
  
    [image: Shadows in the Water Omnibus Volume 3]
  


  
    
      Shadows in the Water Omnibus Volume 3

      Books 7-9

    

    
      
        Kory M. Shrum

      

    

  


  
    
      This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places have been used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      No part of this book shall be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission of the publisher. Although every precaution has been taken in preparation of the book, the publisher and the author assume no responsibility for errors or omissions. Neither is any liability assumed for damages resulting from the use of information contained in this book or its misuse.

      

      
        
        All rights reserved.

      

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2023 by Kory M. Shrum

        Cover design by Christian Bentulan

        Editing by Toby Selwyn

      

      

      

      
        
        IBSN: 978-1-949577-62-4

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Shadows in the Water Omnibus Volume III:

      

      
        An Exclusive Offer For You

      

      
        Overkill

      

      
        Copyright

      

      
        Dedication

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Silver Bullet

      

      
        Copyright

      

      
        Dedication

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Hell House

      

      
        Copyright

      

      
        Dedication

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

    

    
      
        Get Your Three Free Stories Today

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Also by Kory M. Shrum

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Shadows in the Water Omnibus Volume III:

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Overkill

        Silver Bullet

        Hell House

      

      

      

      
        
        A Lou Thorne Thriller Collection

      

      

      

      
        
        Kory M. Shrum

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            An Exclusive Offer For You

          

        

      

    

    
      Connecting with readers is the best part of being a writer. I do that by sending 1–2 newsletters a month with subscribers-only ebooks, writing updates, first looks, behind-the-scenes content—and, of course, photos of my very cute dog.

      If that sounds like something you’d enjoy, look for the special offer in the back of this book.

      Thank you for reading!

      

      
        
        Kory M. Shrum

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Overkill

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Book 7

        A Lou Thorne Thriller

      

      

      

      
        
        Kory M. Shrum

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Copyright

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places have been used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      No part of this book shall be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission of the publisher. Although every precaution has been taken in preparation of the book, the publisher and the author assume no responsibility for errors or omissions. Neither is any liability assumed for damages resulting from the use of information contained in this book or its misuse.

      

      
        
        All rights reserved.

      

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2022 by Kory M. Shrum

        Cover design by Christian Bentulan

        Editing by Toby Selwyn

      

      

      

      
        
        ISBN: 9798201997274

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For my fellow horsemen:

        Angela, Katie, and Monica

      

      

      

      
        
        May your pens stay sharp

        and the caffeine strong.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      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.”

      “Not that kind of debt.” Mel lifted her wrist and pretended to fuss over the pens in the cup by the register. The truth was she just wanted to make sure she was awake. That her bangles would ring, as she’d hoped they would.

      They did.

      Mel’s shoulders relaxed. “It was Grandmamie who called them debt dreams. She said they came from God. You dream about someone. Someone who is going to get hurt, or die, and God leaves it up to you to change that fate.”

      Piper whistled. “Shit. That’s a lot of pressure. Does something terrible happen if you screw it up?”

      “No,” Mel said, adjusting the scarf tied across her forehead, following it down where it wrapped around her braids. “No, it wasn’t like you were punished if you failed. It was just a calling, and you were supposed to help if you could. It’s the price of having your gifts. If God gives you a gift, then you pay your debt. That’s what she meant.”

      Piper seemed to consider this, twisting the silver ring on her thumb as she did. “So what are you going to do? Call this person up and tell them to look both ways before crossing the road? Don’t buy that lotto ticket? What?”

      “I can’t call her. I don’t know who she is. I don’t have a name. I don’t even know where she is.”

      “What?” Piper scoffed. “You’re expected to save someone you don’t even know? Geez, that is a hell of a mission. How in the world are you supposed to save a stranger?”

      “I know what she looks like,” Mel said. “I might dream about her again. If I do, maybe I can get her name.”

      Piper rubbed a fist across her forehead. “I think King is friends with the sketch artist at the station. Maybe he will draw you a sketch and we can try to ID her from that. Luke is pretty good. Luke is the artist.”

      “We could give it a try,” Mel said. “I’m not sure how else to move forward. Unless the girl comes into this shop or I spot her in the street, there’s no way for me to know if she’s even real.”

      “And what the heck do you say if you do see her? Oh, wait!” Piper snapped her fingers. “Maybe Lou can locate her using her inner compass thingy.”

      “Maybe.” The idea appealed to Melandra.

      The sense of urgency was still very fresh in her mind.

      But no. She couldn’t do that. The last time Lou had been brought into Melandra’s business, Mel had accidentally shot her. She still hadn’t completely forgiven herself for that.

      Besides, Grandmamie had said a debt dream was meant for the dreamer. Mel was the one who could save the girl. The responsibility lay with her. Somehow she held the key to getting the girl out of harm’s way.

      “Let’s not ask Lou yet. I don’t want to rely on her unless I have to,” Mel said.

      Piper looked ready to protest but then saw something in Mel’s face.

      “Okay,” she said. “Then we’ll start with the sketch.”

      Mel placed her hand over Piper’s and squeezed. The bangles rang against the glass countertop. “Thank you.”

      I’m awake. I have time. I can still save her.

      

      Lou had learned over the years of trying to use her gift that her questions had to be precise.

      If she asked the wrong one, or if there was too much ambiguity, vagueness, or possibility in her question, then the compass could deliver unclear results.

      It was true that Lou didn’t know much about Thailand, but Konstantine had said Chen was a common name, and that was why Lou chose not to use it. Who knew how many Somchai or Busaba Chens there were in the world?

      If she’d asked, Take me to Busaba Chen, she might find any number of girls.

      Instead, she thought, Take me to the girl Konstantine promised to find.

      The compass inside her whirled and clicked before snagging to a stop. The pull rose up to seize her, a current moving her, directing her to her desired point in time and space.

      She moved through the black, becoming one with it, formless and unbound.

      Her next step brought her to a strange, curtained room.

      It took her a moment to understand where she was. A dark digital screen lit up in front of her, activated by her movement. It showed cute Japanese girls holding up peace signs to their eyes and smiling. The booth—the one in the short film—took pictures of the girls in different poses before spitting the images out into the silver receiving slot.

      Only then did she realize she was in a photo booth. The black curtain was drawn closed on her left.

      She pulled it back and stepped out into the day.

      Takeshita Street burned bright with cheerful morning light, but the crowd was thin. The kiosk signs were mostly dark. Workers were dragging out display tables and unlocking doors, but there was not much laughter. No music.

      A young man carrying a box bumped into Lou and stopped, his face pinched in irritation.

      Then he saw her.

      The leather jacket, the mirrored shades.

      His face softened and he dipped his head in apology before stepping around her.

      Lou had seen Takeshita Street at night and knew how lively it could be. This stillness was strange.

      She rolled her wrist to check her GPS watch. She waited for it to acclimate itself to the new time, new place, before spitting out a time with its fluorescent green numbers.

      It was almost ten in the morning in Tokyo. That’s why it looked the way it did. She didn’t think the majority of these stores opened until eleven.

      The compass in Lou pulled her further down the street, toward the shops at the end.

      She moved slowly, hands in her pockets, as if she were simply a tourist waiting for the day to begin. In truth, she was trying to get a good lock on the Chen girl.

      There was a lot of light here. Even in winter, the sun was at its strongest at midday. Lou suspected that there had not been a patch of darkness close to the girl. Not a closet or bathroom.

      That’s why she’d been forced to use the photo booth as her entry point.

      This meant the extraction would be tricky. Taking the girl without causing a fight or being seen might not be possible.

      Lou touched her jacket, making sure her gun was where she’d left it.

      Satisfied, she moved on, pretending to look into the shop windows and shuttered food stalls with mild interest as she passed.

      She appreciated the warmth of her coat, but her damp hair was irritating her. She secured it with an elastic from her wrist.

      Nothing else to do about it now.

      Her mind noted the irritation, suspicious of it. When was the last time something as simple as wet hair had irritated her? Or her toes being soaked and boots soggy? In fact, now that she thought about it, her muscles ached. She felt heavy in her limbs, sluggish.

      Maybe I’m hungry, she thought.

      She tried to remember the last time she’d eaten. She often forgot to eat when she was working. It had been something that had driven her aunt Lucy crazy when she’d been alive.

      As far as Lou was concerned, taking care of herself wasn’t the priority.

      Konstantine couldn’t simply tell her about a girl kidnapped and trafficked then expect her to go have a hot shower, hearty meal, and good night’s sleep.

      Lou understood that she couldn’t be everything to everyone. She couldn’t save every tortured soul in the world.

      Still, every second enslaved must feel like an eternity. Lou refused to add to that nightmare.

      A snag pulled at Lou’s heart and she stopped, her boots scuffing the concrete.

      A girl was sweeping the steps of a clothing store with a battered broom that had seen better days.

      Her long black braid was loose and hung over one shoulder.

      Someone had put makeup on her, but it didn’t sit right. The colors were wrong, and it did nothing to hide the puffiness beneath her eyes, the swollen, dark bags collected there.

      As if she sensed Lou’s eyes on her, she looked up, the broom faltering in her hands.

      It is very cold to be in so little clothing, Lou thought. “Who the hell dressed you?”

      No answer.

      Lou saw the bruise partially hidden by the shoulder strap of the dress.

      The compass tugged again, and that was all Lou needed to know that she had found the right girl.

      “Busaba,” she said.

      The girl’s eyes widened.

      “Come with me.” Lou waved toward herself. The girl’s forehead creased. “Come on. Your father sent me.”

      A white lie, but close enough.

      “Somchai,” Lou said, and pointed at her chest, waving the girl toward her again. “Let’s go.”

      Lou knew that Somchai and Konstantine had spoken in English, though how much his daughter understood of the language was unclear.

      The broom fell from her hands. “Phaw?”

      She rushed into Lou’s arms.

      A curtain in the display window rustled.

      Lou took Busaba’s arm and pulled her down a side street, past the clothing store that Lou had a feeling wasn’t a clothing store at all. A brothel, maybe.

      The alley wasn’t quite dark enough for her to slip. There was too much space between this building and the next. Lou couldn’t stop, her eyes searching each nook and corner for an exit.

