put her wet body on his desk.

      “Sit here, by the fire,” he said, offering her his seat. “It will keep you warm until we go home.”

      Home.

      His stomach tightened. He hadn’t meant to say it like that.

      “I have one drawer at your place,” she said with a twitch of her lips. “We aren’t living together yet.”

      Yet.

      He tried to hide how much the idea pleased him.

      She sat on his lap, pinning him against the chair’s leather, the high back.

      He turned his eyes up to look at her. “That’s not what I meant. I wanted you to have the chair.”

      “Are you worried I’ve gotten your clothes dirty?” she asked, her smile amused. “Always so fussy about your clothes.”

      It was true that he liked his clothes pristine, but he enjoyed having her body on his more.

      “Now that you’re dirty, too, I guess we’ll have to take a shower together,” she said.

      Her face was relaxed and voice easy, but Konstantine had not overlooked the tight set of her lips. The tension running along her upper back.

      She is very worried about her beast, he knew. The only thing he could do for her in that respect was distract her.

      “It will be a terrible punishment, to share the shower with you,” he said, playing along. “Should we head back now?”

      “Your fire is too high to leave it,” she said. “And I want to hear about your friend.”

      “Somchai and I met as boys at a computer campo⁠—”

      “Camp.”

      “Yes,” he said. A camp. “Padre Leo knew that I loved computers and encouraged that love. Somchai’s family was poor. His whole village scraped together the money to send him, in hopes he would use his knowledge to get them out of poverty. We struck up a friendship that summer and have stayed in touch, more or less, over the years since. Padre brought him to Florence twice so I could spend time with him.”

      “Did he save his village?” she asked.

      “He did. He has more than enough to take care of himself and his family, and his businesses provide many jobs in his town.”

      “Does he know who you are? What you do?”

      “He knows that my father was a bad man, and that Padre Leo looked after me. He knows that I have connections to crime families across Europe. He does not blame or hate me for it, which I appreciate. He sees it as something I was born into.”

      “If he called you, then he must be having a criminal problem,” she said, her eyes on the fire.

      Konstantine enjoyed watching the flames dance across her cheeks.

      “Somchai believes Busaba was taken by traffickers.”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think he’s right. At least, I hope he is.”

      Lou arched a brow, turning away from the flames. The side of her throat glowed. “You hope she’s a sex slave?”

      Konstantine tilted his head. “Because it means she’s alive. I don’t want to tell my friend that his daughter is dead.”

      “How old is she?”

      “Seventeen.”

      Lou searched his face. “Are you going to ask me? Or are you too proud?”

      He’d wondered when they would arrive at this point. Ever since Lou had discovered that Konstantine would rather sacrifice little Matteo—one of the many street boys in Konstantine’s care—than ask her to help him resolve his conflict with the Albanians, she’d teased him ruthlessly.

      Well, first she’d pressed a blade to his throat and dared him to ever put a child in harm’s way again. Then she’d teased him. For months, she would bring it up at every opportunity.

      Can you ask me to pass you the cream, or is it too much?

      Can you ask me for this pillow, or will it kill you?

      Should I pick up dinner, or maybe you’d rather starve than ask me?

      She had never mentioned Matteo, blessedly. She seemed to understand that he had not forgiven himself for that miscalculation.

      “Ask,” she said. “It will be easier for me to find her than you.”

      “I know.” He sighed. It was still difficult for him to ask anything of her, but he was getting better at it. “Will you please go and get her for me?”

      “Yes,” she said, lifting from his lap. “The shower can wait.”
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      Melandra Durand was dreaming. She’d realized it as soon as the bangles on her wrist did not make a sound. In her waking life, they always made a soft, bell-like ring whenever she moved her hands or arms. The music was a calm reminder to be here now, in this body and time.

      Except that now, no matter how she turned her wrists or lifted her arms, the golden rings remained silent. It wasn’t only her bangles that had helped her achieve this lucidity. It was also the bird and the empty French Quarter street.

      Mel stood in the center of the road without another soul in sight. Shop windows were dark, their doors shut tight. The stoops vacant.

      Everything was too still, too silent. All except for that bird.

      A cardinal.

      Beaming, its chest out to convey its authority.

      A cardinal in New Orleans. Mel wasn’t sure she’d ever seen one in the city. Of course, she hadn’t spent as much time in the parks as she should. She tended to stick to the urban areas, where greenery was more sparse.

      The bird took flight then, pushing itself up and away from the concrete. It flew ahead of her, and when she did not immediately follow, it circled back for her.

      “All right, Mr. Bird,” she called up. “I’m comin’.”

      Mel kept pace with that flash and blur of red despite the strange warping of time and space. They’d begun on Royal Street, just outside of King’s detective agency. Now they were down by the French Market, overlooking the Mississippi River. It was a long walk, completed in seconds.

      With a flap and flourish of its wings, the cardinal dropped down and landed on its little black feet. Its wings snapped closed.

