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      When the little girl pointed the gun at Louie Thorne and pulled the trigger, Lou sidestepped through the dark, reappearing in the shadow of a snow-covered cedar. But not before the bullet cut a line of pain across her ribs.

      Blood bloomed from Lou’s newest wound, soaking the left side of her body.

      She couldn’t blame the kid for mistaking her for the enemy. Lou had been the one to step into the middle of this mayhem.

      Lou took a second step and came out the other side of the darkness, reemerging into the night with more distance placed between her and the girl.

      The snow was bright with moonlight. The single car sitting in the driveway outside the still house was quiet.

      Lou didn’t see any lights—from houses or streetlights or cars. This darkness went on for miles. Lou didn’t even have a good sense of where the hell they were, except somewhere wild, where nature prevailed with the exception of this solitary house.

      From this new angle, Lou could see the girl, but the girl couldn’t see her.

      She was small, no more than eight or nine years old. She still pointed the gun at the place where Lou had stood a moment before.

      Her chest heaved. Her eyes were wide with fear, shimmering, as she searched the night for Lou, the gun swinging left and right.

      Lou recoiled, standing closer to the base of the pine tree. The scent of pine tar, as pleasant as it was, wasn’t enough to distract her from the burning ache in her side, or the sticky feel of the blood cooling on her skin.

      “Come on!” the boy called. He pulled on the girl’s free arm. He was older, Lou guessed. He stood over the girl by four or five inches.

      “Where did she go?” the girl screamed. “Where did she go!”

      But the boy was behind the wheel now, cranking the car to life. Red light from the brakes fell across the snow, giving the impression that the girl was standing in a blood bath.

      The impression was strengthened by the two dead bodies at her feet.

      “Kaia, let’s go!” the boy called from inside the car. “We can’t wait! Someone’s coming!”

      Was Lou really going to let two children—one of them armed and certainly neither of them old enough to legally drive—speed off into the night alone?

      The only reason she’d come to this shootout at all was because her compass had demanded it. One minute Lou had been enjoying an Italian sunrise, a cup of black coffee in her hands. Then between one sip and the next, she’d been consumed by an intense pull ricocheting through her, a call as desperate as a prayer and as clear as an alarm bell.

      And Lou had answered that prayer, as she’d done countless times over the years, having learned to trust such impulses when they arose. Knowing that when fear and panic welled up within her like that, it was best to act first, ask questions later.

      So she’d come. She’d pulled on her leather jacket, her mirrored sunglasses, and had grabbed a gun.

      Only to step from the darkness in time to find a little assassin shooting at anything that moved.

      Lou turned her attention to the men.

      They’d been the ones who’d looked dangerous. They’d been the ones trying to subdue the kids and force them into the vehicle. Without much thought, Lou had fired a shot through the man unfortunate enough to be closest to her. His eyes had widened only a moment before his brains sprayed across the snow, looking black even in the moonlight.

      She had also shot the second man—a quick double tap under his chin—before turning to find that the girl had a gun of her own.

      And she’d aimed it at Lou.

      Lou hadn’t even seen her pull it. She didn’t know if the girl had been packing her own heat—which seemed unlikely, given her age—or if she’d pulled it off one of the men while Lou wasn’t looking.

      Now, as her body throbbed and blood continued to pour from the gash beneath her ribs, Lou thought it hardly mattered.

      The girl climbed into the back seat of the car.

      Am I really going to let them go? she wondered again.

      No sooner did the car door shut behind the girl than a gunshot blew out the passenger-side window.

      That’s what I get for leaving a gun in a child’s hands.

      A second shot followed and then a third. The children were screaming, and Lou realized the shots weren’t being fired from inside the vehicle.

      A burly man with more neck than head stumbled into view. He was already at the car, wrenching the front passenger door open before Lou spotted the .357 Magnum in his swollen fist.

      Five steps were all it took to close the distance. Five steps and Lou threw her body against his, slamming him hard against the metal frame. Still screaming, the boy shifted the car into drive.

      It lurched forward and Lou, trying to shove the man’s weight away, found her wounded left side would not cooperate. She ended up on her back in the front passenger seat, the man collapsed on top of her.

      The car swerved across the road, the headlights still extinguished. The man on top of Lou growled as his legs were dragged across the road. The friction ate away his pants, then the flesh beneath. The ravenous road also ate away the heels of Lou’s boots.

      Yet the boy behind the wheel didn’t stop. Instead, the car went faster. Lou’s gun and hand were pinned between their chests, and she couldn’t rotate her wrist enough to fire a decent shot at her assailant.

      With her other hand, Lou managed to free a second Beretta from its hip holster and press its barrel against the man’s neck. She pulled the trigger and his head rocked violently to one side.

      As he brought up his hand to cover the burbling wound, his body dropped away. Free of his weight, Lou hauled herself up fully into the passenger seat and closed the door.

      She had only a moment to register this before movement caught her eye.

      She snatched the gun from the girl’s hand before she managed to fire it.

      “Stop trying to shoot me,” Lou said, holding the gun aloft. “I’m helping you.”

      Kaia tried to grab the gun from Lou but was impeded by the seatbelt strapped across her chest.

      Lou almost laughed. Given what she’d just witnessed, seatbelts seemed like a trivial consideration at a time like this. But at least the girl meant to stay alive. Lou could give her that.

      “Now,” Lou said, turning to the boy. “Who’s trying to hurt you? What—shit.”

      Lou saw the outline of the truck only a second before it slammed into the driver’s-side door. It had kept its lights off.

      The children screamed. The car lurched, shoved to one side of the road, pushed off course by the force of the oncoming vehicle.

      Lou had turned the girl’s confiscated pistol in the direction of the attacking vehicle with the intention of firing shots at the driver’s-side window.

      But the boy had evidently not been wearing a seatbelt as the girl had. He flew across the front seat of the car and collided with Lou before she could fire a clean shot.

      Lou had a moment to choose between firing blindly at the driver or opening her arms and catching the boy’s body before he began pinballing the interior of the car.

      She chose the boy. And she’d only just pulled him to her, wrapping her arms protectively around him, when the car began to roll.

      Lou’s head hit the roof and her ears rang. She shifted through the dark without thinking, still holding on to the boy.

      They materialized outside of the car, the snow cold against her skin. The car tumbled past them. Seeing it, the boy screamed, “Kaia!”

      “I’ll get her. Stay here. Don’t let them see you.” Lou pushed him beneath the cover of the nearest conifer laden with snow and slipped. When she reemerged, she was back in the car only to find the girl fighting with her seatbelt.

      She had a fresh cut on her forehead, no doubt from flying glass, but she looked otherwise unhurt. As soon as she saw Lou, she reached for the gun.