      Footsteps pounded the alleyway behind them, echoing off the building’s walls.

      We’re out of time.

      “Run to there,” Lou said. She pointed at the shadowed corner up ahead. “Wait for me by that door.”

      The girl had opened her mouth to speak, but the first assailant arrived, swinging.

      As soon as he saw Lou, he snarled, trying to split her skull with his fists.

      Lou pulled the Browning from the holster beneath her jacket and shot the man in the face. His head knocked back. Once, twice.

      Busaba screeched, surprised.

      Lou pushed her toward their exit. “Run.”

      She didn’t have to be told a third time. Busaba ran.

      Two more men lurched into sight, and Lou pulled the trigger without hesitation.

      One held his gushing throat, blood seeping from between his fingers. The other man’s skullcap was torn off the top of his head. He collapsed first to his knees, then to his stomach, face down.

      With the alleyway quiet again, Lou turned, hoping to find Busaba waiting for her in the pocket of shadow beside the door she’d pointed out.

      Busaba wasn’t there.

      She’d run past their exit. She was still running.

      “Shit.” Lou went after her, her own feet pounding the pavement. Again she was reminded of the cold in her arms and legs that she couldn’t quite shake. The weakness in her limbs. The way her stomach rolled.

      Not now.

      As if to prove her point, a gun went off behind her, and concrete from the building on her right splintered, spraying dust and debris across her shoulders.

      Faced with a T at the end of the alleyway, Busaba went right.

      Lou gained ground on her and caught her just as she reached the edge of the next building.

      Busaba screamed and Lou put a hand over her mouth, pulling her against the wall.

      Lou could only vaguely note their surroundings. Where were they? It wasn’t so much a park as a thin collection of green abutting commercial buildings on all sides.

      There were trees. A bench.

      More importantly, there was enough shadow for them to escape. Lou felt the world thinning at her back as she held Busaba close.

      The girl squirmed, panting, her heart hammering as fast as a caught rabbit’s against the arm Lou used to hold her tight.

      Two men stepped into view, searching for them. Lou took a moment to get a good look at their faces. She wanted to remember them for later.

      She already knew she was coming back.

      The man in front, closest to them, was Japanese. The side of his neck was tattooed with an elaborate design, his long black hair pulled back loosely in a bun at the base of his neck to reveal it.

      The second had a shaved head, a deep gash in his cheek reminding her of Konstantine’s own scar.

      The man with the neck tattoo saw them first. His eyes met Lou’s and he raised his gun, taking aim. Busaba opened her mouth to scream but the sound of it was swallowed by the shadows as Lou pulled them both through the dark.
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      The doorbell chimed, and Piper waltzed into the Crescent City Detective Agency, hoisting a paper bag over her head into the air. “Order up.”

      Then she saw the man in tears at King’s desk.

      King never looked up. He remained focused on the client in front of him. Piper understood the solemn I’m sorry but your partner is a cheating scumbag look well and took that as her cue.

      Piper lowered the sandwich bag and tiptoed into the room. She went to her desk as quietly as she could as to not intrude on the moment.

      “I just don’t understand how she could do this,” the man said. “We’ve been married for sixteen years. We have two children. Twin boys!”

      “I’m so sorry this has happened to you,” King said with true empathy.

      Piper always admired that about him, the way he was comfortable with the emotions of others. You wouldn’t think it, given the fact he was a burly ex-cop type of dude. But somehow he was really good at it.

      King pushed the tissue box across his desk. “You’ve every right to be upset.”

      “How am I going to move past this?” The man took a tissue and dabbed at his red-rimmed eyes. “What am I going to tell the kids?”

      “How old are they?” King asked.

      “Thirteen.”

      “Maybe the reason for your divorce is something you can explain later,” King offered, his face remaining a mask of sympathy. “When they’re old enough to understand.”

      “Divorce,” he said. “Lord help me, I haven’t even thought about divorce and what that will do to the kids. Who will get the house? Where will everyone live? What if she tries to take the children?”

      King reached into his desk and grabbed a card.

      “I know a good divorce attorney if you decide to go that route. She’s very good at what she does. Yvonka Pearl. If you tell her you want to keep the kids, she will fight hard to make that happen. You should give her a call.”

      King slid the card across the desk and the man took it. He looked at it disbelievingly.

      “Divorce,” he murmured. “I don’t want a divorce.”

      “Then maybe you can work it out,” King offered. “Plenty of couples survive infidelity.”

      Piper knew full and well King had not been one of them, that his first marriage had ended because his wife had cheated on him. Of course, they hadn’t had kids. Maybe that had made it easier to walk away.

      “I have to go,” the man said, rising from his seat. “I have to pick the boys up from school.”

      “If you need anything else, we’ll be here,” King said, getting up from his chair.

      The man extended his hand. “Thank you for all you’ve done Mr. King.”

      King shook it. “I’m sorry I couldn’t give you better news.”

      “I got what I asked for,” he said with a forced smile, then was gone.

      It wasn’t until the bell rang again and the man disappeared into the busy French Quarter street that Piper opened the Gino’s bag.

      “My bad,” she said, casting a nervous glance at the closing door. “The sun was on the glass so I couldn’t see what was happening inside. I usually check. For obvious reasons.”

      “He won’t think twice about it,” King assured her. “He’s got other things on his mind.”

      King used the edge of a manila folder to sweep the used tissues off his desk into the trash can.

      Piper dug a fresh cookie out of the bag and took a big bite. “Ugh, cheating is the worst. Have you ever cheated on someone?”

      “Once,” King admitted.

      Piper raised both her brows. “Really? Why?”

      “Revenge. She’d already cheated on me. I’d thought that I’d feel vindicated or that somehow we would be even then. Or maybe that I’d realize it wasn’t such a big deal sleeping with someone else and we could get past it. But it was a big deal. To me anyway.”

      Piper had never cheated on anyone before, but that could be because she’d also never really committed to anyone either. Dani was her first serious relationship.

      King unwrapped his BLT and took a big bite. “Delicious. Hard to beat a good BLT. It’s the perfect blend of salty and sweet.”

      “I’ll make a fresh pot of coffee,” Piper said, trying to ignore the slight panic she felt at thinking of her commitment to Dani.

      “No need.” He wiped mayo from the corner of his lips. “I just did for Mr. Cruz.”

      He pointed at the untouched mug of coffee on his desk.

      Piper poured herself a cup and doctored it with cream and sugar. “If that wraps up the Cruz case, what do we have left?”

      She sank into the chair behind her desk and opened her laptop.

      “We’re down to nine cases, right?”

      “Eight,” King corrected, before taking another bite. He took a drink of his own coffee before elaborating. “I closed one of the robbery cases before Cruz arrived. That leaves us with two suspected infidelities, three thefts, the stalking case, and the two DA assists.”

      “How is the DA lately?” Piper dipped the last of her cookie into her coffee before slipping it into her mouth.

      She wiggled her eyebrows at King.

      He was not amused. “Ms. Miller is just fine.”

      Piper’s grin only deepened. “I bet she is.”

      “Can we maintain professionalism while in this office?”

      “I think it’s lovely that you’ve managed to find love as an old guy,” Piper said. “When I’m old I hope I’m still in love.”

      “It isn’t love,” King said. “We’ve been⁠—”

      “Go on.” Piper was unable to hide her excitement. “Say it. Having sex.”

      King took a breath before answering. “We’ve been spending time together. That’s it. Probably because we are both so old.”

      They weren’t that old. Piper knew Beth Miller was in her sixties, like King. But she’d stop picking on him.

      For now.

      She brushed cookie crumbs from her hands and checked her phone. “We’ve got about three hours before we close up. What do you want me to do?”

      “I need you to call Bennigan back and see if he’s had any luck finding an offshore account for the fraud case. Then you can call the DA’s office and give them these updates.”

      He tossed the yellow legal pad across the office and she caught it, pinning it down to her desk.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to make the call to your not-girlfriend?”

      He looked like he was trying very hard not to roll his eyes at her. “You can do it. You’ll probably only get one of her assistants anyway. Don’t be chatty.”

      She placed a hand over her chest in mock offense. “When am I chatty?”

      King ignored this. “After that, I need you to go through the database again for any known phone numbers and addresses for Hathaway.”

      “That’s one of the thieves, right?”

      “Alleged,” he countered. “Alleged until convicted.”

      “Fine. Is she the alleged thief who took the company computer, or is it the guy who cleared out Bethel’s safe?”

      “The computer.”

      “Got it,” she said, making notes to herself. She read everything back to him for confirmation.

      “One more thing,” he said. “How do you feel about doing the stalker case? Solo.”

      “Are you serious?” Piper sat up straighter. “Really?”

      He was smiling now. “Really.”

      “Like the whole case?”

      “The whole case,” he said, sipping his coffee.

      “Evidence collection, interviews and testimonies⁠—”

      “All of it,” he said.

      She was ready to burst.

      Piper had been begging him for weeks to trust her to do more of the investigative work on her own. He took her to interviews, of course, but he rarely sent her out to collect evidence or do interviews on her own. It was dangerous. People didn’t like it when you snuck up on them.

      King had tried to explain that he was good at diffusing confrontational situations because he’d worked as a DEA agent for decades, and that even if his skills failed him, he could take a punch.

      That was usually the point where he also emphasized that Piper was half his size, and though he knew she could handle herself, it didn’t mean he wanted to put her in danger.

      Now he was talking about letting her take the lead on a case. Her very own case.

      She couldn’t wait to tell Dani.

      “I’d rather you took someone with you,” King was saying. “Lou is best, but I’d settle for Dani.”

      She felt like her face was going to split in half from smiling. “I’ve been practicing the surveillance techniques you showed me.”

      A short laugh escaped him. “On who?”

      “Randos in the Quarter. I’m getting pretty good.”

      “Just remember we need good pictures. Anything that proves he’s hanging around her place, following her. As long as your camera hand is steady and he doesn’t suspect you, you’ll be fine.”

      “Aye, aye!” She was bouncing in her seat.

      “Oh, and don’t forget that unless evidence is obtained lawfully, we can’t use it in court.”