      It wasn’t looking at Mel. It was looking at the girl.

      The girl was alone, overlooking the Mississippi River, her back to Mel.

      No older than Piper, she had strawberry-blond hair. It whipped in the wind rolling off the river. A wind that Mel couldn’t feel, only hear and see.

      The girl pulled her green coat tighter around her body and shifted uneasily in her furry boots.

      The cardinal chirped, sharp and urgent.

      The girl didn’t turn.

      It chirped again, and this time, as if in a dream herself, she turned, her eyes glassy, gaze unfocused with some deep, wretched emotion like grief.

      The girl raised her gaze to meet Mel’s.

      That’s when Mel saw the blood on her chest. From throat to navel, the cream-colored shirt she wore beneath the coat was soaked with it.

      “I’m sorry,” the girl said, tears spilling from the corners of her eyes. “I didn’t mean to.”

      Mel stepped forward, her sole desire to hug this poor child. Tell her it would be all right, that whatever had happened was over.

      Before Mel could reach her, the girl fell, her body tumbling off the riverwalk and into the slate-gray waters of the Mississippi.

      Mel jolted forward to grab her, to pull her out of the icy waves.

      She bolted upright in her dark bedroom, the shadows dull gray and retreating from the early-morning light.

      There was no girl. No platform. No winter river. No brilliant red bird.

      “It really was a dream,” she said to the Belgian Malinois placing its worried head on Mel’s covered legs.

      Mel rubbed the fur between Lady’s gentle brown eyes.

      “Just a dream,” she said again, though her body still thrummed with residual panic.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      Mel’s hand stilled on the dog’s head as she looked to the balcony window.

      There on the wrought-iron railing was a cardinal. Bright red.

      It chirped once. Twice. A sharp, pleading cry.

      Mel raised her hand as if to protect herself from it. The bangles on her wrist tinkled lightly like a forgotten song.

      That’s when Mel knew she was in trouble.

      

      Fed, dressed, hot green tea in her belly, Mel locked the door of her apartment and took the stairs that would lead down to her occult shop, Melandra’s Fortunes and Fixes. Lady was on her heels as the metal stairs rattled and shook.

      The shop looked ready for the day. The shelves well stocked, the glass cases clean.

      Piper was already there, earbuds in her ears as she opened a shipping box and began unpacking new inventory.

      Mel pressed a hand to her shoulder and the girl shrieked. Lady’s ears went flat against her head.

      “Oh man,” Piper moaned, pulling the earbuds out. Her bright eyes pinched shut dramatically before rolling open again. “I just lost two of my nine lives. Why you gotta creep up on me like that?”

      “I just wanted you to know I was here,” Mel said.

      Piper wrapped her arms around the dog’s neck and graciously accepted several wet kisses on her cheeks. “Thanks, but I’m listening to this scary story and you about gave me a heart attack.”

      Mel went around to the register and opened it. The drawer had already been counted out and was ready to go. Mel was going to acknowledge this, thank Piper for getting the shop ready for the day, but she was still going on about the story she’d been listening to.

      “I was rooting around in this box, hoping it wasn’t full of parasite worms, and⁠—”

      “Worms?” Mel wrinkled her nose.

      “This book is about alien worms. Their sole purpose is to invade our planet by possessing us. They get inside you and make you eat until you literally explode. It sounds dumb, but if you’re a germaphobe it’s horrifying. You can’t imagine all the terrible ways these things can get inside you.”

      Piper shuddered.

      “It looks like you’ve already done all the opening chores,” Mel said, unable to keep the frown off her face.

      Piper didn’t miss it. “Was I not supposed to?”

      “No, no,” Mel said, waving her hand away. “You did good. Thank you.”

      Lady came around the register and spun three times before lying down on her cushion, her customary position while in the shop.

      “Then why do you have that look on your face?” Piper stood, still holding the pricing gun in one hand. “Last time you looked like that your ex-husband had gotten out of prison and was extorting you for money. Shit, is he back from the dead? Is his ghost haunting you right now? Do we need to smudge up in here?”

      “No.” Mel shook her head. “There’s no dead husband.”

      Piper abandoned the inventory box and came to the counter. She laid the pricing gun on the glass. “Then what is it? You know I’m just going to pester you until you tell me.”

      Mel searched her earnest face. It was true that if Mel didn’t say something, Piper’s next move would be to recruit King. They’d start checking up on her, looking for clues as to what was going on, as they had when Terry, her bastard of an ex-husband, had come back.

      “I’m having a debt dream,” she said quietly.

      “Oh yeah,” Piper said knowingly. “I have those all the time. Usually someone is coming to repossess my car, and I’m like, ‘No, don’t. I can’t get anywhere without it,’ which is ridiculous because I’ve never owned a car in my life. I get along fine without one. Where this fear is coming from, I’ve no idea.”
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