      Lou moved them both before she could take hold of it, reuniting her with the boy.

      Just in time for Lou to take a bullet for him. It ripped through her shoulder.

      She swore and aimed her gun. She blew out the shooter’s face without ever getting a good look at it. Now her right shoulder burned along with her ribs.

      But better my shoulder than his skull, she thought, and pulled both the children through the dark and across the world.

      Somewhere safe, she told her compass. Somewhere remote, somewhere they can hide until I figure out what the hell is going on.

      When the world reformed from its nothingness, a cabin stood before them.

      Lou recognized it, though she hadn’t been here in ages, not since healing from a near-death experience while still hunting for Fernando Martinelli all those years ago.

      As soon as she released the children onto the porch, she knew she couldn’t stay. Her vision was tunneling. Darkness was pressing in on her from all directions.

      Never a good sign.

      She lifted the carved bear which stood beside the door and found the key. She handed it over.

      “Go inside,” she instructed. “There’s heat. There’s water. I’ll bring food soon. No one should come here, but if they do, hide.”

      “Where are you going?” the boy asked.

      “Give me a gun,” the girl demanded.

      Lou was not going to give her a gun. “Stay inside and stay warm until I come back.”

      Lou hoped she would come back. Leaving two kids in the Canadian wilderness, a good fifty miles from the nearest town, would prove just as deadly if she didn’t. Using her GPS watch, she marked their location.

      “Wait, lady, can you⁠—”

      Whatever the boy meant to say was swallowed up by Lou’s encroaching unconsciousness. She fell backward, all strength leaving her body. She had a passing thought that her back would hit the cold snow at the bottom of the cabin’s steps. Instead, it hit a tiled floor half warmed by Italian sunshine.

      Before her eyes fluttered closed, a familiar face peered down at her.

      Lou recognized her.

      Isadora, Konstantine’s personal physician, an Italian woman with dark brows and a stern expression, cried out.

      “Porca miseria!” The doctor set her half-finished espresso down on its saucer. “Why did I think this would be a quiet morning?”

       

       

      Lou slept.

      When she woke, it was briefly, mere moments at a time.

      She slipped in and out of consciousness, and when awake, she caught only glimpses of the doctor’s face, half covered by a surgical mask. Magnifying glasses enlarged her eyes to insectile proportions. In a commanding tone, the doctor gave orders to her subordinates, nurses that Lou might have been able to recognize under better circumstances, but for now, they were little more than gray shapes moving urgently around the surgical table where Lou had been placed.

      And there was the incessant glare of the overhead light, horribly bright and unbearable.

      At one point, Lou thought she saw Konstantine’s face, felt his cool hand on her feverish brow. Heard his calm reassurances in her ear.

      But when she finally woke, rising to true wakefulness, she was alone on a hospital cot.

      Her body was sore. Her head was spinning.

      She wore clean clothes. Gauze had been taped over her wounds. Her mouth had the telltale taste of metallics, confirming she’d been drugged, no doubt for her own comfort while Isadora dug the offending bullet out of her shoulder and replenished the lost blood.

      Lou heard Isadora’s footsteps before she saw her enter the room. She tried to sit up and was forced to cradle her head with shaky hands.

      “Easy, Strega,” the doctor said. “Don’t move too quickly.”

      She examined her again, without comment, as Lou struggled to gain her bearings.

      “Not bad,” the doctor informed her. “Should I tell you to take it easy? Or is that a waste of my breath?”

      “A waste, probably,” Lou said. She pinched her eyes shut against the spinning room. Something cold was pressed into her hand a moment later, and Lou opened her eyes.

      Isadora offered her a cup of water and two large white pills.

      The doctor gave her a moment to take the pills and drink before speaking.

      “You will make a full recovery, but your back may scar. Especially if you do not take care of your stitches,” she said.

      When Lou stretched, she felt the thread pull and the gauze shift.

      The doctor went on, “The bullet in your shoulder was removed and you have a bump on the top of your head. I removed the glass in your cheek and arm as well. But you’ll recover.”

      “Was Konstantine here?” Lou asked. She was certain she’d seen his face. Or maybe she had been dreaming.

      “Sì,” Isadora said. “I am to tell him every time you collapse bleeding at my feet. At least this time it was my kitchen floor. Which I can mop. Grazie.”

      Lou wasn’t surprised her compass had brought her to Isadora. It was habit now. Isadora was employed solely in the service of the Ravengers, Konstantine’s gang. If Konstantine or any of his men were shot, maimed, or otherwise injured, they went to Isadora. They relied on her for her medical expertise, but also her discretion.

      Konstantine had once told Lou that he’d hired the doctor because he trusted Isadora with his life.

      That was why Lou had begun to trust her too. That and the fact that Lou hated hospitals. The harsh fluorescents ran counter to her gifts. They exposed her. Nullified her ability.

      And while Isadora’s clinic did look and smell like a hospital, it was infinitely more palatable, in Lou’s opinion.

      “Thanks for the help.” Lou slid off the cot. “Sorry about your kitchen floor.”

      “Wait,” Isadora said.

      “What is it?” Lou held on to the cot with a steadying hand.

      The doctor took a deep breath.

      Lou stilled herself. Whatever Isadora had to say next, she didn’t want to say it. That was enough to make Lou’s insides harden. “What?”

      “You’re pregnant,” Isadora said.

      Lou’s heart skipped a beat. “How would you know that?”

      “I do a pregnancy test whenever I operate on a woman. I confirmed the pregnancy by ultrasound post-surgery, after I sent everyone home, mind you. You are eight or nine weeks. There is a heartbeat.”

      Lou sat back down on the cot. She hoped the shakiness in her knees was from dehydration and not the all-encompassing fear radiating through her.

      “None of the medications I gave you should have a negative effect. I always err on the side of caution with a woman of childbearing age,” she said.

      Childbearing age.

      Lou’s birthday had been just six days ago. As she’d extinguished twenty-eight blazing candles with a single breath, she’d been blissfully unaware that another life had begun inside her.

      “Did you tell him?” Lou asked.

      Isadora’s brow pinched. “Who?”

      “Konstantine. Did you tell him I’m pregnant?”

      Isadora barked a harsh, short laugh. “Do I look like I want to die?”

      Lou frowned, confused. “Why would he kill you?”

      “Strega, what if the child is not his?” Isadora’s hands became very Italian suddenly. “You come and go all hours of the night. I do not know where you go or who you spend your time with. I am not going to tell the most dangerous man alive that his amore may be pregnant with someone else’s child. Col cavolo!”

      How to explain to the doctor that while it was true that Lou spent her nights with plenty of men, it usually ended in their murder. Regarding paternity, there was no question. Konstantine had been the only one in her bed for years.