      She saluted him. “I’ll start tonight.”

      “Just make me one promise,” he said, leveling her with one of his serious stares.

      “Anything.”

      “Promise me you’ll be careful and that if you run into trouble, you will tell me.”

      “I will,” she said. “I absolutely a hundred percent will.”

      

      King watched Piper sail through the rest of the day with a pep in her step. He loved that he’d put her in such a great mood. He’d known for a while how much a case of her own would mean to the girl. She’d made her intentions to pursue criminal justice clear. She was taking classes at Delgado with plans to transfer to a bigger school to finish out her degree. More importantly, he could tell her interest in the subject was genuine. She asked him endless questions and was extremely meticulous in her legwork. She’d only been working at the agency for two years, but she’d come a long way in that time. More than that, she often surprised him with her ideas and methods for handling their roadblocks.

      He couldn’t deny it. She was good at this.

      The only problem was the last time he’d been a mentor—to Lou’s father, Jack Thorne—it had ended with his charge being brutally murdered in front of his daughter.

      King didn’t want to make the same mistake twice.

      His good feeling abruptly vanished when Mel walked through the agency door at 4:30, twisting the bangles on her wrist nervously.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked as soon as he saw her.

      Lady was there too, the Belgian Malinois tucked close to Mel’s side, looking up at her. The dog kept flicking her ears back against her head.

      “I need to talk to you about something,” Mel said, still touching her wrists self-consciously. “If you have a minute.”

      “Alone?” King asked. His eyes flicked to Piper.

      Piper paused in her typing, looking up from her computer. “Is it about the dream?”

      Mel nodded.

      Piper closed the laptop. “I’ll finish this upstairs, then I’ll head out to do the surveillance on the stalker.”

      King wasn’t sure why Piper was giving them space to talk about a dream that she already knew about, but he didn’t question her decision. “All right. But remember my cell will be on all night if something comes up. You better call me if you need me.”

      Piper gave him a thumbs up. “You got it, boss.”

      As she gathered up her stuff and cleared her desk, Mel sank into the chair that Cruz had occupied earlier.

      King took the moment to look her over, trying to gain a sense of how she was.

      She looked tired. The circles under her eyes were dark, as if she hadn’t slept well the night before. By the way she kept playing with the bangles on her wrist, he knew she was bothered, but how serious was this?

      The door at the end of the office clicked shut, and Piper’s footsteps echoed on the carpeted stairs as she climbed them to the apartment above the agency she and Dani shared.

      When Mel didn’t say anything, fidgeting with the deep purple scarf wrapped around her head, he asked, “What’s this about a dream? Are you having nightmares about Terry?”

      “No, it’s not Terry,” she said, clasping her hands in her lap. “And it’s not a nightmare, it’s an omen.”

      King arched his brow. Melandra knew that he wasn’t a superstitious man. He liked to believe in an afterlife, if only so that he could hold on to the ideas that he’d see Lucy again someday and that the assholes of the world would get what was coming to them.

      He knew what Mel’s faith was to her. That she was superstitious and that she had a set of occult beliefs, like her faith in that battered deck of tarot cards, a centuries-old family heirloom that her grandmother had passed down to her. She also had her instincts and intuitions, and she’d been right more than a few times. He knew that too.

      But she’d never talked about dreams before.

      “What kind of omen?” he said. “Is someone going to get hurt?”

      “Yes,” she said simply. “If I don’t do something about it.”

      King’s heart kicked. “Is it Piper?”

      “No,” Mel said, and loosed a breath, seeming to share and understand his apprehension. “Nor Dani. We never can tell with Lou, but she wasn’t in this dream and I didn’t get the Death card when I did a spread.”

      “No Death card,” he said, knowing only what Mel had told him about tarot, which wasn’t much. “That’s good news, right?”

      “Maybe.” Here she tried for a smile.

      Lady rested her head on Mel’s lap, and the woman placed a dark hand on the dog’s head and began to pet it gently, absentmindedly.

      “Ma grande,” she cooed.

      Lady’s tail thumped against the floor.

      “Grandmamie put a lot of stock in dreams,” Mel said at last, still stroking Lady’s head. “She said it was either one of two things. God was talkin’ to you, or you were talkin’ to you. And whichever it may be, you’d best pay attention.”

      King didn’t interrupt.

      “I’ve been having a dream about a girl. It’s the same dream for several nights now. I’m down by the market, by the river, and I see her, looking out over the water. She’s young and pretty and just looking out at the waves until she turns around. That’s when I see she’s covered in blood. Just the whole front of her. She’s soaked with it. Then she says she’s sorry. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to. Then she falls off the walkway and into the river. I always try to catch her but I’m never quick enough.”

      Lady whined.

      “Have you ever had dreams like this before?” King asked.

      “No, not like this. I would have reoccurring nightmares about Terry, of course—but I’ve slept like a baby since he’s been dead.”

      Terry, Mel’s abusive ex-husband. Now there was someone King hoped there was a hell for.

      “If I can ask, why are you worried about this dream? What makes it different than the others?”

      “It feels different. Heck, I know it’s different because of how clear it is. Grandmamie said these are what we call debt dreams. They’re from God.”

      “God,” King repeated, and hoped he didn’t sound condescending.

      “Yes. He wants me to save this girl. And I gotta try.”

      King rose and went to the coffee pot to make himself a fresh cup. “Can I make you a coffee?”

      “Sure,” she said. “Black, two sugars.”

      King did as he was told and placed the sky-blue ceramic mug in front of her.

      “Are you telling me because you want me to help you save this girl?” King asked.

      She looked at him over the rim of the mug. “I know you don’t believe what I believe⁠—”

      “We’ve been over this,” he interrupted. “You believe it and that’s enough for me.”

      Her shoulders relaxed a little but not enough.

      “Just look at Lou,” King said. “She does incredible things I’d have never believed, even if Jack had told me himself.”

      Jack hadn’t. King’s protégé had been a loving and protective father until the day he’d died. It hadn’t mattered how close the two of them had been, Jack would’ve never shared his daughter’s secrets.

      “I might not understand what you see or what you do,” he told her, “but I believe in you. You’re my friend. I’ll help if I can.”

      Her shoulders slumped back against the chair. “I don’t know where to start. I don’t have a name or an address. Piper said that we could use a sketch artist to make a picture of her and that from there, maybe you can identify her.”

      King was impressed, feeling more sure than ever that Piper was capable of investigating on her own. “That’s a pretty good idea. You want me to walk you down to see Luke Landry?”

      “Yes, please. That would be nice,” she said, taking another drink of coffee.

      The color was returning to her face. King hoped it wasn’t just the steam from the coffee and that she was actually feeling better about all of this.

      “Once we get the sketch done, what’s next?” she said. “I’d be lying if I said it didn’t feel hopeless.”

      “There’s plenty of databases with public photos to check against. I’ll have Piper help us sort through the possible matches. I’d say stick to New Orleans, but we might have to widen the search. We get a lot of tourists here, and you don’t have any idea of where she’s from, do you?”

      “I feel like I’ve been asked to find a needle in a haystack.”

      King drank his coffee. “If the dreams are from God, you’d have to believe that he’d put her on your path, right? Otherwise, how else will you have the chance to help her?”

      Mel tilted her head to one side. “Sometimes he doesn’t make it so easy.”

      “Landry will be down there until six. Let’s finish our coffees and go.”

      Mel finished first. That left King rushing to catch up.

      He packed up his satchel, checked that his keys were in the pocket of his duster jacket, and stood to leave.

      On the stoop of 777 Royal Street, King locked up the agency a few minutes before their usual five p.m. closing time. The cool January wind rolled down the street and blew Mel’s hair into her face. She pulled her coat tighter around her.

      Lady didn’t mind the cold, her tail thumping happily against King’s leg.

      “After you,” he said, gesturing up Royal Street in the direction of the precinct.

      King hated to see the worry in Mel’s eyes. She hadn’t been like this in a long time. He hoped that whatever this was, it would resolve soon. Mel had an unhealthy habit of blaming herself for things that weren’t her fault. For most of her adult life, she’d thought she’d hit and killed a woman, a lie her ex-husband had perpetuated because it kept his pockets flush and Mel under his thumb.

      But there had been no woman.

      Then she’d accidentally shot Lou and it had taken them months to convince her that it truly was an accident, that anyone could’ve done the same. How was she to know Lou was about to materialize in the path of her bullet?

      Please let us find the girl, King thought. Let her be alive and well.

      If this went sideways, if somehow they found the girl but it was too late, if she got hurt or killed, he didn’t want this to be one more thing that Mel could use like a weapon against herself.
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      When Lou found herself in Konstantine’s office again, he wasn’t alone. Stefano was mid-sentence, gesturing emphatically about something, when Lou stepped from the dark corner into the room with Busaba in her arms.

      Konstantine looked to her immediately.

      Busaba saw him and rushed across the office to him. “Lung!”

      Lou arched a brow as the girl threw her arms around his neck.

      “It means uncle. She knows me as Uncle Konstantine,” he said plainly, stroking her hair.

      The girl was sobbing now, a deep, pitiful release. Konstantine held her, cooing reassurances in her ears.

      “I need a shower,” Lou said, unwilling to endure her wet, cold toes a minute longer.

      Stefano inclined his head to her, a subtle acknowledgment of her before she left.

      Lou returned it, amused. Things had started off hostile between them, Lou and Konstantine’s right-hand man. But he’d seemed to soften to her ever since she’d killed the Albanians threatening Konstantine with war. At least now he didn’t look like he wanted to put a bullet in her every time she walked into a room.

      Stepping from the dark, Lou pushed open the door to her emptied linen closet and found her apartment.

      It was after seven in the evening, the winter night made purple by the glow of artificial light. The cloud cover made seeing the stars impossible, but the river still shone beneath the illuminated arch that stood guard over its waters. The wind caused white waves to form on the gunmetal-gray surface.

      Reluctantly, she gave up the view for a shower. She ran the water as hot as she could stand it and stood beneath its pounding stream until her skin had turned bright red from the assault.

      Her fatigue grew stronger. In addition to that unwelcome heaviness in her limbs, her head was beginning to buzz at the edges.

