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      Louie Thorne leaned against the bar watching the two women sway on stage. Piper and Dani were singing Benatar’s “Hit Me with Your Best Shot,” loudly and off-key. Lou guessed that between the two of them, they’d drunk enough to bring down a grown elephant. They were celebrating the announcement of Dani’s award. She was to be named Journalist of the Year by the city council.

      She’d gotten the phone call that morning, and Piper, being the ever-dutiful girlfriend, had insisted they celebrate. They’d started with the cocktails before lunch and had yet to quit even though it was a Monday night and they both had work in the morning.

      Lou had insisted they go to dinner, hoping that would sober them up. She had all but dragged them to The Praline Connection and got them through two courses of red beans and rice, juicy collards, and buttery cornbread. Once they finished the meal and regained a measure of their senses they’d wanted to wander across the street to the karaoke bar, where the drinking recommenced.

      Now it was barely eight in the evening and Louie was wondering if she should take them home before they had a chance to really embarrass themselves.

      Besides, Lou’s feet were beginning to hurt.

      One of the many intensely annoying things about being seven months pregnant was the way her body ached and protested in ways that it never had before. Lou had been shot, stabbed, cut, punched, kicked, tossed about in a rolling car—and yes, she would come away from those encounters bruised and sore, but she had never felt as physically miserable as she had for the past several months.

      Her feet swelled. Her back cramped. Her breasts were always tender. She seemed to have a perpetual low-grade headache. Her irritation was a constant companion, an ever-present itch in the back of her mind.

      She’d also begun doing something she’d never done in all of her adult life.

      She cried. Hard and often. Which for some reason unknown to her made her feel all the more murderous.

      “Are those girls your friends?”

      Lou turned toward the voice and found a man at her elbow. He pointed his beer bottle at Piper and Dani, who were now rounding out the chorus for a second time. Piper’s voice was beginning to crack at the edges. That was only marginally better than Dani, who seemed only to be breathing heavily into her mic.

      “Yes.” Lou gave the man a direct and unfriendly stare. “Why?”

      “No reason.” He held up his hands and backed away without further comment.

      Lou supposed it was hard to see her pregnant belly in the dark bar. Usually if men noticed her stomach, they stayed clear of her. But with the low lights and her leather jacket, it was mostly hidden.

      “No, one more, one more!” Dani whined as the MC tried to take the mic from her. “I want to sing Whitney.”

      At the same moment Lou decided it was definitely time to take her friends home, a sharp pull jerked her navel.

      The intuitive hit came with a chord of panic, clear and bright.

      Someone needed her.

      You promised Konstantine you would be safe. It was her dead father’s voice in her mind. You can’t run off into the night every time the alarm bell rings.

      I am being careful.

      Lou closed her eyes, doing her best to listen to the darkness on the other side of the world. That’s when she heard the little girl screaming.

      Lou slipped through the darkness.

      The New Orleans bar with its flickering lights fell away.

      The balmy May evening was replaced by the chill of an early Italian morning.

      The singing folded into hysterical tears. Lou had only just materialized onto firm ground when the child ran into her, colliding with her legs.

      Lou caught her, staggering back a step.

      There was only a moment to process the sight of the man raising a gun and pointing it at Louie’s head before she bled through the dark again. If he’d managed to fire any shots, they must have only struck air.

      Lou was still holding on to the girl when the villa formed around them.

      Konstantine looked up. He was the picture of serenity, a paperback in one hand, a glass of red wine halfway to his lips. His chest bare above black silk pants, tattoos snaking up his arm.

      He’d been reading by lamplight, no doubt waiting for Louie to come home.

      But when he saw the two of them, he swore.

      “Dio mio, are you hurt? Are you hurt!” He couldn’t keep the fear out of his voice.

      He put the wine and book down in a hurry, rising from the bed.

      Lou was confused until she looked down and realized the child was covered in blood.

      “It’s not mine,” she said, releasing the girl and taking a step back.

      She began running her hands over the girl’s body, looking for wounds. But there were no bullet holes, no puncture marks.

      That meant the blood was someone else’s.

      The expression on Konstantine’s face folded from fear to recognition. “Stella? Stella, sei tu?”

      The sobbing girl turned on him. “Zio Konstantino!”

      Konstantine opened his arms to envelop her, and she crumpled into his embrace.

      “You know her?” Louie asked.

      “This is Stefano’s niece,” he said. “Where did you find her?”

      “I don’t know,” Louie said. “I just—I just went. I only had time to take her before the—There was a man.”

      Louie didn’t know how much English the child knew and didn’t want to say anything that might upset her more.

      Killer. Murderer. Attacker—there were no easy choices.

      The girl spoke in a flurry of Italian that Lou didn’t understand. “Sono tutti morti. Gli hanno sparato. Mamma. Papà. Filippo e Gianni.”