      Unless there was something freakier about La Loon’s waters than its healing properties, Lou didn’t think she’d conceived a child by any other means except the most obvious one.

      “Is this the part where you tell me to lay off the red wine?” Lou asked. She was trying to find some ground under her feet despite the panic rising up within her.

      Isadora laughed again, this one less strained.

      “First of all, Italian women enjoy wine while pregnant. A glass or two a week? Niente di grave.” The doctor shrugged. “Wine is not your problem. It is a miracle that you did not miscarry after last night. And any other night where you insist on taking a bullet as if you are made of stone and not flesh and bones. Keep doing that and your chances of miscarriage will increase. Also, I cannot tell you what effect that place will have on your child.”

      That place. She meant La Loon, of course.

      “We know that the microbes in its waters heal you, and we find them in your blood. Will they cross the placenta?” Isadora shrugged again.

      “You want me to stop hunting?”

      “No, Strega. I’m telling you that if you want to keep that child inside you, you will have to be more careful.” She escorted Lou to the door of the clinic, opening it for her. “For at least four or five months. And unless you want to leave an orphan behind in this world, then another eighteen years beyond that.”

      Isadora closed the door on her, leaving Lou on the clinic steps in the predawn light.

      Church bells rang in the distance.

      For a moment all Lou could do was stand there listening to the sounds of Florence waking up all around her.

      Mopeds honked. Tires bumped over the uneven roads. Pigeons cooed. Someone further down the street hummed a tune.

      Lou started walking in the direction of the Arno River, toward the villa she shared with Konstantine.

      What she would tell him when she saw him, she wasn’t sure.

      Maybe I won’t tell him anything.

      A flock of pigeons startled, escaping her path by scattering in the early-morning mist hanging above the damp cobblestone streets.

      Lou hardly noticed.

      Her mind was several places at once.

      It was in the cabin with the children that she needed to check on. It was in the villa, looking into Konstantine’s eyes.

      It was everywhere but here with her.

      The rising winter sun brightened the horizon, and with each step, Lou struggled to breathe.

      Nine weeks pregnant.

      I’m pregnant.

      Fuck.
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      Robert King stepped away from the protection of Café du Monde’s green awning, and a cold wind rolled off the Mississippi River, striking him square in the face. The skin on the back of his neck iced. He ducked his head and pulled his coat tighter, looking both ways before crossing the street.

      As the cold tried to slither beneath his collar, King had to remind himself that he preferred winter in New Orleans to its summer. If this were August, a forty-eight-degree morning would feel blissful by comparison. A chilly, overcast day would be the type of day he’d prayed for as sweat poured from his body and the oppressive heat overtook his mind.

      Besides, the wind was less brutal once he crossed Jackson Square and turned onto Royal Street, finding protection between the low-slung buildings facing one another. He passed storefronts showcasing styled mannequins, candle displays, and the colorful work of local artists. Souvenir shops offered a menagerie of promises, everything from half-price cocktails to fortune-telling.

      King walked on as 777 Royal Street came into view. Its large glass windows read Crescent City Detective Agency in the early-morning light.

      He twisted his key in the lock and pushed the door open with a bump of his hip.

      The office was quiet.

      Piper wasn’t in her apartment upstairs. She’d told King last week that she had an exam for one of her courses and would be two hours late.

      What had the class been? Victimology? Abnormal Psychology? He couldn’t remember.

      That was just as well. He would use the quiet time before she arrived to complete some overdue paperwork. They could debrief each other on the status of their pending cases this afternoon.

      And he had at least four hours before his lunch date with Beth Miller, the DA. Beth was his current—what? Girlfriend? Was that what he should call her? He had to admit he wasn’t entirely sure where their relationship stood, and at his age, with the love of his life already in the grave, he was fine with that. Still, he was looking forward to her company and the turkey bacon club that he’d been craving since she’d suggested Ralph’s Subs two days ago.

      King had only just settled behind his desk, having arranged the paperwork in a pleasing formation for the sake of efficiency, his cup of coffee resting on a coaster he stole from the bar around the corner, when the bell above the door rang.

      He looked up, half expecting to see Piper enter the agency.

      But it was a woman he didn’t know.

      She hesitated in the doorway, holding her threadbare coat close to her body. Her legs were covered by nothing more than tights stretched thin. Even for New Orleans, her clothes weren’t warm enough. She reeked of cigarette smoke and her hair was mostly blond. It had been dyed a long time ago, the roots never retouched. The dark part of her hair had grown out to almost her ears.

      He thought he saw a hint of makeup on her face, though if it had been swiftly applied that morning or left over from the night before, he couldn’t say.

      One thing was for certain, she was in distress.

      “Can I help you?” King asked.

      “I’m looking for Robbie King,” she said in a small, squeaky voice.

      Robbie. Someone from the station referred her then. Only the officers around here called him Robbie.

      “I’m King,” he said, rising from his seat. He extended his hand toward her. “It’s nice to meet you, Ms…”

      She looked back at the door as if she intended to run. Something must have made her change her mind. “Carrie. My name is Carrie Bright.”

      She inched close enough to give his hand a weak shake.

      “Can I offer you a seat and a cup of coffee, Ms. Bright?” He gestured at the unused coffee station on the opposite wall beside Piper’s clean desk. “I have tea too, if that’s your preference.”

      “No, no. Thank you. I can’t stay.”

      King took his seat and she still stood. “How can I help you, Ms. Bright?”

      He hoped his voice might ease her. But still she looked to the door as if she wasn’t sure she wanted to be here. It had been a long time since he’d seen someone so skittish standing in the agency. The last time, it had been an addict looking for his dealer. He hadn’t wanted to tell King about their relationship or why he’d been so desperate to find the man, though King had ascertained both rather quickly.

      Unfortunately, King’s search ended tragically when he discovered the dealer’s body in a graffitied warehouse just outside Metairie. He’d been shot four times in the back of the head, his killer never apprehended.

      “Whatever you want to tell me will remain in the confidence of this office, Ms. Bright,” King said, gesturing to the chair opposite him again.

      With her arms wrapped around her, the woman took the offered seat, barely perching on its edge.

      “Most people only come to a detective agency for two reasons,” King began. He felt like he was the one who should be talking, given her reluctance to do so. It left him with no other choice, really. “They come to me either because they’re looking for someone, or perhaps something if it was a theft, or they want to find out something. Like if someone is having an affair or⁠—”

      “Nothing like that,” Ms. Bright said.

      “Then may I ask who you’re looking for?”

      “My daughter,” she said.

      Not uncommon.

      “How old is she?”

      “Nineteen.”