      I’m just hungry, she told herself. I can’t even remember the last time I stopped to eat.

      Once the water began to turn cold, Lou climbed out and dried herself. She chose thicker clothes than usual. A black t-shirt and one of her father’s faded flannels over thick black cargo pants. Her socks were wool that went all the way up to the knees.

      She checked her fridge and found half of a box of Pad Thai with beef. When had she gotten this? Two days ago? Three?

      She ate it with the wooden chopsticks the restaurant in LA had provided and drank a tall glass of water from the sink.

      Her mind turned to La Loon then. To that empty, silent beach where she’d left the killer’s corpse. Lou hoped that Konstantine was right. That Jabbers had simply been out hunting or sleeping, or otherwise preoccupied. And hadn’t it struck her as strange that the creature had always been there when she’d arrived? No matter the hour or day?

      She will be there when I go back, she assured herself. She will be on the shore as if she hadn’t gone missing at all.

      It was strange to be worrying about such a beast. Given its nightmarish size, its speed, its ferocity, it seemed as invincible as a creature could be.

      Yet she was worried.

      Lou could always just dump the bodies in Blood Lake, and they would be eaten by the strange orca-like creatures that patrolled its depths.

      But there was no replacing Jabbers.

      Who would have thought I’d grow to care so much about her, she marveled as she stepped back into the linen closet. If she’d told her ten-year-old self, Hey, that creature that just took a huge bite out of your shoulder will be like a best friend one day, she’d have never believed it.

      She would’ve run away screaming.

      Lou pressed her back against the bare closet wall and exhaled. Her headache had softened a little at its edges, probably because of the water she drank.

      And the darkness helped too.

      When she stepped into the world again, they were still in Konstantine’s office.

      Lou wasn’t sure what she’d walked in on, but Busaba was on her knees, pleading with her hands clasped in front of her. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she begged Konstantine for—what?

      Whatever it was, Stefano was unimpressed. He rubbed the crease between his brows, his unhappiness as apparent as ever.

      Konstantine’s expression remained unreadable as he looked up from the girl. His eyes held the dancing flame from the last of the firelight.

      Lou couldn’t read his face. Though who he was hiding his emotions from, she couldn’t be sure. The girl or Stefano? Or maybe even her.

      Busaba followed Konstantine’s gaze, and when she saw Lou lingering in the shadows, she lit up and rushed over to her, grabbing her hands.

      “Please,” Busaba pleaded, her brown eyes bright. “Please.”

      Lou looked to Konstantine.

      He said, “She wants you to save the other girls.”

      Lou looked to Stefano. “You don’t?”

      Stefano loosed a controlled breath. “If the prostitution ring belongs to who I believe it belongs to, it will be big trouble for us.”

      “We don’t know it belongs to him,” Konstantine said.

      Stefano gave him a look as if he thought Konstantine the stupidest man in the world. To Lou, he said, “You took this one from Takeshita Street, no?”

      “Yes.”

      Busaba was still holding Lou’s hands and crying. Lou guided her to the fireplace and eased her down into the empty chair beside Konstantine’s. But she wouldn’t let go of Lou’s hand.

      Lou was too tired to fight her for it, so she let the girl hold it.

      “Riku Yamamoto owns most of Tokyo, and our relationship⁠—”

      “We don’t need to discuss this now.” Konstantine gave Stefano a cold look. “Not while we have company.”

      Lou knew he wasn’t shutting Stefano up for her sake. There was little Konstantine did—or any mob boss in this world, for that matter—that Lou didn’t know about or couldn’t uncover with a bit of digging. She could only assume he didn’t want to talk about it in front of Busaba.

      Lou suspected that while Somchai might be a good friend, it didn’t mean Konstantine wanted to share intimate details of his business with him.

      “Please,” Busaba said again, her tears wet on Lou’s hand. “Please help them.”

      She sniffed, and Stefano pulled the purple handkerchief from his front suit pocket and handed it to her.

      What a gentleman, Lou thought.

      The girl’s dark eyes were huge and wet. With her round face and uptilted nose, she still looked like a child.

      A child, Lou thought coldly. She’s a fucking child.

      She was going to murder Riku and all his men regardless of what Konstantine decided.

      “We will help,” Konstantine assured her. When she didn’t seem to understand, he said, “Yes. Yes.”

      Lou’s and Konstantine’s eyes met.

      “Busaba, your father misses you very much. You need to go home now,” Konstantine said. “Amore mio, may I ask you to take Busaba home? You are the quickest.”

      Irritation spiked in her mind. She didn’t want to run any more errands. She wanted to lie down and put a pillow over her face. The slight lift she’d felt from the shower, water, and beef Pad Thai seemed to be losing its power already. She was fading fast.

      “It’s almost three in the morning,” she said, wondering if she sounded short.

      “It will be after eight in the morning there.” Konstantine must’ve seen something in her expression because he hesitated. “Meet me at the apartment after?”

      His apartment.

      “Fine,” she said. Lou melded with the shadows of the office, stepping away from the inviting heat of the fireplace with her hand on Busaba’s arm.

      Busaba let out a little cry of surprise as the tight space formed around them. Lou’s elbows pressed against something, and as she turned, glass rattled. She turned again and found shelves that creaked on all sides. The smell of something sweet and earthy filled the space. Grain? Wheat?

      She found a handle and turned it, pushing against the door.

      The light spilled in and revealed that they were in a pantry. A sack of rice sat on the floor beneath the shelves, elevated on a crate as if to keep it off the tile.

      Busaba stepped into the kitchen, calling out, “Phaw! Phaw!”

      A man yelled in return. There was a thunder of footsteps on the ceiling above Lou’s head and it seemed as if the whole house shook.

      Then there were other voices. A woman screaming, children squealing.

      Busaba took a moment to fuss with her hair, her dress, as if realizing for the first time what she was wearing and what her family would see her in.

      A woman with a wiry body and gray in her dark hair burst into the kitchen first. She threw her arms around Busaba. Sobs erupted from her slender throat. She kept repeating the girl’s name over and over again, cupping her cheeks and squeezing her shoulders.

      The mother, Lou presumed, was still crushing Busaba against her and crying into her hair when the children arrived.

      A boy and a girl hugged her legs, and Busaba tried to touch and hold each one in turn, but she only had so many arms and hands, and the woman clutching her was sobbing as if she’d never let her daughter go.

      None of them took notice of Lou, who stood perfectly still in the doorway of the pantry.

      Lou couldn’t get a good sense of the size or shape of the house from where she stood, but the kitchen was decent, modern. The sunlight coming from the windows was bright and inviting. The street noise was loud, and the rip of a motorcycle blared past the window.

      That’s when Somchai entered the kitchen, his hair and shirt disheveled. His eyes wide and red-rimmed. He grabbed Busaba and looked her over as if to make sure she wasn’t a ghost.

      Somehow satisfied, he crushed her to him and spoke rapidly in the family language. Lou assumed it was some dialect of Thai.

      Then Somchai looked up and saw Lou for the first time.

      He started.

      Lou wasn’t sure why. Her guns were put away. Standing in the doorway of the pantry, Lou didn’t think she looked particularly menacing.

      “Thank you,” he said. “Thank you. Thank you.”

      He kept repeating it like a prayer.

      “Thank Konstantine,” she said, and stepped back into the pantry, her job done.

      Lou closed the door and was gone.

      When the world formed around her again, she was in Konstantine’s dark bedroom. Cold air was seeping through the crack around the window overlooking the Arno River. Conversations and music wafted up from the street below.

      She was cold by the window. And her body ached.

      It was rare that she felt chilled.

      Was she getting sick? Was it spending all that time in soaking-wet socks in January? It couldn’t be. She’d been doing it for years. Why in the world would she get sick now?

      Lou fished an extra pair of socks out of her drawer.

      She’d told Konstantine she’d wanted this drawer. He’d protested because it was smaller than the others in his dresser, but it was what she’d wanted so he’d been forced to acquiesce. Because of its size, she couldn’t keep much in it. She usually only kept one change of clothes at a time. Plus an extra sweater and socks.

      She shrugged out of the leather jacket, folding it over the arm of the wooden chair in the corner where Lou liked to watch Konstantine sit in the mornings and pull on his socks and lace his leather shoes. This was usually before he rolled up the sleeves of his dress shirts, revealing the muscular forearms she loved even more.

      She pulled the sweater down over her father’s flannel and tugged the second pair of thick socks on over the ones she already wore.

      That’s when she heard the door creak open, and Konstantine’s familiar gait scuffing across the stone floor.

      “Amore mio?” he called out.

      She moved through the darkness and was hit first by the smell of him, even before she fully hooked her arms around his waist and buried her face in the crook of his neck.

      “Here,” she breathed along his skin.

      “Your hands are cold,” he said, placing his hands over hers.

      “I’m cold,” she admitted.

      He turned then, concern in his eyes.

      “Your cheeks are flushed. Do you have a fever?”

      How was she to know? She hadn’t taken her temperature. She wasn’t even sure she owned a thermometer.

      She could hear Aunt Lucy scolding her. When was the last time you ate something green? Or slept for eight whole hours?

      Konstantine hung up his coat and stuffed his gloves into the pockets. Then he was pressing his hands to her face again.

      “I think you have a fever.”

      “Make me a cup of coffee,” she said. Because she still hadn’t figured out how his moka worked. His coffee was usually better than what she could get in a café, but she had yet to manifest the patience to fool with the device.

      “I’ll make you a cup, but I want to take your temperature before you drink it,” he said. “Will you let me?”

      Her irritation spiked again. That wasn’t like her, to be so short-tempered. “Fine.”

      She sank down onto his sofa.

      Taking the weight off her bones was a blessed release.

      Konstantine got the moka started before running up the stairs to the bathroom.

      She waited on the sofa, trying to keep her growing irritation in place.

      I’m not sick, she thought. I don’t get sick.

      Konstantine reappeared with a little red bag, a medical cross stamped on its exterior. He rummaged inside it until he found the thermometer. It beeped when he turned it on.

      “Open up,” he said.