      “What happened?” Lou asked.

      “Someone killed her family. She says they’re all dead,” Konstantine said. Lou didn’t tell him that she knew enough Italian to recognize morti. “It is true? Did no one survive?”

      “I didn’t see anyone else.”

      Lou stretched that part of her mind out into the darkness again, searching for any spark of life or connection. Are her parents alive? Siblings?

      She was met only with silence.

      “I don’t feel anything,” she said. “I can go back.”

      “Not yet.” Konstantine lifted his phone off the side table. After a short pause, into the phone he said, “Ho bisogno che tu venga. Ora.”

      He ended the call. He held the crying child but was searching Louie’s face. “Stefano is coming. We should try to clean her up before he arrives.”

      Louie understood his rationale but thought it was pointless. Stefano, Konstantine’s second-in-command, was no stranger to bloodshed, and the moment he saw his niece there would be no mistaking why Lou had fetched her at all. Putting her in a clean dress or a pretty bow wasn’t going to change that.

      The only person that might feel better for the efforts was the girl herself, and for Lou, that was enough.

      Lou had just finished brushing Stella’s wet hair when Stefano walked into the living room fifteen minutes later, his eyes still puffy from sleep, the scent of cigarette smoke hanging about him.

      “What’s the emergency?” he asked with an air of irritation.

      Even though Lou had wiped the blood from her hands and cheeks, his eyes still doubled in size when he saw her brushing Stella’s hair.

      “Stella! Santa Madonna! Che è successo?”

      The girl burst into tears again. When Stefano shook her shoulders, Louie pulled her away from him.

      “Stop it,” Louie said.

      “What’s happened? “Che cazzo e’ successo??” he demanded.

      Louie stood between them. She didn’t think Stefano would hurt the girl, but she also didn’t need someone yelling at her after the night she’d had.

      “She was the only one alive.”

      It was impossible for her to follow the flood of Italian that flowed between Konstantine and Stefano. They spoke so quickly and with such passionate fury, Lou wasn’t sure where half the words ended and the next began.

      Instead, she gathered up the girl and took her to the sofa. She placed one of the pillows under her head and pulled the blanket over her.

      She rubbed the girl’s back while the tears fell.

      “Riposa. Dormi ora,” Lou said softly. She wasn’t great at Italian, but she knew she had enough for this.

      Though Lou didn’t know how she could fall asleep with Stefano screaming as he was. “I want the fucker dead! Whoever it is, I want him fucking⁠—”

      “Do you have to do this here? Right now?” Louie nodded toward the girl. “She’s been through enough.”

      “I need to go back. I need to know if my sister lives. If my nephews live.”

      “I told you—” Louie began.

      Stefano bit his fist before shaking it at her. “I need to see them!”

      “I’ll take you.”

      “Amore—” Konstantine began.

      “I’ll be careful,” Louie said. She knew what his objections would be even before he spoke them. She’d tolerated his pleas for stealth and prudence for months now. They’d been endless since she’d confessed she was pregnant with his child.

      “And if Stefano does something stupid, I’ll leave him behind,” she added.

      Stefano waved her words away. “Andiamo. Andiamo.”

      Konstantine took Louie’s place on the sofa beside Stella. “Don’t let anyone see you.”

      Louie kissed him, a chaste brushing of the lips. “We won’t be gone long.”

      Stefano pulled the gun from the waistband of his pants, checked that it was loaded and ready, and then reached for Louie’s arm. No sooner had he grabbed her elbow did she pull them through the darkness.

      The villa fell away. Konstantine’s large, worried eyes and the girl’s soft crying were replaced by a quiet so complete that it made Louie’s stomach turn.

      Still, she listened intently to her compass, scanning for danger.

      Nothing moved.

      Stefano released her, pointing his gun.

      Lou stood where she was, still listening, her ears straining for the smallest shift in the atmosphere. The rustle of clothes. Footfall. Someone breathing.

      She trusted her compass, but she also didn’t want to get caught unawares like she had back in February, when that sick bastard John Gein had managed to take her.

      But nothing moved.

      Nothing here was alive.

      That didn’t stop Stefano from moving room to room, checking beds. She kept a polite distance but followed him like a phantom.

      There were three bedrooms. In the one closest to the front door, they found the bodies of two boys, no more than four or five years old, so similar in their features that Lou wondered if they had been twins.

      Her throat was tight as she pushed the blood-splattered hair back from their foreheads.

      The bullet holes in their chests were far too large for bodies so small.

      The bedroom at the end of the hall must have been Stella’s. It had all the markings of a little girl’s room. Pink walls. A desk covered with dolls and half-finished art projects. A backpack lying at the foot of the bed. Lou thought this must have been the room she’d entered earlier.

      Had the gunfire woken her? Or had it been the screams of her parents? Her brothers? Had it been their blood on her when Lou discovered her?