      King was slightly surprised by the age. Ms. Bright herself didn’t appear that old, but he knew that people had kids young.

      King reached across the desk and grabbed an ink pen and his legal pad. “Her name?”

      “Jenny. Jenny Bright.”

      King wrote down the girl’s name and age.

      “When did you last see her?”

      The woman hesitated. King waited, knowing that silence usually forced people to talk. They were less comfortable with the pressure that built in those empty moments than he was. Of course, he had decades of experience as an interrogator for the DEA.

      “Maybe this is a mistake,” she said.

      King took a shot in the dark. “Ms. Bright. I don’t know your situation, but let me assure you that I don’t turn anyone away, no matter their circumstances. Last week, I had four sex workers in here asking for my help in finding another working girl who hadn’t checked in for a couple of days.”

      “Did you find her?” the woman asked hopefully.

      “I did. Unfortunately, she was strung out on meth with an ex-boyfriend, but we found her, and she was alive. It wasn’t the best ending, but all parties were satisfied.”

      Her brow furrowed. “But I thought you worked with the police.”

      “I do, sometimes,” he admitted, stretching back in his seat. “But I’m an independent contractor. I’ll help the police or local law enforcement with a case if they ask. I’ve got enough experience collecting evidence and interviewing witnesses to be of use to them, but I’m not a cop. I don’t owe them anything. And I don’t have the same rules.”

      God was this true. Especially in more recent years.

      King had always been a rule follower.

      But since Louie Thorne had walked into his life, he had done plenty of unlawful things. Hell, two weeks ago, he’d given her the names of two child rapists who’d escaped prison knowing full well she’d blow their brains out before his head hit the pillow that night.

      What did that make him?

      A handler? An executioner?

      And he couldn’t even say he regretted it.

      The world view he held today was a lot messier than the one he’d formed while working as a DEA agent with Louie’s father all those years ago.

      “If your daughter is in trouble, I’m not going to hand her over to the police if I find her, do you understand?” he said at last.

      At last Ms. Bright’s shoulders softened, sagging. Then the tears came. She covered her face with her hands.

      “I’m sorry. I’m just so tired of it all.”

      She lifted her head, revealing her tearstained face.

      “Tell me what’s going on and I’ll see what I can do.” King offered her the box of tissues on his desk meant exactly for such moments as these.

      She took two. “And what if I can’t pay you? I’ve got nothing.”

      “I have a pro bono fund for situations like this,” King lied. “From time to time I take on cases without expectation of payment. Yours might qualify.”

      The truth was King had made plenty of money while he was working on the force. He made even more when he sold his house in St. Louis and moved to New Orleans.

      Now he was in his sixties and wanted for nothing. He’d come to New Orleans to drink himself to death and ended up opening the agency instead. He could have lived off his retirement and pension alone for the rest of his life. But he’d touched very little of that since opening the agency. The work he did for the DA’s office and the local police precincts was enough to cover his modest expenses.

      That meant he could trot out this lie about a pro bono fund whenever an unprofitable case pulled at his heart strings.

      “But I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what’s going on,” King said gently.

      “What’s going on? I think she’s gone and got herself wrapped up in some sort of satanic cult, is what I think,” the woman said. She dabbed her wet eyes with the tissue. “I think they’ve brainwashed her with that devil shit and now they’re gonna kill her.”

      King kept his face neutral. “When’s the last time you saw her?”

      “It’s been two months,” she said. She rubbed her nose until it was red. “And last night⁠—”

      Her words broke off and the crying began in earnest.

      King waited.

      She finally recovered enough air to squeak out, “Last night I dreamed about her again. She told me she was dead. She told me he’d killed her. I’m so scared I’m too late.”

      King would have inwardly dismissed such a claim a year ago. But Melandra, his landlady and best friend, had saved a girl’s life because of the dreams she’d had. More than that, King was pretty sure he’d seen his first ghost just a few months ago while working a murder case at a bayou plantation. Before he’d left, it had waved to him—as if to say thank you for capturing her murderer.

      As a result, King wasn’t sure what to believe these days.

      “Tell me about the dream,” he said.

      The woman took a shaky breath and pulled her coat closer. “I’ve had it for three nights in a row now. I feel crazy. Hell, I probably seem crazy to you.”

      “I won’t judge,” King said. He was glad Piper wasn’t here. She would have laughed to hear him say that. “It’s more important right now that I have as much information as possible before we speculate.”

      She wet her lips and began. “It always starts the same. I’m outside, looking at the sky. It’s like I’m waitin’ for something. It’s dark with storm clouds a’rollin’ in. And the lightning is just vicious. When I realize it’s starting to rain and there’s a tornado forming, I run into my RV. Except it ain’t an RV on the inside. It’s—well, I don’t know what it is. A room? A dungeon? I couldn’t tell you.”

      “Describe it the best you can,” King said, continuing to take his notes.

      “What I see when I look inside is like rooms, but the walls are black. Or maybe there ain’t no walls. I can’t see so much as my hand in front of my face. But I hear my baby, I hear Jenny calling for me and I’m following her voice. I keep thinking I’m gonna run into something because it’s so dark, but I don’t. And it’s got a strange smell. I can’t even begin to describe it. It ain’t like nothing I’ve smelled before in my life. A little bit like animals maybe, but that ain’t quite right either. Anyway, I’m running and running trying to find her and then I see a light. I run toward it and there she is. She’s laying on this rock, like it’s a bed. She’s covered in blood and she’s crying. I go to her, and I take her in my arms, and I hold her like I did when she was a baby. She’s crying and I’m crying. And then she says, ‘He’s killed me, Momma. He’s killed me.’ Then I wake up, holding myself.”

      “Do you know who ‘he’ might be?” King asked, looking up from his notes.

      “She can only mean her cousin on her daddy’s side, Tommy. He’s been in that devil shit for a long time.”

      “Does Tommy have a full name?”

      “Thomas Scott Wexler,” she said. “He’s got a place somewhere off Tchoupitoulas Street and he works for one of them ghost tour places here in the Quarter. But I don’t know much else about him.”

      King continued to write while she spoke. “Does Jenny have an address? A job? A list of friends I can talk to? Anyone who might have seen her lately?”

      Shame flashed on the woman’s face. “I don’t know any of that, I’m sorry to say. I’ve got one address, but I don’t think it’s her last. She was cleaning rooms at a hotel over on Fourth Street for a while, but I think she quit. I don’t know what she did after that. We ain’t been on good speaking terms for a while now. Part of that was her daddy’s fault. We divorced when she was little. He went on to become a hot-shot attorney with the fancy car and a new life. We had a lot of fights about the way I lived. By the time she was a teenager, she didn’t like coming to my place. I guess it was hard for her to be in the RV with Roofus and me when she could be in some four-bedroom mansion out in Mandeville. But it’s my fault too, I suppose, for never doin’ no better than I have.”