      She lifted her tongue. While it rested between her pressed lips, she watched the numbers creep up. Thirty-seven. Thirty-seven point two. Thirty-seven point four. Thirty-seven point six.

      How was she supposed to know if she had a fever when the numbers were in metric?

      It beeped, and Konstantine pulled it from her mouth and frowned at it.

      “It’s thirty-eight degrees,” he told her. “You have a fever, amore mio.”

      The moka called for attention and Konstantine rose. He washed the thermometer in the sink before making her a cup of coffee.

      “It’s decaffeinated,” he confessed, placing the warm mug in her extended hand. “Will you go to sleep after you drink it?”

      When she didn’t immediately answer, he added, “Please.”

      She wasn’t ready to admit how delicious the idea of sleep was to her aching body.

      Worse, she didn’t want to ask that he come with her. That she liked the idea of curling up into the warmth of his back and sleeping like that, with him beside her.

      “Do you need anything else?” He frowned down at her from where he stood with his hands on his hips. “Can you eat?”

      “I ate a little after my shower. I’m just—I’m tired.”

      His frown deepened when she pulled back. “Come to bed. You can bring the coffee.”

      The shadows at her back softened, and she was through them and into Konstantine’s bed before his first footfall rang on the steps.

      She rested her head against his headboard and sipped the coffee, enjoying the way it warmed her chest. Once in his bedroom, Konstantine began to strip down for his own shower. He always showered before getting into bed. It didn’t matter if it was after three in the morning, as it was tonight—he would still wash the day from his body first.

      Lou admired the look of him. She sipped her coffee and let her eyes lazily trace the tattoos covering his arm from shoulder to elbow.

      It reminded her suddenly of the Japanese man who’d almost shot her. He’d had a tattoo on his neck.

      “I should go back to my apartment,” she said.

      His hands froze on the belt buckle. “Why?”

      “If I’m sick, I shouldn’t be in your bed, breathing on you and your pillows. You’ll get sick too.”

      “Most viruses have an incubation period,” he said. “You’ve been in my bed every night this week. If you were going to give me a virus, you would’ve done so already.”

      Lou wasn’t sure his medical assessment was a sound one, but she was too tired to argue.

      Konstantine disappeared into the bathroom and reappeared with two white pills in his hand.

      “For the fever,” he told her.

      She wondered if he took off his shirt first just in hopes of getting her to take the pills. Did he really think her that easy?

      “Amore mio,” he pleaded. “Take them.”

      Octavia, the British Blue, chose that moment to jump onto the foot of the bed and make her presence known.

      She’d been hiding somewhere. She did that when Lou came. But Konstantine’s voice, low and soothing, had clearly been too much for her to resist.

      “Ciao, bella,” he said, and scratched Octavia behind her ears. The cat pushed her head into the palm of his offered hand.

      Konstantine still held the pills in the other. Lou took them, washing them down with the coffee quickly so they wouldn’t melt.

      He bent and placed a kiss on her lips. His were cool on hers.

      “Thank you,” he said, and kissed her again.

      Only then did he disappear into the bathroom.

      Lou finished her coffee and placed the mug on the side table. She snuggled under the covers and listened to Konstantine sing some song in Italian while the cat stretched herself long at the foot of the bed, waiting for him to return. Lou didn’t mind the cat.

      It wasn’t her face she tapped in the morning asking for food and attention.

      Lou had almost dropped off to sleep when she felt the bed shift and Konstantine slide in beside her. She tightened reflexively, coming half out of the dream she’d been having. Something about Jabbers and the oil-black shores of La Loon.

      “It’s only me,” Konstantine said, and pressed a hand to her forehead.

      Her dream was fading out of focus no matter how hard she tried to hold on to it. There was something important, receding into the black.

      “I’m sorry if I woke you when I took the call,” he said.

      Lou hadn’t heard any call. She told him so.

      “Somchai wanted to thank me. He wants you to know how grateful he is that Busaba is home safe.”

      “How badly was she hurt?” Lou said. It had been hard to tell at the time if the girl had been beaten or raped.

      Konstantine’s face tightened. “It’s unclear. She won’t tell them what happened except the details about how she was taken to Japan. She’s given very little information for someone who has been gone for over a week.”

      “If she’s leaving things out, we can assume⁠—”

      “I know,” he said.

      “I’m going to kill them.”

      Konstantine smoothed the hair away from her face. “You don’t need to worry about that now. You need to rest.”

      “What about the other girls?” she said.

      “You can’t help anyone unless you get better. Rest.”

      With a flash of clarity, Lou remembered her dream.

      She’d been standing on the shore of La Loon, looking up at those twin moons in the yellow sky, when she’d heard a cry behind her. It had been so desperate, so mournful, that she’d turned away from the sky to see what pitiful creature had made it.

      It was Jabbers.

      She’d been torn apart by something. Her serpentine body had been ripped open at the abdomen, her insides spilling out of her.

      Who could do such a thing to you? Lou thought. What could do such a thing?

      “Something is wrong in La Loon,” she said. “Something is wrong with Jabbers.”

      “It’s the fever, amore mio.” He pressed a cool hand to her forehead. “It gives everyone bad dreams.”

      “No,” she said. “I can feel it. Something’s happened.”

      He considered this.

      She rolled her eyes up to meet him. The room was soft at the edges. There was something wrong with the light, or maybe her eyes.

      “You said I’m full of the microbes from the water there.” She licked her lips. “That they’re the reason I always heal so quickly.”

      “Sì,” he said.

      “Then why am I sick?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I don’t get sick,” she said.

      In the ten years since she’d started hauling bodies to La Loon, Lou couldn’t remember the last time she’d been sick.

      “We could take a sample of your blood and see if something has changed,” he said. “After you’ve slept.”

      She wondered if he was only saying something to calm her, anything to get her to close her eyes and go to sleep.

      The throbbing in her temples intensified. She squeezed her eyes tight against it.

      “Tomorrow,” she said.

      Her sleep was not restful. Her skin felt alive, itching, crawling with unease.

      The nightmares continued.

      All night long, Lou wandered the red shores of Blood Lake, looking for Jabbers, trying to follow the sound of the beast’s screams.
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      King sat in the plastic chair across from Luke Landry’s desk, while Mel did her best to describe the girl she’d seen in her dream.

      King hoped it didn’t look like he hated being here, or that he was annoyed to be helping Mel with this case, if he could call it a case.

      The truth was, he blamed the chair.

      It was little more than shapely swirls of plastic, meant for a much smaller person. Someone bigger than five feet tall and a hundred and forty pounds was in for a world of pain. The edges that were meant to slightly envelop the body for comfort dug into his back and ribs.

      The bottom of the chair rose up a little, like the rising swoosh of the letter J, but instead of cradling his weight, it pressed mercilessly into the back of his thighs.

      No matter what he did, he couldn’t quite find a bearable position, and that meant he couldn’t be still. Yet if he stood up, it might make Mel feel like he was in a hurry or signal that the interview should end.

      “The hair was strawberry blond,” Melandra said. “Mostly blond, but it had this orange shade to it, if you know what I mean.”

      Once Mel’s eyes cut to him for the sixteenth time, King gave up.

      “I’m sorry,” he confessed finally. “It’s the chair.”

      “We’re almost done,” Landry said, barely glancing up from the pad in his hands.

      For minutes, the only sounds filling the room were the squeak of King’s chair and the scratch of Landry’s pencil across the pad. Finally, he turned the sketch toward Melandra for approval.

      “Very close,” she told him. “Her chin is just a little pointier here at the end, and her eyes are darker. A very dark brown.”

      Though the sketch was black and white, King understood what she meant. Landry had only shaded the irises lightly, perhaps only to give the pupils distinction.

      King stood, stretching. The small room was too warm.

      “What about this?” Landry asked.

      Mel straightened. “Why, you’re very good at this, Mr. Landry. It looks just like her.”

      “And here my parents said my art degree would amount to nothing.” Landry gave them both a friendly grin.

      He looked pleased with himself as he tore the page from his sketchbook, slipped it into a sheath of protective plastic, and handed it over to Mel.

      Mel accepted it.

      King extended his hand across the desk toward Landry. “Thank you for your time. It’s appreciated.”

      “It’s no problem, Robbie. I owed you anyway.”

      It was true that King had agreed to tail Celine, Landry’s oldest daughter, home from school for nearly a week last year. She’d been coming home later than usual, hanging out with new kids that her parents hadn’t recognized, and had refused to give a clear answer on what she was doing in those missing hours of time.

      Landry and his wife were blessedly relieved when King told them that it wasn’t drugs or a secret boyfriend. It was rock ’n’ roll. Celine was spending her hours after school in a friend’s garage, learning how to drum.

      “Better their house than mine,” Landry had said.

      “How much do we owe you?” King asked.

      Landry shook his head and held up his palm. “I’m still on company time. I’m paid.”

      King touched the imaginary bill of his imaginary cap in a salute, and they slipped out of the overheated office into the frosty day.

      On the steps of the police precinct he asked, “Are you happy with it?”

      Because Mel wasn’t above saying thank you for things she didn’t like.

      “He did a fine job,” she said. “It looks just like her. I only wish it had a bit of color.”

      “We won’t need it. There are programs that will pull the face and look for matches even without the color. It has to because sometimes photocopies or black-and-white footage is all we can get of a person.”

      “I’ll leave that part to you then.” Mel handed him the sketch. “How long does it usually take?”

      “If she’s been reported missing or has a record, no time at all. If she’s been a good girl and nothing comes up, longer. Is that going to be all right with you?”

      Mel exhaled a puff of breath. It fogged white in the air around them as she pulled her coat tighter, tucking her chin into the fur lining at its neck. They descended the steps together.

      “I don’t have much choice,” she said. “Without a name or address, my only clue is the riverwalk, down by the French Market. I’m already walking past there twice a day with Lady, just on the off chance I see her there. I haven’t.”

      King threw an arm over her shoulder and squeezed. “We’ll find her. Don’t worry.”

      That was the exact moment, with Mel in his arms, that King looked up and saw Beth Miller, the DA, coming up the street.

      King slowly slid his arm off of Mel’s shoulder, controlling the moment to make it look purposeful and calm.