      Lou made a mental note to come back and gather her belongings. These toys and books. Pictures. Stella was only a little younger than Louie had been when she’d lost her father.

      And just like that, Louie’s throat was tightening. Tears pricked her eyes.

      God, she would be glad when this fucking pregnancy was over.

      She found Stefano on his knees in the third bedroom.

      A woman with two gunshot wounds to her chest lay dead in her bed. Her eyes were wide and unseeing, forever fixed on something above her. Blood soaked her clothes and trickled from the corner of her mouth. She couldn’t have been more than thirty-five years old, close to Stefano’s age.

      The man beside her had half his face blown off, his brains thrown across the pillow, the wall, the lampshade.

      Stefano kissed his sister’s limp hand, tears running from the corners of his eyes.

      Lou wasn’t sure if he was praying or apologizing, only that Stefano spoke in whispered Italian, his voice quaking.

      Looking over the bodies, Lou knew that their deaths had been quick.

      Small mercies, she thought. But knew well enough not to say that aloud.

      It didn’t matter that Lou knew how cruel a killer could be. If the gunman had been so inclined, he could have dragged the children to their mother’s feet before executing them before her eyes. They could have raped Stefano’s sister, repeatedly, while her husband watched before slitting her throat.

      There were a thousand insults and injuries they could have enacted if they’d wanted to send a message.

      If there was a message here, Lou didn’t see it.

      She saw only the work of someone cold, exacting.

      In a way, that’s worse.

      It was the ones who could kill without their emotions getting in the way that were usually the most dangerous.

      Their focus was an advantage.

      It had been a while since Lou had come across such a killer.

      If this was gang violence, then the killer had been in the mafia game for a long time. Long enough to lose their sense of humanity.

      She felt her own spine itch with anticipation. She would enjoy hurting a man like that.

      It would be a good hunt, she thought.

      The baby in her stomach turned, giving her a swift kick in the ribs. She’d been doing that a lot lately.

      Lou placed a hand over her stretched skin.

      I didn’t say I would hunt him, she thought, half believing her unborn daughter could hear her thoughts. I just think it would be fun.

      Lou lingered in the doorway, giving Stefano his space. She knew grief. There were no words, no shallow reassurances, that would make this situation better.

      When her own parents had been executed by the Martinelli family, she’d heard many empty platitudes.

      They’re in a better place.

      Time heals all wounds.

      Everything is going to be okay.

      Each condolence had been more infuriating than the last. The only peace Lou had found had come after she’d avenged them.

      No, Louie wouldn’t offer empty words now.

      Finally Stefano rose. He looked to Lou with large wet eyes.

      “I don’t want to leave them here,” he said. “I can’t leave them like this.”

      “We don’t have to,” Lou said. “But we can’t take them to the villa. Stella doesn’t need to see that.”

      “We have an impresa funebre,” Stefano said, pulling his cell phone from his pocket. “We will take them there. Let me—let me make a call.”

      Stefano pushed past her out into the hallway. Alone in the room, Lou went to the bedside, leaning over his sister’s body for a better look.

      I hope you died first.

      The best-case scenario was that she went quickly and there hadn’t been any time to even consider the fates of her children.

      But if the boys had gone first⁠—

      Lou’s chest clenched as cold anger simmered.

      “They’ll get what they deserve,” she whispered. “That’s a promise.”

      She was about to reach over and close the woman’s eyes when she saw something in her hand. It was partially hidden by the blanket.

      Lou pulled the sheet back and discovered the phone was open on a contact page, a bloody thumb still pressed to the screen.

      It was Stefano’s number.

      Lou cleared the log and returned the phone to its home screen—a wallpaper showcasing the smiling family of five.

      She was still looking at those bright smiles when Stefano came into the room again, his cheeks and nose red.

      “They are ready for us. We can bring the bodies now.”

      Louie offered him the phone, watched him go through the call log and photos before giving an unsatisfied sigh.

      I won’t tell him, she decided.

      Because Lou thought there were likely only two possible reasons for Stefano’s number being on the screen.

      Either she’d tried to call him for help before she was killed, or the killer had tried to make her and she’d refused—and now she was dead for it.

      In either case, knowing such a thing would only torment Stefano. He didn’t need to hear about her agony. Nor did he need to spend the rest of his life wondering if he’d just been quicker, maybe he could’ve saved their lives.

      That was the kind of thought that could haunt someone. Consume the heart and the mind.

      No, he didn’t need that.

      It was a pain that Louie knew all too well.
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      Robert King thanked the waitress as she refilled his coffee for the second time.

      He’s late.

      Lifting the ceramic cup to his lips, he looked out the large glass window at the street for the hundredth time. His good friend Dick White, the lead investigator at their local precinct, was supposed to meet him twenty minutes ago. King had expected to wait, sure. He was early to appointments as a rule. But so was White.