      “Is Roofus your husband? Boyfriend?”

      Ms. Bright snorted. “He’s a twelve-year-old peekapoo. He’s all I got now.”

      King considered offering platitudes about how poverty is rarely due to a person’s fault alone. Luck plays a part, not to mention the fact that some people are simply offered more opportunity than others. Instead of saying any of this and risk offending her, King pressed on.

      “Do you live here in the Quarter?” he asked.

      The woman snorted. “Naw. My RV is out in St. Bernard,” she added with a touch of defensive pride. “I take the bus into the Quarter for my job. I work just a few blocks from here, off Canal.”

      “And who referred you to me?” King looked up from his legal pad.

      “I went down to the station here”—she pointed up Royal Street in the direction of the nearest precinct—“but the cop blew me off. It was the nice lady at the desk who told me about you. She has the braids and them colored contacts. They’re cool. Don’t know how she works with them long nails though. I can barely type with just my fingers.”

      She must have meant Kendra, the precinct’s receptionist on most days. King had talked to her on a few occasions, little more than short, polite exchanges.

      He hadn’t realized he’d made an impression.

      “She told me that you might be able to help me and that you were just up the road. So here I am.” The tears returned, filling her eyes. “I want you to tell me it’s just a bad dream, Mr. King. Please find my baby so that I know she’s all right. I don’t even care if I’m crazy, as long as she’s all right.”

      A fist closed around King’s heart. “I’ll do my very best, Ms. Bright.”

      

      King ended up leaving the office before Piper returned from her exam. Ms. Bright’s visit had put him in a bad mood. It wasn’t her fault. The woman had done nothing wrong. But the exchange had put his mind into overdrive, and the more he reviewed the limited details he’d received, the sicker he felt to his stomach.

      It wasn’t that he thought he couldn’t find Jenny.

      True, there wasn’t a clear place to start the investigation yet, but King had other ways of finding someone. There was always Lou, who could use that compass of hers to locate a person without a second thought. And even if Lou was tied up with her own hunt, King knew how to get ahold of Konstantine and his vast surveillance network. Then there were his friends in the DEA office back in St. Louis who could run the girl’s name.

      So, no. It wasn’t finding her.

      It was the dream that troubled him. The way that Ms. Bright so obviously believed in it. She knew she shouldn’t, but she did. That much was clear to him.

      Perhaps that was why King turned the sign on the agency’s door from Open to Closed and locked up after only an hour in the office. Hands in his pockets, he headed straight to Melandra’s Fortunes and Fixes around the corner where Royal and St. Peter intersected.

      As was his habit, he placed one hand on the horse head post outside of Mel’s shop and checked his shoes. He didn’t want to track any dirt inside. And given the fact that the French Quarter streets were often filthy with far worse than a bit of mud—horse shit, spilled alcohol, vomit, gum, or once he’d even found the soles of his shoes covered in glitter—it was always best to check before he crossed her mat.

      When he pushed open the door to Fortunes and Fixes, the smell of incense greeted him. The earthy tones of patchouli and something sweeter, jasmine perhaps, assailed his nose. A ghoul, a six-foot statue he’d helped Mel assemble a couple of years ago, shrieked. And the chandelier overhead moaned, its candles flickering as he passed beneath it.

      Mel had worked hard to create the right atmosphere for her occult shop. He was proud of her and what she had built. He hoped she was too.

      When he didn’t find her behind the register and saw that the curtain to her fortune-telling nook was open with no one inside, he called her name. He heard the click of dog nails before he saw the Belgian Malinois, Lady, saunter into view.

      “Hey, girl, where’s Mel?” King said, and gave Lady a good scratch behind her soft ears. Louder, he asked, “Mel, you here?”

      The storage room opened, and a dark head emerged. “Why are you hollering? What if I had customers?”

      “I looked first.”

      Mel arched a brow. “What’s happened? Why does your face look like that?”

      He snorted. “Like what?”

      She scrunched up her face in a pantomime of concern. “Like that. What’s happened?”

      King told her about Carrie Bright, about the missing daughter, about the dream.

      Mel’s eyes lit with recognition. “You thought I’d be able to understand the dream. You know I believe dreams tell us something. So, let’s hear it then.”

      King recounted all he could remember of the dream before he had to pull out his legal pad and review his notes to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything important. Lady was unhappy when the petting stopped, but quickly found a spot to curl up at Mel’s feet.

      “I’m not sure what she meant by ‘devil shit,’” King finished at last. He gestured at the shop. “For all I know, this shop would be considered devil shit. Or maybe a rock t-shirt and black nail polish is her definition of satanic.”

      Mel pursed her lips. “It would be hard to say. You didn’t think to ask?”

      King shook his head. He didn’t want to admit that he’d been struggling to remain objective with this case. That fact alone probably told him he was the wrong person for the job, but it was too late to back out now. He’d already promised Ms. Bright his best effort, told her he’d cover the expenses with his so-called pro bono fund.

      All he could do now was pray the investigation didn’t end with him finding the girl’s body.

      Please let her be okay, he thought. Don’t let her be dead.

      “You’ve got all kinds here in the Quarter,” Mel went on, unaware of the silent war waging within him. “You’ve got the emo goth kids who are fascinated by all things macabre. You’ve got satanists, sure. Mostly that’s a counterculture movement more than any actual worship of evil. Then there are people who confuse hoodoo, voodoo, or other afro-centric religions with satanism. So, there’s really no telling what this cousin might be into. As for the dream, which is what I think you’re really asking me about, I’d believe her. Even if her daughter isn’t dead, Mr. King, there’s got to be a reason a mother is dreaming about her baby night after night like that. A mother–child connection is a sacred one. I’d bet all my savings that the girl is in some kind of trouble, be it satanists or something else. What do you think?”

      “I think I trust your judgment,” he said.

      “Though it’s true I believe in dreams more after what happened with Zoey Peterson.”

      Zoey Peterson. Melandra had never met the girl before she started dreaming about her, night after night, seeing the girl’s death on repeat. With King’s help, they’d been able to save her from that fate.

      “So, what will you do?” Mel asked, adjusting her bangles. King liked the musical sound they made as they slid along her wrists.

      “I’ll start with the cousin. If I find him, maybe I can figure out if he’s been in contact with Jenny. Then I’ll go from there. Can you check your sources and see if there really are any satanic cults operating in the area?”