      If he’d torn it off, he’d have looked guiltier.

      You don’t have to feel guilty, he reminded himself. You’re comforting a friend.

      Maybe Beth doesn’t even care. You’re having sex. You’re not married to each other.

      “Good evening, Robbie,” Beth said with a smile. It seemed natural enough. She ran a hand down the front of her black suede coat. “Miss Melandra.”

      “Good evening to you too, Ms. Miller,” Mel said.

      Mel had taken one step away from King as if maybe she was thinking the same thing King was, how cozy they must’ve looked with his arm around her outside the police station.

      Beth motioned at the precinct. “Everything all right? I saw you two come outta there.”

      Then her eyes went to the sketch in King’s hand.

      “You lookin’ for somebody?”

      King wet his lips. “A friend of Mel’s.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear it,” Beth said, her face a mask of concern. “She’s a pretty little thing. I hope you find her safe and sound.”

      “You and me both,” Melandra said, burrowing her chin deeper into her coat.

      “Yes, it’s cold out here, isn’t it?” Beth tugged at her gloves and adjusted the hat on her head. “We ought to get out of it while we can. You still coming over tonight, Robbie?”

      Dinner. He’d almost forgotten.

      The look in her eyes told him she realized it as soon as he did.

      “Wouldn’t miss it. I might just be a few minutes later than we’d agreed. I still need to go back to my apartment. Is that all right?”

      She smiled up at him over the rim of her black glasses. “It’s just fine by me. You have a good night, Ms. Durand.”

      “You too.”

      Beth disappeared into the police precinct as King and Mel started down Royal Street in the direction of home.

      “I hope you’ve told her we’re just friends,” Melandra said, slipping her hands into her pocket.

      “I have.”

      Mel glanced over her shoulder at the station, the furrow between her brow deepening. “It may bear repeating.”

      

      Piper had just submitted the final draft of her CRJU 160 paper when Dani walked through the door of their apartment. She’d heard Dani open the agency, the familiar bell above the door calling out, before the clack clack clack of her boot heels echoed across the polished wood. Then she was up the stairs and pushing open the door to their loft apartment above.

      “Hey, baby,” Piper called out from the sofa as the door clicked shut.

      “Hey,” she said, breathless from the stairs. “What were you thinking for dinner?”

      Her thick dark hair was down and windswept from her walk home and her cheeks were red from the cool winter wind. She smelled like the outside as she bent and placed a cool kiss on Piper’s lips.

      As soon as she tried to pull back, Piper pulled her into another one.

      “Dinner,” Dani whispered. “I am starving.”

      “There’s a sushi place across the street from Samantha’s apartment.”

      Dani’s forehead furrowed. “Who’s Samantha?”

      “The victim of the stalking case King gave me today,” Piper said, closing her laptop.

      Dani’s brows went up. “He gave you a case?”

      Piper was unable to hide her excitement. “The whole enchilada. I get to do all of it all by myself. Even the DA paperwork.”

      She wrapped Dani in her arms as soon as the girl had her coat off. She wore Piper’s favorite top. A tight white turtleneck that accentuated her curves.

      “I don’t know who gets excited about paperwork, but if you’re happy, I’m happy, baby.” Dani’s concern was clear, but so was her attempt to hide it away as to not dampen Piper’s thrill of being in charge of her very own case for the first time.

      “He wants me to take you or Lou with me,” Piper added, knowing this would relax her. “So we could go to the sushi place across from her apartment together. If we can get a seat by the window, I can watch the building while we eat.”

      “I wouldn’t mind some udon. I love a hot noodle soup on a cold day,” Dani said, returning Piper’s squeeze. “But tell me now who’s paying because I’m not having another fight with you like what happened at that chicken wing place. I’m still embarrassed for that hostess.”

      It was true that a slight disagreement as to who was responsible for their meal led to a physical chase around the restaurant, with Piper holding Dani’s card above her head like a battle flag.

      If Piper was being honest, it was not her proudest moment.

      “That’s the best part. King’s paying.” Piper ran her fingers through Dani’s hair. “He covers all food expenses while working, and I’ll be working. Are you mad that it will be a working dinner?”

      Dani tilted her head. “No, because I’m also technically on call. I haven’t heard back from two of my contacts about the embezzlement piece I’m writing. I really need those testimonies before the story goes to print Friday.”

      “I will forgive your workaholism if you forgive mine,” Piper said, releasing her. “Besides, I like it when we work together.”

      Dani smiled down at her. “Me too. It’s sweet when I look up and you’re there. We feel like a team.”

      “We are a team,” Piper said.

      Something in Dani’s eyes softened. “Let me wash up for dinner, then we’ll go.”

      Piper grabbed her again. “Kiss me again and then you can wash up.”

      Dani kissed her for real now. Not the sweet peck of a welcome home kiss, but a deep, lingering embrace. It warmed Piper to her toes and made her insides twist in on themselves.

      When she finally pulled back, Dani’s eyes were glassy with desire. “What time did you want to leave?”

      She was biting her lip now. Piper knew what that meant.

      “You said you were starving. And that you wanted a shower.”

      “I have competing needs,” Dani admitted.

      “We don’t have time.” Piper laughed.

      “If we’re quick⁠—”

      “We’re never quick. You’ll want to reciprocate and brush your hair, and if you can’t you’ll be pissed.”

      “I don’t get pissed if I can’t reciprocate.” A snort escaped Dani as she came up onto her toes to kiss Piper again. “And I definitely don’t get mad if I can’t brush my hair.”

      “Oh yes you do.” Piper placed her hands on Dani’s waist as she began backing them toward the bedroom. Fortunately, Piper knew this route well enough to make it with her eyes closed.

      “Just you then,” Dani said into Piper’s mouth, the voice low enough to be a purr. “And I’ll bring a hairbrush.”

      

      It was closer to 6:45 when they arrived at the sushi place in Fillmore. At this hour there were a lot of students still walking around, hats pulled down over their heads and coats held close as if this were actually cold weather. Piper had spent enough time slipping around the world with Lou to know that what touched New Orleans wasn’t frigid by any measure, and she was happy about that. She wasn’t made for colder climes.

      Dani took another drink of green tea from one of the little cups that came with the pot they’d ordered upon arriving. Behind the steaming cup she wore a contented grin.

      “I told you I wouldn’t get mad,” Dani said haughtily.

      “Way to prove me wrong, babe.” Piper smiled. “To be clear, I intend to finish what we started when we get home.”

      Dani’s cheeks flushed. “I look forward to it.”

      Dani’s phone went off and her face lit up. “This is my contact.”

      “Go on then.”

      Dani snatched her coat off the back of the chair and stepped out of the restaurant as she answered the phone.

      “Daniella Allendale speaking.” The glass door swung shut behind her.

      Piper twisted the silver ring on her thumb and watched Dani pace beneath a live oak tree.

      Her attention slid away when a light clicked on in the apartment building beyond Dani’s head.

      Piper counted the windows and realized the light was coming from Samantha’s apartment.

      The girl was home an hour earlier than her schedule said she’d be.

      Piper searched the area, looking for any sign of the stalker, for anyone with a hat pulled down or a collar flipped up to hide their face. Dark sunglasses.

      There was no one watching the building except for Piper.

      Five minutes later, she spotted Samantha talking to someone by the door to the apartment building. The light in her window upstairs was still on.

      “Here’s your order of spring rolls,” the waitress said, placing the fried rolls on the table with a smile.

      “Thank you,” Piper said, before her gaze slid to Samantha again.

      The girl still wore her work uniform beneath her puffy black coat and the bedazzled messenger bag slung over one shoulder.

      “Is she leaving again?” Piper muttered.

      The light’s still on. Maybe I should let her know I’ll be hanging around outside her apartment tonight, in case she needs anything.

      Abandoning her tea and spring rolls, Piper rose from the table and went outside just as Dani was ending her phone call.

      Dani slipped the phone into her coat pocket. “What is it?”

      “I’m going to let Samantha know we’re here. Can you go back to the table so the waitress doesn’t think we ditched?”

      “Sure.” Dani gave her arm a squeeze before going back inside.

      Samantha had turned away from her friend, heading toward the double doors as Piper began jogging toward her.

      “Samantha, hey!”

      The girl’s hand hesitated on the handle, her face pinched in a frown. The lines relaxed when she recognized Piper.

      “Hey.” She released the door. “You’re that assistant from the detective agency.”

      “Piper.” She extended her hand. “You’re home early.”

      I shouldn’t have said that, she thought. It sounds creepy.

      Please. She knows you know her schedule. You’re supposed to be looking out for her.

      Yeah, but I didn’t have to make it weird.

      Piper shoved these voices down. “I just wanted to let you know that we’ll be watching your place tonight, until midnight or so, if you need anything. I might interview some of your neighbors while I’m here too, if that’s okay.”

      Samantha twisted the straps of her messenger bag. “Have you seen him?”

      “No, but we’ve only been here for about twenty minutes. I saw when you turned your light on though.”

      Her brow furrowed. “When I turned my light on?”

      Piper took a few steps and lifted her hand to point at Samantha’s window. She faltered. The window was dark again.

      “I guess you turned it off when you came back down.”

      “I haven’t been up to my apartment yet.”

      Piper’s heart kicked. “You haven’t been up? Wait. That’s your window, right?”

      She pointed at the one where she’d seen light earlier.

      “Yeah, but I just got here. I stopped to talk to Jaime, but I haven’t been up.”

      “I’m guessing you don’t have a timer or automatic lights set up or something, do you?” Piper was already pulling her phone out of her pocket and calling 911. “No friends with a key or a maid or⁠—”

      “No, nothing like that.” Samantha’s hand fell away from the handle as if it might catch fire.

      Piper turned toward the restaurant and saw that Dani was watching her through the big window.

      Piper held up her finger as if to say, One minute.

      “911, what’s your emergency?”

      “Hi, yes. Someone broke into my friend’s apartment and we think they’re still inside.”

      She gave them Samantha’s address.

      Piper would sort out the not-really-a-friend details later. The important thing was that someone professional went through Samantha’s apartment as soon as possible. Piper couldn’t just send her up there if stalker guy was hiding under the bed or behind the shower curtain.