      He’d never been late before.

      King was starting to wonder if he should cave and order the breakfast platter. Sitting here smelling fried potatoes and greasy bacon for half an hour was getting to him. His stomach rumbled.

      King took out his phone, checked the time, and called White. It went straight to voice mail.

      A pang of worry crept in.

      It was alleviated eight minutes later when White’s SUV pulled up to the curb. He didn’t get out immediately and King wondered if maybe he was on a call.

      If he had been, it wasn’t a good one. White’s brow was still creased as he crossed the street and slipped into the diner.

      He spotted King easily and slid into the booth, taking the bench seat opposite him.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” Dick said. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and began to dab his damp brow.

      It was true that the temperature was creeping up. May was starting to feel less like spring and more like summer by the day. But King didn’t think that the early-morning temperature could earn a man a damp brow.

      “Is everything okay?” King asked. His nagging worry was morphing into real concern.

      “No,” White said, opening his briefcase. He’d half removed a file folder when the waitress appeared.

      King didn’t miss how quickly the folder disappeared back into the case again.

      “What can I get you, honey?” the waitress asked, before popping her gum. “Coffee?”

      “No, not today. Water. Just a glass of water.”

      When the woman looked affronted, no doubt doing the tip math in her head, King decided on the breakfast after all.

      “I’ll have the breakfast platter,” he said. “Eggs sunny side up, rye toast, and house potatoes.”

      There. The tension in her face evened out.

      “You sure you’re not hungry?” King asked, returning his attention to White. “My treat.”

      White only shook his head, dabbing at his brow again.

      The waitress seemed to sense something was up, too. “I’ll get you that water, honey. And your breakfast will be right out.”

      As soon as she was gone, King whispered, “What’s going on?”

      “I have a problem. A huge problem, Robbie, and I need your help.”

      It wasn’t that White was a proud man. They’d grown close in the years since King had moved to New Orleans. He’d been an adamant supporter of King as he’d adjusted to civilian life after decades with the DEA. He was the first to recommend King when the department needed an extra pair of hands with a case, and he’d always been an honest and straightforward man in their dealings.

      But never in their years together had King seen him like this.

      “Your kids okay?” King asked. “Your wife?”

      “It’s not the family. Thank God for that, but if I don’t solve this, I’m likely to lock them in the house for the next twenty years. Or hell, move them out of NOLA altogether.”

      Solve this.

      “Just tell me what we’re dealing with,” King said, returning his coffee mug to its saucer. “You know I’ll help you however I can.”

      “Before I tell you⁠—”

      The waitress came back with the water.

      “Anything else?” she asked.

      “No, thank you.” Dick took the glass and drank half of it in one go.

      The waitress raised a brow. “I’ll bring you the pitcher, honey.”

      “Thank you.” King forced a strained smile. The silence buzzed between them until they were alone again.

      White looked around the diner one more time before leaning forward and saying, “I was late because I spent twenty minutes driving around trying to spot my tail.”

      “A tail?” King kept his voice low, too, though the only other patrons in the diner were on the other side of the room and had arrived long before King himself, so it was unlikely that they were spies. “You think you have a tail? Why?”

      White wiped his sweaty palms on his thighs. “I have something worse than a tail.”

      “Walk me through this,” King said. “Start from the beginning.”

      Because King was confused. He didn’t want the information piecemeal if he was to make sense of what Dick was saying.

      “We have a bomber. Here in New Orleans,” White said. He tapped his index finger on the table for emphasis. “A bomber. In this city.”

      “If you’ve got a bomber then you need to call the FBI,” King said. “Or hell, Homeland Security.”

      Because while there were C-IED courses from the Office of Bombing Prevention, neither he nor White had been trained for bombs and King knew it.

      “NTAS overtook Homeland Security’s responsibility in that area, but I can’t get either to take me seriously,” White said.

      King leaned back in the booth. “What do you mean?”

      “Both agencies asked me what evidence I had, and when I turned it over, there was silence. Two months of silence.”

      “What evidence did you give them?”

      “The letters. The bomber sent three letters. Creepy shit. Well, four now. But they don’t care. They won’t even return my calls.”

      King wasn’t sure that a few letters would be enough to get the FBI or Homeland Security to move on a situation. But he also wasn’t clear on why White was so convinced he had a bomber on his hands. He didn’t want to cast doubt on the man’s professional opinion, especially not when he was clearly very agitated.

      “And you think this guy is following you around? Stalking you? That the tail and the bomber are the same person?”

      “Yes,” White said. “And the bastard has my cell number.”

      “What does he say?” King asked.

      The waitress came and put King’s breakfast platter on the table. After accepting a bottle of hot sauce and the pitcher of water for White, he thanked her.