      “Sure,” she said. “But we both know it don’t take a group of satanists to kill a girl. There are plenty of crazies out there who would do the job with no credit to Satan at all.”
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      Konstantine sat behind his desk, rolling a pen absentmindedly between his fingers. His face was turned toward the fireplace burning on his right, the heat a welcome balm against the cold February day. He should have been concerned with the business before him. He needed to make decisions on several pending shipments. Which cargo companies to use. How best to cloak his actions without arousing suspicion from either the authorities or competing organizations. Not to mention he had nearly a ton of uncut cocaine sitting in a Colombian harbor and no destination for it.

      But his mind was far away from these concerns. No matter how much he tried to focus on his duty to the empire Padre Leo had left him, his thoughts still returned to Louie.

      Something was wrong with her. Or perhaps something was wrong with them.

      Perhaps it was simply her latest hunt, her obsession with the mysterious children she’d rescued.

      She was diligent, certainly. She checked on them several times a day, and when she was not ensuring their well-being and safety, she was hunting the people who were trying to find them.

      She had not asked him for help.

      It wasn’t her independent nature or her unwillingness to rely on him that worried him, both of which he’d grown accustomed to with time.

      It was the other signs of her restlessness.

      One night, he’d mentioned a mere inconvenience. A shipment of guns was being held up in a Hong Kong port because a bureaucrat was pressing him for more money than they’d agreed upon. The bureaucrat wanted a larger bribe, but that was a simple matter. One that Konstantine could have dealt with swiftly.

      Konstantine thought he was offering up this information in passing, an attempt to share the workings of his day with her. He did not, however, realize he’d signed the bureaucrat’s death warrant.

      An hour later Lou was in Hong Kong. She killed the greedy bureaucrat and half his dock workers. The next morning, just as Konstantine was noting Lou’s bloody footprints drying on their bedroom floor, he received a very apologetic phone call from Hong Kong.

      It seemed the new boss was more than willing to accept Konstantine’s original terms and had approved the shipment before the details were even finalized. The shipment was now on its way to Naples, as agreed, and if Konstantine felt obliged, he could pay at his earliest convenience.

      Or not at all.

      Konstantine had ended the call feeling equal parts amusement and concern.

      He’d seen this ferocity before, when something troubled her.

      Yet he had not found the courage to ask her what was wrong.

      He sensed it had something to do with him. He had no logical explanation for this belief, and yet he didn’t doubt it.

      Their lovemaking had not changed. That was true.

      But she didn’t linger in his arms anymore. It seemed that now she went from their bed straight out into the night on some mission rather than indulge in his company.

      Was she tired of him? Dissatisfied?

      In the years before they’d become lovers, Konstantine had tracked her movements with an obsessive passion. He’d noted that Louie had never spent more than one night with a man.

      He’d been secretly pleased with himself that he alone had earned her repeated affections. She had also not lived with anyone else, and yet here they were sharing a villa overlooking the Arno River. He’d thought they were making progress.

      But perhaps she was not happy. Perhaps after their months of domestic bliss, she was growing bored of their arrangement. Maybe three years of devotion was her limit.

      Or maybe she’s met someone else.

      A knock on his office door pulled Konstantine from his thoughts. “Sì?”

      Stefano entered. He was dressed head to toe in black Armani, his hair clean and pushed back from his face. The scent of his cologne filled the small office. “Sei occupato?”

      “No, I’m not busy.” Konstantine composed himself, doing his best to wipe the concern from his face. It was immediately clear that he had not done a very good job of it.

      “You’ve been sulking in here all day. Those children keep asking me if you’re going to eat lunch with them or not.” Stefano nodded in the direction of the kitchen.

      “Sì, sì. I haven’t forgotten.” He had promised Matteo and the others that he would dine with them today. He checked the time and saw that it was less than an hour until lunch.

      Stefano lingered, pulling a cigarette from his pocket and putting it between his lips. He struck a match, cupping the flame until the cigarette began to burn on its own. But even after he took several drags and blew the smoke toward the ceiling, he didn’t leave.

      “What is it?” Konstantine asked.

      “You tell me,” his friend said. He gestured at Konstantine with his cigarette. “I know it’s something. Tell me.”

      Konstantine fell back against his seat.

      If Stefano had noticed his dark mood, there was a good chance that Lou had noticed too. Was it possible that his sulkiness was making matters worse between them?

      “I should just talk to her,” Konstantine muttered to himself.

      “You’re having problems with La Strega?”

      Konstantine held up his hands, which was answer enough.

      “Fix it,” Stefano said. “Ora.”

      Konstantine met his eyes. “Why?”

      “I like this life. Things are very easy for me now. It’s no longer Stefano go to Tokyo tonight. Stefano go to Rio tomorrow. Stefano, break your back getting rid of this body.”

      Konstantine laughed.

      It was true that with Louie and her dark gift on his side, it was easier for Konstantine to quell problems around the world himself with her as escort. Teams no longer needed to be mobilized or coordinated. Furthermore, it terrified his adversaries to see her. The infamous witch, mistress of death, and themselves reflected in her mirrored sunglasses.

      Was that the problem? Was Konstantine relying too much on her gifts? Was he bothering her?

      “Champagne, flowers, a long weekend on a white beach,” Stefano was saying. “Take care of it.”

      “She doesn’t care for those things.”

      “Buy her more guns,” Stefano said. “A rocket launcher. Whatever will make her happy.”

      “And what if it’s someone else that will make her happy?” Konstantine asked, his voice barely above a whisper. “What if that’s what she wants?”

      Stefano considered this. Then he shrugged. “We will kill him. Make it look like an accident. Then you can win her back with the leather and the guns. I will help you.”

      A swell of affection ran through Konstantine. He remembered Stefano as a boy, the way he’d been annoyed at first to have him following on Konstantine’s heels. Now he couldn’t imagine his life without him.

      “Tu sei un grande amico,” Konstantine said.

      “No, not a great friend.” Stefano laughed. “Only a lazy one.”

      Konstantine couldn’t hold his friend’s good cheer. His dark thoughts crept back in, his chest growing heavy with doubt.

      Stefano finished his cigarette then ground it out on the stone floor before putting the butt in the trash can.

      “Listen,” he began. “I will not pretend to understand a woman like La Strega. But I know that you are drawn to each other. And I believe she loves you. How many times has she saved your life? How many times has she fought for you?”

      “She’s restless,” Konstantine interjected.

      Stefano held up his hands. “Perhaps no man can own a woman like that. Not entirely. Maybe you have to ask yourself if you would be open to sharing her. Only a little.”

      Konstantine considered this.

      What Stefano said rang true. Lou did love him. She hadn’t said it and might never say it. But she’d proven it a hundred times over in all the ways that mattered to him.

      “Maybe you can forgive her for this,” Stefano said.