      “We’re sending a unit now,” the operator said.

      “You can wait inside where it’s warm, if you want,” Piper suggested, pointing at the table where Dani sat watching them. The restaurant looked so inviting compared to the cold, dark night.

      Samantha agreed to wait in the restaurant, but she refused to eat.

      Almost fifteen minutes had passed before a black-and-white rolled to a stop outside of Samantha’s building and two officers got out. A man and a woman in NOPD uniforms looked the building over.

      Piper didn’t recognize either of them, so she was hesitant to introduce herself and her relationship to Samantha. In the end she caved. Then she waited with Samantha on the street while the police searched her apartment.

      They came back twenty minutes later.

      “The lock was broken on the apartment door,” the female officer said. “It’s not clear what they used to get into the apartment, but you’ll want to get a new lock. I recommend a double deadbolt, or you could get a Yale Premier Single Cylinder YH 82. That’s what I put on my daughter’s door.”

      “Can you repeat that?” Piper asked, and wrote down the name of the lock. “Thanks.”

      “I’ve already called a locksmith,” Dani said, coming to stand beside the three of them on the street outside the apartment building. She held the leftovers in one hand. “They can be here in ten.”

      “Thank you,” Samantha said. “But maybe I should stay somewhere else. I don’t know if I’ll be able to sleep knowing he’s been in my apartment and going through my stuff.”

      “I can’t blame you there,” Dani said. “Do you have someone you can stay with?”

      “My sister is in Lakeview. She’s been asking me to come stay with her and her kids until this is over. I’ll call her and see if she can pick me up.”

      Samantha made the call and confirmed the details with her sister.

      Piper made notes to include the two officers’ names and testimonies for her report. She was going to talk to the locksmith too. His expertise on the broken lock might come in handy.

      Under her breath, Dani said, “We should stay until she gets packed up and goes with the sister.”

      “And until the locks are done,” Piper said.

      “Should I go get us some warm drinks then?” Dani asked. “It looks like it’s going to be a long night.”

      “The best long nights are the ones I spend with you,” Piper said.

      Dani laughed. “I’ll take that as a yes.”
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      Riku sat in his private garden, a fragrant clove cigarette burning between two fingers. One by one, girls were pushed forward for his inspection.

      “No,” he said, dismissing each in turn. “No. No. No.”

      Each girl was dragged away again.

      Riku looked toward the sky and closed his eyes. He was tired today. No matter what he drank, ate, smoked, it seemed nothing could give him the energy he sought. Even his walk through Shinjuku Park, which usually invigorated him, had left him empty.

      A cluster of ducks quacked beside the running water. It burbled gently as it passed beneath the stone bridge.

      “No,” he said again, to the girl with pink hair and silver platform shoes.

      “No.” He took a drag of his cigarette and dismissed the little dark girl who’d bowed at his feet.

      I’ll never find her, he thought dismally. I’ll never find my Mai again.

      He ground the cigarette out on his wrist. Even the pain wasn’t enough to wake him from the dull disappointment his life had become.

      He pocketed the butt and stood.

      That’s when she stepped forward. Her face was wet with tears, the cheeks red from a hasty wiping. Someone had tried to make her presentable for him, with the cute dress and high pigtails.

      The sparkles painted in the corners of her eyes had washed down to her cheeks. Her lip was bloody, either because she’d bitten it while crying or because she’d been slapped.

      “How old are you?” Riku asked in Japanese, kneeling down in front of her.

      She didn’t understand. Where had they found her?

      These girls came from everywhere. Poor villages in Japan or the city slums. But they also arrived on boats, and trains, and planes. Riku could never be sure.

      He tapped her chest then counted on his fingers.

      Ich, ni, san, shi…

      She stopped him at ten.

      Ten years old.

      How old had Mai been the first time he’d touched her? Six, wasn’t it? Maybe seven. It had been the night of the summer festival, after their parents had gone to bed.

      She’d been frightened by the fireworks.

      By ten, Mai had learned to touch him back. Maybe this one could learn too.

      He motioned to his assistant Yui, holding the little girl’s hand, and the child was pulled away in the direction of Riku’s waiting car. Everyone else was dismissed and sent home.

      Everyone except Watanabe, who lingered on the stone bridge beneath the maple tree.

      “What is it?”

      “The Triad has been waiting for your answer for over a week,” Watanabe said.

      “Whose fault is that?” Riku said testily.

      “They will not sail from Macao without your confirmation, sir.”

      “What do they have?” Riku asked. “Drugs?”

      “No, sir,” Watanabe said. “Cargo.”

      Cargo. People.

      Why did Watanabe never call them people?

      Riku lit a second cigarette, a compulsive habit, and as the smoke rose thin and gray into the dull day, he considered his empire. He thought his drug holdings might be down to as little as ten percent of everything he bought and sold. There was so much more money in people. And the sustainability was better. He could sell a drug only once, and then it was gone. More had to be made.

      With people, he could sell them a dozen times in a single night. And as long as they lived, and they were young enough to work, they had an excellent shelf life.

      “The Song clan is still waiting for you to make a decision about the weapons in the port of Tai Pei. They don’t want to try to cross the East China Sea until you can promise safe passage.”

      “Tell them to come,” Riku said.

      “Should I contact Sato then, Yamamoto-san?”

      “No,” Riku said, his attention turning toward the car waiting for him.

      To the little girl sitting inside.

      Watanabe was still whining. “If they are stopped and we haven’t informed our contacts⁠—”

      “I won’t waste my resources on it. Not for something as small as a weapons deal.”

      Watanabe’s face was unreadable, but Riku heard the disapproval in his voice when he said, “If you do not protect your contacts, sir, others may come to believe you are not to be trusted.”

      “I’m to be feared, not trusted,” Riku said, steel in his voice.

      “Sir, I think⁠—”

      “Take care of it.” Riku took his last drag on the cigarette, exhaling thin gray smoke into the sky.

      “You should⁠—”

      Riku ground his cigarette into Watanabe’s hand.

      Watanabe flinched, moving to jerk his hand back, but Riku held it tight.

      “It feels good, doesn’t it?” Riku said, his eyes fixed on Watanabe’s chin, on the tight mouth and jaw struggling to hold back emotion and words.

      “Take care of it, Watanabe. Don’t bother me with these small complaints anymore. My time is more valuable than that.”

      He turned his back on his second-in-command and followed the line of manicured trees to the idling black sedan.

      

      Lou opened her eyes to find enormous golden eyes boring into hers. Octavia had succeeded in claiming Konstantine’s chest and now lay against it, purring loudly. Konstantine’s back rested against the headboard, a romance novel open in the hand that wasn’t scratching Octavia’s ears.

      He saw Lou watching him and closed the book. “How do you feel?”

      She tried to sit up. The room swam and her stomach lurched. She placed her head in her hand. “What time is it?”

      “Almost two in the afternoon. Did you feel me get up earlier?”

      She hadn’t.

      “You should be at the church,” she said.

      “Stefano can manage without me,” he said, and placed the book on the bedside table. “Can you eat?”

      Lou wasn’t sure she could. Her stomach felt raw on the inside.

      “Water then,” he insisted, and handed her a tall glass of crystalline water. It was room temperature and slid past her parched lips easily. She finished the entire glass in one go, though her stomach cramped against the intrusion.

      Here Konstantine placed Octavia gently on the bed, much to the cat’s protest, and went to the bathroom. When he came back he had a warm washcloth in his hands, which he pressed to the back of Lou’s neck, her cheeks, her forehead.

      She allowed this.

      It was nice, and she found her eyes wanting to drift shut again even though she’d only just awakened.

      “I can ask a doctor to come examine you. Is that all right?” he asked.

      Lou wasn’t sure. “I assume this doctor won’t be shocked to see all my scars.”

      He shook his head. “She patches up the Ravengers. She will overlook such things.”

      “How soon will he be here?”

      “She. Isadora can be here in twenty minutes,” he said.

      “I want to shower,” she said. If someone was going to do a physical exam, Lou would rather not be covered in a thin sheen of sweat.

      “Should I help you?” One look from Lou made him laugh. “Of course not. I will only turn on the water then.”

      She undressed in the bathroom and stepped into the hot stream. Her shaking legs held, but they felt weak. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this depleted. She remembered getting sick a lot when she was a child. Her mother had called it nerves. But those were mostly stomachaches and headaches that caused her to spend the afternoons in bed with books.

      When she was fourteen she’d caught some bug at school. Half of the students had been sent home over the course of two weeks. Her aunt Lucy had plied her with chicken noodle soup and electrolytes, and that had been that. But as an adult?

      No. She couldn’t remember a single time she’d had so much as a sniffle.

      She found herself letting the hot water pound her back even after she’d finished washing up. She wanted to absorb the heat, and the shower pressure felt good against the aches in her muscles. She only begrudgingly got out once the water began to cool.

      She’d just managed to get into fresh clothes and make it down to Konstantine’s living room by the time the doctor knocked on the door.

      Konstantine put a fresh cup of warm coffee on the desktop in front of Lou before crossing to open it.

      A brisk woman entered, barely more than a smudge of black clothing and thick spectacles. But the eyes behind them were a fierce brown.

      Isadora was short for a woman, with straight brown hair pulled back into a neat bun on the top of her head. Her glasses were black and they made her eyes slightly larger than Lou suspected they actually were.

      “Buona sera, signora. Come si sente?” she asked.

      “In English, please. Your patient doesn’t understand Italian,” Konstantine said, and gestured toward Lou.

      “No problem,” Isadora said. To Lou she said, “How are you feeling?”

      “I’ve felt better,” Lou admitted.

      The woman opened her bag and pulled out a box of latex gloves. “What are your symptoms?”

      Lou did her best to describe the throbbing in her head, the way her eyes hurt. How her muscles ached and her body felt heavy, all while the woman pulled on her gloves.

      She took Lou’s temperature, blood pressure, and pulse. She listened to her heart and lungs. Lastly, she swabbed Lou’s nose and throat. Then she touched Lou’s throat and lymph nodes and looked into her mouth and eyes with a penlight.