      “Sure thing, sugar. Holler if you need anything else.”

      White watched her leave before saying, “Nothing. He just breathes into the phone. Calls me night and day and breathes.”

      “How many calls are we talking about here?”

      “Every other day or two for the last two weeks.”

      Hell. No wonder White was losing his mind.

      “Have you tried to trace the call?” he asked

      “Blocked number, and they don’t stay on long enough to be traced.”

      King poured hot sauce on the eggs. Piper crossed his mind while he did it, considering she was the one who taught him to eat this way.

      “What do the letters say?” King asked, returning the hot sauce to the table and grabbing his fork.

      Dick reached for his briefcase and opened it under the table. After a moment of shuffling, he slid a manila folder across the table to King.

      “These are only photocopies, of course,” White said, casting a nervous look around the restaurant again. “I’ve got copies locked in my safe at home. The FBI kept the originals of the first two, but they never saw the third or fourth letters.”

      King opened the folder. The letters used to craft the message had been cut from magazines and arranged in a chaotic fashion.

      No eye has seen, no ear has heard, and no mind has imagined what God has prepared.

      King read the words aloud and raised his brows. “Ominous.”

      “It’s a partial Bible verse from 1 Corinthians,” White said.

      King had never liked religious fanatics. Cases where God was involved were always unpredictable. The perpetrators usually followed unspoken rules that didn’t always align with logic or reason, and it took time to figure out what those rules and beliefs were. Time that investigators like King didn’t usually have to waste.

      “It’s definitely weird, but it doesn’t scream bomber,” he said.

      White motioned for him to turn the page. “Look at the next one.”

      King pulled out the next letter. There were no cutout letters on this page. Only faces.

      King didn’t recognize most of them on the first half of the page. Then he spotted two familiar faces near the center. Dzhokhar and Tamerlan Tsarnaev. The brothers responsible for the Boston Marathon bombing. And here was another familiar face, Cesar Altieri Sayoc Jr., the would-be bomber who sent twelve pipe bombs in the mail to a bunch of politicians—and oddly, one actor—a few years ago.

      “They’re all bombers,” White said. “I had to look half of them up.”

      At the bottom of the page, beneath the faces, there was a typed quote.

      “Nothing but courage can guide life,” King read aloud.

      “The quote’s by some French guy from the seventeen hundreds,” White said. “And that looks like it was written on a typewriter, right?”

      It did. Though King wondered if it was by the same person. Why use cutout magazine letters and then go through the trouble of typing a quote?

      For the third and fourth letters he—if it was a he—was back to the magazine cutouts.

      Soon it will be our time together, Detective White. Be ready for me.

      “Were you able to pull any prints?” King asked.

      “None. I thought I might have had a partial on the envelope, but it was inconclusive. I still ran it three times.”

      “And the agencies did nothing?”

      “Not a damn thing. I even went over to the FBI office near Leon, and they brushed me off. They said there wasn’t enough to move an investigation forward and that I should let them know if I have anything of substance.” White slammed his fist on the table. King’s plate jumped.

      “Substance! Like a dead fucking body?”

      “I hear you.” King held up a hand. “Keep your voice down.”

      “I’m sorry.” White refilled his empty water glass from the pitcher. “I’m just frustrated. I feel like this guy is taunting me.”

      And it looks like it’s working, King thought. Because it wasn’t like White to lose his cool. Once White seemed to get himself under control, King said, “Tell me what you want me to do.”

      “I was only able to get one thing from the letter. The stationery. Did you notice?”

      King looked at the pages again, holding them up to the light. “This is the stationery from your precinct.”

      “Yes, it is.” White looked more exhausted than King had ever seen him. “The prime suspects are people from my own fucking department. It could be a cop who wrote those letters.”

      King’s heart sank. “You think someone’s gone rogue?”

      “Our stationery comes from a local manufacturer. Pelican Paper. You could go speak to them and see if there’s a possibility that someone else could get ahold of that stationery. The bomber might be working at the paper factory for all we know, but I doubt it. My gut says it’s someone from the precinct.”

      If that was the truth, no wonder White was jumpy. Cops needed to trust their partners, their coworkers. They were the people who kept them safe in dangerous situations. No one could focus on the job if they also had one eye open for a possible knife in the back.

      White pressed on. “I’m the target. Whoever has an issue, has an issue with me. And plenty of people at the precinct fit that description.”

      He counted off the reasons for his suspicions on his fingers. “Anyone in that building can get access to the stationery. Anyone in that building has access to my desk, which is where I found each letter, and anyone in that building can get my cell phone number if they ask reception. And many would know how to clean off prints.”

      King couldn’t argue otherwise.

      Did he believe that a cop could go rogue? Absolutely. King’s own partner, Chaz Brasso, had tried to kill him. King had gotten too close to uncovering his dirty dealings with Senator Ryanson. If not for Louie’s intervention, King would have one of Brasso’s bullets in his head now.