      “I’d forgive her for anything,” he said, and he meant it.

      “Di preciso. So if she sleeps with someone, okay. It happened,” Stefano said, shrugging again. “So what?”

      “I’m jealous just thinking about it.” Konstantine would never have admitted this to anyone else.

      “Then we kill him.” Stefano pulled another cigarette from his pocket and lit it. “She has her fun then you have yours. It’s only fair.”

      

      Lou woke to a quiet villa. She had a vague memory of Konstantine kissing her cheek before hearing the door close. She rose, stretched. No sooner did her feet touch the floor than a wave of nausea hit her. She was on her knees in front of the toilet bowl a moment later.

      She hated throwing up. She hated even more what the nausea suggested.

      It had been difficult to hide her symptoms from Konstantine. She was sure he’d noticed her irritation. There were clear moments when she looked at him and her desire to punch his face was so strong, she struggled to contain herself. It was an urge she hadn’t had for a very long time. Worse still, there were times, when he was looking into her eyes, she had a sudden, violent urge to weep.

      Her tits were sore, and her stomach was upset. She was tired. Always tired.

      It was unbearable.

      She flushed the toilet and rinsed her mouth at the sink. She gave herself a long hard look in the mirror. At least there were no visible changes in her body. But that was only a matter of time.

      You can’t run from this, a voice said. It was her aunt Lucy.

      The woman had been dead for years, overtaken by bone cancer despite her best efforts to fight it. Yet that hadn’t stopped her voice trailing through Lou’s mind from time to time.

      I’m not running, she thought. I’m waiting.

      And she was.

      Until this moment, Lou had hoped that maybe she would get shot. Maybe some drug lord or mafia king pin would kick her down a flight of stairs. She was—in essence—hoping chance or fate would take matters into its own hands. Then Lou wouldn’t have to make a monumental decision.

      But it had been two weeks and her symptoms were still present.

      She wanted to take another pregnancy test.

      She couldn’t take the test here.

      Even if she took every precaution to make sure Konstantine wouldn’t discover packaging or a wayward test strip, there were the security cameras. He ran a program, worldwide, that identified and deleted her face from all public footage. She’d agreed to this in the name of her anonymity. She could walk into a hospital with gunshot wounds and a half-dead victim and walk out without being arrested or charged. She liked it that way.

      But now it meant she also couldn’t walk into a drug store and purchase a pregnancy test without the chance of him seeing her. And if she went to him and asked him to stop monitoring her for a day or two, that would look even more suspicious.

      If Lou wanted to take another test, she would need help to do it.
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      Piper Genereux was stretched long on her bed. The curtains were drawn. The radiator clicked and hissed with heat in the corner of the room. She’d thought she’d be working right now, but when she’d arrived at the agency to find the doors locked and King gone, she’d climbed the back stairs to her apartment instead. When she texted King to ask if everything was all right, hoping there wasn’t an emergency, he’d said they should reconvene after lunch.

      That was fine with Piper. Her eyes were on fire and her head was pounding.

      She’d stayed up too late cramming for her exam and had rushed to the eight o’clock class fueled only by her fear and six cups of coffee.

      A nice long nap was needed. Or at least, she would be napping, if not for the growing ruckus outside her window.

      “Mardi Gras isn’t for two weeks,” she moaned. “Can’t I get a little peace around here?”

      “Hey.”

      Piper jumped. Her eyes flew open to find Louie standing in the corner of her room. If anyone else had opened their eyes to discover a woman in leather and mirrored shades standing over them like this, they’d rightfully panic.

      Piper, however, just pouted her lips. “You wanna go kill some tourists for me? They’re early and they’re loud.”

      “I need you to go to the store,” Lou said.

      “Oh man, I just laid down.” Piper squeezed a pillow to her chest. “I was up all night. And unlike you, Ms. I-am-one-with-the-night, I can’t not sleep. Sleep deprivation makes Piper a very, very sad girl. Come back in two hours.”

      Piper closed her eyes. After a few moments, she opened them again.

      Lou had not left. She was still there, watching her.

      “Is it really that important?”

      “Yes,” Lou said.

      A pang of concern ran through her “What do you need from the store?”

      “Just—” Lou shifted uncomfortably. “A pregnancy test?”

      For a moment Piper didn’t understand. Her exhausted brain heard the words, but they held no meaning. Then, slowly, recognition bloomed in her mind.

      “A pregnancy test?” She sat up, throwing the pillow away. “Oh shit.”

      “Yeah,” Lou said. “Oh shit.”

      It was ten minutes before Piper was properly disguised. She’d pulled on a black bob wig from her closet—one that Henry had left behind while modeling possible drag concepts for Piper. Then she put on Dani’s bright pink coat and boots.

      Lou explained that Konstantine didn’t comb the world for her face like she did Lou’s, but Piper wasn’t taking any chances. This was serious.

      Looking like a cross between Elizabeth Taylor and Marilyn Monroe, Piper turned to Lou and said, “I’m ready for my debut.”

      Two steps through Piper’s dark hallway and she found herself outside a pharmacy.

      Piper craned her neck up to look at the skyscrapers all around her. “Where the hell are we?”

      “Denver,” Lou said, hanging back, her face still cloaked in the thick shadows collecting on the side of the building. “Hurry up.”

      Lou pressed a hundred-dollar bill into Piper’s hand.

      “I doubt a pregnancy test is that expensive,” she said, scoffing at the money before tucking it out of sight. “Or nobody would be buying them.”

      Holding her pink coat close, Piper sauntered through the automatic glass doors.

      The pharmacy was well lit with those harsh fluorescents that Piper detested, but at least it was easy to find the pregnancy tests. The only problem was the number of choices.

      There were so many different brands. Some had digital readouts. Others could only be deciphered by reading a number of lines. Overwhelmed, Piper picked one from each brand.

      When she put all the boxes on the counter, the cashier looked up at her through long flashes.

      “You know they’re pretty accurate. You won’t need this many to tell you if you’re pregnant or not. If you’re worried you won’t understand it, just get these two.”

      The cashier pointed to ones with digital readouts that clearly said pregnant or not pregnant.

      Piper’s burning eyes and exhaustion were catching up to her. “Just put them in a bag, please.”

      She placed the hundred-dollar bill on the counter.

      “You’re right,” the woman said. “It’s none of my business. Maybe you’re having a testing party for all I know. My cousin did that.”

      Piper thanked her, took the change and the plastic bag full of pregnancy tests, and walked back out into the frosty morning.

      She was halfway down the alleyway before Lou stepped out from behind a dumpster. Piper held up the bag. “Let’s do this. But can we do coffee and donuts first or something.”