      “Any stomach pain?” she asked after clicking the light off.

      No point in lying now, Lou thought.

      The doctor motioned to Konstantine’s couch, and Lou lay down on it, allowing the doctor to lift her shirt and palpate her abdomen. Konstantine busied himself in the kitchen, arranging cut fruit and cheese on a plate.

      “Do you drink a lot of coffee?” the doctor asked as the rubber gloves pushed against her stomach muscles.

      “Yes,” Lou said.

      “On an empty stomach?”

      Lou hesitated to admit that she almost always drank her coffee on an empty stomach. This felt like a setup for a lecture.

      “Yes,” she said finally.

      “Do you sleep well? Eat often?”

      Konstantine said something in Italian, a quick stream of words that Lou couldn’t place. To this, the doctor clicked her tongue.

      “No wonder you’re sick, signora,” the doctor said. “You do not take care of yourself.”

      Lou scowled at Konstantine. “I don’t know what he told you but⁠—”

      “He said that you sleep erratically, day and night. That you often skip meals and work all the time. You drink a lot of coffee but no water, and your choice of food is usually takeaway.”

      She couldn’t find any lie in what he’d said. “I don’t cook, no.”

      The doctor frowned down at her. “I am not one to tell a young woman what to do. If you want to work, work. How you spend your nights is also your business⁠—”

      Does she think I’m a prostitute?

      “But I am betting that your tests will tell me that you have nothing more than a cold and that the reason why you have a cold is because you are depleted.”

      “Depleted,” Lou said.

      “Yes. Overworked. Esausta.”

      “Run down,” Konstantine offered, and handed the doctor an espresso cup.

      She threw this back in one go and thanked him.

      “Oh, did you want me to take the blood sample to Gabriele’s laboratory?”

      Konstantine looked to Lou. “Do you still want to do another blood test? If you do, Isadora’s clinic is near the lab.”

      “It’s no trouble for me. I will be taking your other tests to the same laboratory,” Isadora added, giving Konstantine her empty espresso cup.

      Lou rolled up her sleeve to expose her bare forearm.

      Isadora rummaged in her kit for the vials, pressure cord, and tubing that she would need to take Lou’s blood.

      Lou had a moment of thinking it was very weird to have a doctor draw blood in Konstantine’s living room, but then she thought of the time she had given Konstantine a blood transfusion in her apartment after Nico had pumped him full of bullets. Isadora was likely used to unconventional treatment settings.

      The fact that Isadora hadn’t batted an eyelash made Lou curious about her. How many shot-up or stabbed people had he dragged to her door? Or because she seemed so comfortable with house calls, how many times had she come to the church to patch up one of Konstantine’s people and send them on their way? Had she even saved Konstantine himself?

      She knew where Konstantine lived, and Lou didn’t think many did.

      Lou considered these things while Isadora filled three vials with deep red blood from Lou’s left arm and packed everything away.

      “Add pressure to this, signora.” She held a cotton ball to her skin until Lou did this for herself. Then she unwrapped a bandage and fixed the cotton ball in place.

      “We are done here.” Isadora stood, her knees popping.

      Lou rolled down her sleeve.

      “For now, the best I can tell you is that you need rest. Coffee is good, but please drink water also. And sleep. Sleep for days if you must.”

      Isadora gave Konstantine a sharp nod, which he returned, and then she was out the door.

      Lou’s body was heavy against the sofa, and she realized again that she was tired. Desperately tired. So tired, in fact, that she didn’t even want to slip from the sofa back to Konstantine’s bed. She wanted to lie where she was.

      “Your eyes are glassy again,” he said. He pressed cool hands to her cheeks. “How do you feel?”

      She didn’t care to admit that the short visit with Isadora had worn her out.

      “Come on,” Konstantine said, and before she could protest, he slipped his arms under her and lifted her to his chest.

      He cradled her against him like a bride.

      She tightened, but even that wasn’t worth the effort, so she went soft in his arms and let her cheek rest against the base of his throat.

      “Wow,” he murmured into her hair. “You must really feel like shit if you are going to let me carry you.”

      “Shut up,” she growled.

      She felt rather than heard his laughter as a rumble in his chest.

      She knew that she was heavy, given the strange relationship she had with gravity, but he carried her without complaint back to his dark bedroom.

      He placed her on the bed gently. A moment later, he returned with a fresh, cool cloth for her face.

      “My face is hot but my body is cold,” she said.

      He opened her drawer and looked for another pair of socks. When he did not find a pair to his liking, he grabbed one of his.

      He looked at her disapprovingly as he pulled one black sock over the white one she wore, then the other.

      “Whatever you want to say, say it.” She dabbed the cloth against the back of her neck.

      “Isadora is right. You don’t take good care of yourself.”

      She’d never enjoyed being lectured. Her aunt Lucy had been a pro at it, complaining often that Lou didn’t sleep enough, rest enough, eat enough, drink enough water or any of the teas from the endless parade of greens and herbals that Lucy had brought home.

      It was probably why she’d never complained about Lou’s love of books. It was one of the few activities Lou did that kept her stretched out on the sofa or her bed for any length of time.

      Then there had been the yoga. She’d wanted Lou to go at least twice a week with her.

      You can’t possibly keep all that stress and violence stored up in your body, Lucy had said. You need a way to release it.

      Considering how many bodies Lou had delivered to the shores of La Loon, she didn’t think yoga, even three times a week, was going to cut it. Let alone a kale salad.

      And here was Konstantine, giving her the same look her late aunt had. Chiding her in the same disappointed tone. Not quite pleading and not quite angry, but full of an emotion that lay somewhere between.

      “What do you want me to do? Eat more leaves?” she asked.

      His hands faltered on her feet, where he’d been fussing over the socks. He cradled them. “I’m sorry. We don’t have to talk about this now.”

      Now.

      “I don’t want to talk about it when I’m better either.”

      What if you won’t get better? Maybe something serious is wrong with you and you’ll die like Lucy did.

      Like Lucy did.

      Her stomach clenched.

      Konstantine pursed his lips. “I simply want to say that you must take better care of your body. Just because it is stronger than most does not mean it shouldn’t be cared for. This illness is simply another reminder that you are not indestructible, amore mio.”

      He turned his attention to rubbing her feet. The gentle pressure lulled her into a doze, her head against the headboard and the rag on her forehead forgotten.

      When she woke, there was a large bottle of water on the bedside table with a note.

      I’m downstairs working. Call for me when you want me to heat your soup.

      She listened and caught the sound of his fingers moving across a keyboard, then the clink of a cup returned to its saucer.

      Her body relaxed. Keeping one ear tuned to the sound of him, she closed her eyes and sank back into sleep.

      

      King was seven minutes late when he knocked on Beth Miller’s door. When she opened it, he lifted the takeout bag holding two shrimp po’boys and salt and vinegar chips.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he said.

      “Not a problem,” she said, and opened the door for him.

      He slipped his shoes off and gave her the bag of food. He’d learned that she liked to plate things a certain way.

      He didn’t mind. As long as he got to eat, he didn’t care how it was arranged.

      “The game already started. Do you mind if we eat in the living room?” she asked.

      WNBA wasn’t his favorite sport, but there wasn’t another game on tonight that he wanted to see.

      “Sure,” he said. “Can I carry anything?”

      “Of course.”

      In the kitchen, she arranged the takeout on her floral plates. Then she carried the plates one by one to the coffee table while she set up the TV and found the game she wanted.

      King poured their sodas into large tumblers of ice and got the napkins together.

      Eating on the sofa, side by side, they watched the game. They commented on the performance of the players, and often Beth cheered. Her team was doing well and it pleased him to see it. Once the game was over and their plates cleared, King took them to the sink and washed them without having to be asked.

      It was their usual pattern to go up to Beth’s bed after dinner and the game, but they stayed on the sofa, cuddled close, listening to each other’s breathing as much as the rumble of Prytania Street outside.

      “There’s another game on Wednesday,” she said, running her fingers through his hair. King loved the feel of her acrylic nails softly scraping his scalp. “Would you like to watch it at your place this time?”

      “That’s my lasagna night with Mel,” he said.

      As soon as he said it, he stiffened, wondering how that sounded.

      “We watch RuPaul’s Drag Race and eat lasagna,” he said, trying not to sound guilty. “We’ve been doing it for five seasons now.”

      “RuPaul’s Drag Race,” she said, removing her fingers from his hair. “Now that’s an interesting choice.”

      King wasn’t sure what to say to that. His mind had wandered back to earlier that evening, when Beth had seen him holding Mel outside the police precinct.

      “Beth,” he said, his throat tightening. “I feel like I should tell you something.”

      “That you’re sleeping with Ms. Durand?”

      King choked. “What? No.”

      But Beth was smiling. “No? Somebody else then?”

      He turned to face her. “I’m not sleeping with anyone else. Only you.”

      Her smile only broadened. “Then why so serious?”

      “I just…” His sputtering mind tried to right itself. “I just know you saw us hugging outside the precinct and I didn’t want you to think that⁠—”

      He broke off, unsure of how to finish the sentence.

      “You didn’t want me to think what?” She met his eyes over the rim of her glasses.

      “That we were sleeping together. Or that we’d ever had. Or that I had something going on with her.”

      Beth placed one hand over King’s. “Robbie, first of all, I wasn’t aware that we were exclusive to each other.”

      King’s face reddened. “You’re right. We haven’t talked about that.”

      “Second of all,” she said, “I’m too old to be jealous. After two marriages, raising a kid, and my work, I can’t afford to be. I don’t have the time or energy to be chasing around a man, wasting my precious energy.”

      “I wouldn’t ask you to,” he said.

      “Good.” Her face was still gentle. Soft. “Then I should tell you something.”

      This is where I find out I’m only one of six boyfriends, he thought, and tried not to laugh.

      “I’m going to retire sometime in the next five years. And when I do, I don’t know where I’ll be. If my son marries this girl he loves, and she’s a good girl, so he might, then I could be a grandma by then. If so, you better believe I’ll be in Orlando with those babies, no matter how cute you are.”

      Her whole face lit up when she said it. King laughed.
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