      Decades of partnership had meant nothing in the end.

      But what if White was right? What if there was a bomber in New Orleans?

      Then King had a different problem.

      It was the fact that the last time King had faced a bomber, he’d almost died.

      The Channing Incident.

      Eleven officers went into a building to collect the perp, Montgomery Channing, only to have the building blown apart on top of them. King’s body had been pinned beneath concrete bricks for days. With plaster dust on his lips, he’d lain in the dark, praying, thinking that it was the end. When the rescue team finally dug him out, King had thought he was dreaming.

      He’d been the only one of the eleven officers who’d gone into the building to make it out alive.

      White must have sensed his reservation. “I need your help on this, Robbie. Please. I can’t trust my own people and I don’t want anyone to get hurt. I need someone to help me figure this out.”

      King knew he should say no. He wasn’t trained for this. He had no bomb squad experience. He was just one man. But he also hated to let down a friend who was so obviously at the end of his rope.

      King looked at the letters again. At row after row of faces in the grid-shaped pattern. There had to be at least fifty pairs of eyes staring back at him. Maybe more.

      “I’ll help you,” King said finally, though his instincts were ringing like an alarm bell inside him. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure this out.”
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      Piper Genereux was face down on the desk, slipping in and out of sleep, when she heard the bell above the door ring at the Crescent City Detective Agency. Her head snapped up.

      It was King, coming in with a bag of fresh beignets, the bag greasy from oil. He placed a to-go cup of coffee on the edge of her desk.

      She rubbed her eyes. “What time is it?”

      “Almost noon,” he said. “I came through here an hour ago and you didn’t even hear me.”

      “I’m sorry, boss,” Piper said, slapping her cheeks. “We drank too much last night.”

      She took a sip of the coffee and choked.

      “It’s black,” he said with a snort. “I thought it would help with the hangover.”

      “How did you know I had a hangover? I just now told you I’d been drinking.”

      “I used to be an alcoholic,” he said, coming around his own desk and taking a seat. “You think I can’t smell it on you?”

      Fair enough.

      You can’t con a conman.

      Wasn’t that what her dad had used to say?

      “I gotta ask. I’d be an irresponsible friend if I didn’t,” he said. “Are you an alcoholic? Because I know someone if you need to talk. And those twelve steps are pretty good.”

      “I am not,” she said. “But I guess that’s what a boozer would say.”

      “True.”

      “Last night was the first time I’d gotten drunk in ages,” she said. “I only had one cocktail and it hit me hard.”

      These were half-truths. In reality it had been three glasses of wine and a cocktail that had sent her up onto the karaoke stage. But it was equally true that she didn’t drink a fraction of the alcohol that she used to. In the past, she would have started pre-gaming with Henry at eight, before hitting the bars at eleven. They’d drink through the night before getting up early enough to open Melandra’s shop with minimal side effects.

      Now she looked at alcohol and she felt tipsy. She wasn’t sure if that’s what happened when you got old.

      After all, she was twenty-seven now. Practically geriatric.

      “Don’t worry about me, boss,” Piper said, stuffing a beignet into each cheek. “We were just celebrating Dani’s big win.”

      “When is the award ceremony?” King asked, opening his laptop and powering it on.

      “Friday. She’s very excited.”

      “Good. She deserves the recognition. She’s a great journalist.”

      Piper was sure her chest would have puffed with pride if it hadn’t been for the migraine assaulting the back of her eyeballs. The beignets were helping her acidic stomach, at least.

      Marginally.

      King put a folder in her hands. She tried to knock the sugar off her fingers before taking it and was only partially successful. “What’s this?”

      “Our top-secret mission,” he said, returning to his seat. “We aren’t to speak to anyone about it. Do you understand?”

      “Talk about what?” Piper asked, pushing the beignet bag to the side of her desk. She took another sip of coffee and grimaced again.

      “Good. Those are your copies. Don’t show them to anyone except Lou and Dani.”

      “Roger that. But, uh, what am I keeping secret exactly?”

      “White thinks New Orleans has a bomber. This bomber might even be a cop at his precinct.”

      That was sobering. “Holy shit. A bomber cop? They would make a scary-good bomb, wouldn’t they? With all that cop stuff in their head?”

      “Not necessarily,” King said hopefully. “It depends on their background.”

      Piper opened the folder and found four sheets of paper. She wasn’t sure if it was the hangover or just her own ignorance about crazy people who want to blow things up, but what she saw inside didn’t amount to much.

      “What am I looking at?” she asked.

      “Letters the bomber sent to White. It seems like he’s fixated on him.”

      “Why?” Piper asked.

      “I’ve got some theories. But none that I’m impressed with,” King said, leaning back in his chair, his brow pinched in concentration.

      “Let’s hear them.”

      “Either it’s an empty threat and someone is just screwing with White because of some unspoken grievance, or it’s a legitimate threat.”

      “That’s definitely the first question we have to answer,” Piper said. “And?”

      “I’m leaning toward legitimate threat because White is genuinely rattled. He’s not a reactive guy. Plenty of people have threatened him in the past. Convicts, defendants. But there’s something about this that’s getting under his skin. Either he’s withholding something that he doesn’t want me to know or he’s just acting out of instinct. Both cases merit the same response from us.”

      “Okay. Let’s say we do have a for-real bomber on our hands. What exactly are we supposed to do about that?”

      “If it’s someone in the precinct, it’s possible they might try to detonate a bomb just to tarnish his reputation. If it got out that White failed to stop a bomber that he knew about, he might be pressured to resign. That’s the only motivation that remotely makes sense to me right now.”

      “Other possibilities?” Piper was pushing him to do the thinking because she sure as hell wasn’t going to put two thoughts together right now.

      “It’s possible the bomber isn’t affiliated with the precinct at all, but is someone who is hoping White assumes they are, based on the clues they’re leaving. In that case we’re dealing with misdirection.”

      “What’s our first move then?”

      “I want to check out the paper factory and see who has access to that stationery. I also want to see if we have anyone in the area with a history that might suggest bombmaker.”

      Piper snorted. And immediately regretted doing so. It felt like someone had taken an icepick to her face. Under her breath she began to promise all the gods and goddesses in the universe that she would never drink again if someone would just take the pain away.

      “What was that?” King asked, interrupting her pleas. “I didn’t catch that.”

      “Nothing, just thinking aloud,” she said. “What do you want me to do? Get you an appointment with the manufacturer? I bet Dani can get us a good list of people with the right kind of criminal history.”

      King was nodding as if he’d already thought of this. “Yeah, it’s a good place to start. I’m hoping it’s someone at the paper factory, to be honest. Because if it’s someone at the precinct, it’s going to get tricky.”

      Piper shoved another beignet into her mouth and sucked the sugar off her fingers. “What do you mean?”

      “We’ll have to figure out how to interview everyone without pissing them off. A chunk of our work comes from that precinct. If we treat them like criminals, they’re not going to rush into our arms the next time they need help with a case. There’s a risk we’ll burn a bridge and hurt our agency if we don’t handle it well.”

      Piper saw his point, secretly loving his use of our agency. “Maybe we can use something like Johnny and the Watering Hole.”

      King snorted. “That’s for hostage situations. Not for interrogations.”

      Piper wasn’t sure she saw much difference. But she could also admit she loved the idea of using their secret code during a case. Almost as much as hearing our agency. Even if it was only in the spirit of camaraderie that he said it.

      She’d been itching to use it ever since he’d taught it to her two months ago.

      If either of them was in trouble but couldn’t say they were in trouble, then they were supposed to use the code.

      And Piper was convinced that using it in a case would be the most exciting moment of her life.

      “I considered asking Lou to use her compass to find our suspect,” King said.

      Piper was pulled from her private-eye fantasies. “Nope. No way. Can’t let you do that.”

      “Why not?”

      Piper held up her hand. “We talked about this. We have to be careful about what we ask her for. Did you already forget about the rescue mission we had to launch back in February just to get her out of that freaking torture room?”

      “We can ask her to do a little recon,” King said. “A quick pop in and out. Maybe she can get us a face or a name. A picture.”

      “She’s not invincible! She’s hella pregnant and she’s not faster than a bomb. What if you send her after this weirdo and there’s a trip wire or something and kaboom.”

      Piper was still shaken by Lou’s capture. Granted that sociopath had used Lou’s one weakness against her—kids—but it still reminded Piper that her best friend in the world, bad ass as she might be, was not immortal.

      Piper hadn’t even seen the torture room itself, only the damage it had left on Louie’s body.

      That had been enough.

      Man, what she wouldn’t give to get her hands on that asshole Gein. She had a few torture ideas for that sicko.

      “Look, I’d be an irresponsible aunt if I asked her to put my niecelette in danger for something we can absolutely one hundred percent figure out ourselves.”

      Piper stuffed another beignet in her cheeks.

      King smiled at her. “Niecelette. That’s cute. Lucy would’ve liked that.”

      “Of course it is.”

      King sat up. “Fine. We won’t lean on Lou unless we need her. But that means we also have to be careful ourselves. We both know she’ll be the first one to come after us if we get into trouble.”
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      Lou watched Stefano collapse into the chair opposite Konstantine’s desk, his sister’s blood drying on his clothes. Konstantine’s hands were folded as if in prayer in front of him. More than once, Louie saw him open his mouth as if he wanted to say something to Stefano, only to close it again.

      There are no words, Louie thought. And Konstantine seemed to know this, too.

      After all, his own mother had been shot before his eyes. There wasn’t a person in this room who hadn’t known grief and loss at the hands of gang violence.

      Sensing that Stefano wanted to speak to Konstantine alone, Lou turned to go.

      “Amore mio,” Konstantine called.

      “I’ll be back,” she promised, and closed the door behind her.

      She wanted to check on the girl. That morning they’d entrusted Stella to the care of Matilda, the young woman who kept an eye on all the children who lived in the church.

      Louie found her in the children’s dormitory, curled on the cot, fresh tears staining her cheeks.

      Matteo and Gabriella sat on the opposite bed, speaking to her softly in Italian.

      Louie had been honest with them about what had happened to Stella’s family. There was no need to protect these kids from the knowledge of what kind of monsters were in the world. They’d met the monsters firsthand—that was how they’d come to be in Konstantine’s care to begin with.

      Lou leaned against the doorway and watched them for a few minutes.

      Despite their best efforts, Stella refused to get up from her little cot, no matter what toy, sweet, or adventure the children offered her.

      “She is too sad,” Matteo said, searching Louie’s face with pleading eyes.

      “Give her time,” Louie said, placing a hand on his soft hair. “Just look after her until she feels better. She needs time.”

      “Yes. Okay, Strega.”

      Louie gave Gabriella’s shoulder a squeeze and left the room.

      Satisfied that Stella wasn’t in any immediate danger, she’d walked through the cool halls of the Florentine church, her fingers trailing along the old stone walls. She paused in the cathedral and regarded the statue of Mary, arms open to receive her.

      It was strange to walk about the church in this way, when she was so used to simply appearing where she wanted.

      Sometimes it’s nice to fill in the gaps, her aunt Lucy used to say, when she was still alive.

      She mostly said it when Lou complained about walking, knowing full well they could simply travel by their own special means.

      A pang of distress tugged at Louie’s compass and she found herself following it to the courtyard outside of Konstantine’s office. As soon as she reached his door, she knew it was their argument which had drawn her.

      They were yelling.

      Stefano’s voice was loudest. “I ask you for nothing! Nothing, fratello. But my sister and her children are dead at the impresa funebre and⁠—”

      His voice cracked, faltering.

      Lou went to the door and hesitated, wondering if she should open it or not.

      “I have to know who is responsible. I have to know who killed them and if you will not send her⁠—”

      Her. They had to be talking about Louie.

      Konstantine’s voice rumbled in return, but it was too low for Louie to make out the response. She was certain only that it was some sort of refusal. Why else would Stefano be so angry?

      Louie opened the door. The first thing that struck her was Konstantine’s face.

      His eyes were red and jaw tight.

      Stefano’s back was to her, so she could not see his face. But his shoulders shook.

      “I’ll go,” she told them plainly.

      “Amore mio, it’s not safe.”

      “I won’t be seen.”

      Konstantine came around the desk and placed a hand on her stomach. “We promised.”

      “I won’t be seen,” she said again. “I’ll wait until it’s dark. Night will be on my side. I’ll be silent, and quick.”

      Of course Konstantine didn’t believe her. “You won’t take him to that lake of yours?”

      “It’s not my kill,” she said. And it wasn’t. The one who deserved to end that man’s life was Stefano.

      Stefano put his hands together as if in prayer. “Strega, I just need a name. Tell me who did this and I will end him. Per favore.”

      “What if he isn’t alone?” Konstantine spoke to Stefano, his face still pinched with concern. “You can’t face him alone, Stefano.”

      “Then I’ll take others. Rocco. Carlo. Andrea.” Stefano turned back to Louie. “But first I need to know who did this.”

      Konstantine wouldn’t let go of her belly. She put a hand over his.

      “I’ll be careful,” she told him. How many times in the last few months had she had to make that promise over and over again? It was like he couldn’t hear it enough. Louie tried to be patient with him, but there was still a part of her that was more than a little insulted that he thought she wouldn’t do everything she could to keep their daughter safe.

      Finally he released her. “Please wait until it’s dark.”

      Lou stepped away from him. “I will.”

      Stefano visibly relaxed. “Thank you, Strega.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” she said. “I haven’t delivered what you want.”

      “But you will,” he said. “You will.”

      

      After passing the morning at the church, Lou returned to the villa. Konstantine had promised to go to the impresa funebre with Stefano to sort out the details of the entombment. Lou knew only that Stefano’s family had a mausoleum somewhere on the west side of the city and that they would be moved there once the rest of his relatives were contacted and the arrangements were made.

      Lou had left them to it, choosing instead to find a place to rest. She had never been a napper, but her pregnancy had changed that. Sometimes her feet were so swollen by the early afternoon that she found herself resting for the pure relief of being off them for an hour.
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