      Twenty minutes later, Piper and Lou were sitting on Piper’s couch in the living room. Piper had gotten through half her coffee and two donuts, while Lou had only managed a single bite of hers. She wasn’t even making good headway on her coffee.

      Her attention kept sliding to the ten pregnancy tests lined up on the coffee table in front of them—all of which Lou had peed on.

      Piper set her coffee down. “I’ve got to stop. I don’t know if it’s seeing you like this or the amount of caffeine I’ve had, but my anxiety is through the roof right now. I’m sweating. Sweating, in February.”

      Lou didn’t even blink.

      Piper ran her hand through her hair. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to make this about me. You must be freaking out right now. Are you freaking out?”

      “Yes.” The word was very different to the unreadable expression she wore.

      Piper puffed up her cheeks and exhaled slowly. She checked her clock again. “It’s been three minutes. Should we take a look?”

      Together they bent over the coffee table and peered down at the tests.

      Lou lifted one with a digital face, inspecting it more closely as if it said anything other than Pregnant printed clearly across its screen.

      “I’m going to guess these aren’t all false positives,” Piper said. She couldn’t tell by Lou’s face if she was happy or upset by this news.

      Piper was leaning toward upset. If she’d wanted to be pregnant, wouldn’t she have bought the tests herself? Taken them at her place while her Italian stallion cheered her on?

      “You’re very pregnant. How do you feel about it?” Piper asked cautiously.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I guess I was hoping I wasn’t still pregnant.”

      “Back up.” Piper put down her donut and held up hand. “Still pregnant?”

      “I found out two weeks ago, but it was early. And I’ve taken a good kick to the gut since then. I thought—maybe⁠—”

      “I’m going to guess that any baby you grow in that superwoman body of yours is going to be just as durable as you,” Piper said. “The real question is why you were hoping you’d miscarry. You don’t want kids? I thought you loved kids.”

      “I do.”

      Piper sucked donut glaze off her fingers. “But you don’t want one?”

      “It isn’t a matter of want,” Lou said.

      “It’s not like you don’t have the money,” Piper said. “Your baby daddy is, like, a billionaire, isn’t he? Is he the problem? You don’t want to have kids with him?”

      “He’s good with kids,” Lou said.

      Piper frowned. “He’s rich. He’s good with kids. So, I’m guessing he’s not the problem. Though I know I’d have reservations about having a baby with the lord of the underworld. Considering his life expectancy with a job like that. And the fact that if anyone knew he had a kid they might do something stupid like try to kidnap her. Of course, I can’t imagine anyone being so stupid as to come after your kid. All of this is assuming you want to keep it?”

      “I don’t think I would be a good mother,” Lou said.

      “What?” Piper choked. “Are you kidding me? You make kids feel super safe. I’ve seen the way they cling to you when you rescue them, man. You can’t fake that. You’re great with kids.”

      Lou still wouldn’t look at her.

      “Are you going to tell Konstantine? It’s almost Valentine’s Day. It might be romantic. I don’t know. Whatever you heteros are into.”

      “I can’t stop,” Lou said quietly.

      Her voice was so soft, Piper wasn’t sure she’d heard it.

      “Can’t stop what? I don’t think pregnancy means no sex,” Piper said with a snort.

      Lou laid her head against the back of the couch and covered her eyes with her arm.

      “Seriously. Stop what?” Piper pressed.

      “Hunting?”

      Piper snorted. “Then don’t. Who says you can’t hunt and be a mother? Think about the lionesses on the nature channel, man. You’ll be a working mom. Though I’ve got to say, I don’t know how I feel about a baby Louie. Will it be cute? Terrifying? Probably both, right? Oh my god, I’m going to be the gay aunt!”

      Lou pushed herself up from the couch and walked toward the corner of the room. “Thanks for your help.”

      Before Piper could say anything, she stepped through the dark and was gone.

      “You’re welcome,” she said, more than a little put off by Lou’s abrupt departure. How could she just walk out on a prime bonding opportunity like this? It wasn’t every day that one of them was going to get pregnant.

      Piper had the distinct impression she’d said something wrong. It wasn’t that Lou had stood up and left without saying goodbye. She did that anyway. It was the way she’d left. The air of gloom about her.

      Piper looked around her empty living room and at the pregnancy tests still lined up on her coffee table beside the box of donuts and unfinished coffee.

      She took another donut out of the box. “Good talk, I guess.”

      The apartment door opened and her live-in girlfriend, Dani, strode in. Her hair was windblown from the walk, her cheeks red from the cold. She plopped her Kate Spade bag in the armchair by the door and slipped out of her pumps before pushing the door shut behind her.

      “I just wanted to grab lunch before I head over to the county jail. At two I’ve got an interview with Jay⁠—”

      Dani’s words fell away as her eyes locked on the coffee table. Because Piper’s mouth was full of donut, she was left trying to quickly choke it down as Dani approached.

      She lifted one of the tests off the coffee table and arched a brow as she read the positive result. Then she peered at the others, her eyebrows only reaching higher.

      “Do you have something to tell me?” she asked.

      Her gaze slid from the pregnancy test back to Piper.

      Piper wiped the donut glaze off her lips. “Maybe.”
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      Lou stood between the two stone pillars which held up the arched sign for Bellefontaine Cemetery. She crossed beneath the arch and headed up the paved road, soft gravel shifting beneath her boots. She passed the well-manicured lawns and cleaned grave markers. It had been a long time since Lou had come here. She thought the last time might have been with Lucy, just before she’d died.

      Lou casually noted some of the etched names as she passed, her hands loose in the pockets of her leather jacket, her mirrored shades pulled down to hide her eyes. Her gaze lingered on giant carved angels, and family crypts large enough to house the bones of generations.

      But it was the grave at the top of the first hill, half hidden beneath the shade of a willow tree, that she was looking for. There were two plots there, side by side, nestled safely in the tangled roots of the ancient tree, looking just how she remembered them.

      Lou searched the cemetery but found she was alone. In the distance, a runner in bright orange gear moved away from her, her ponytail swishing with each step.

      Lou knelt and placed a hand on the cold granite marker in front of her.

       

      Jacob Riley Thorne

      1970–2004

      Husband. Father. Hero.

       

      Her father, Jack, had been thirty-four when Konstantine’s brother, Angelo Martinelli, shot him nine times behind the suburban Tudor house he’d shared in St. Louis with Lou and her mother. Even now, sixteen years later, she remembered everything. The way her father smelled. How it felt when he lifted her up, making her feel so small in his arms. He’d been a large man, well over six feet tall and built like someone who spent their days laboring on a farm from sunup to sundown.

      The way his voice, a pleasing baritone, had sounded when he’d sang, Louie Louiiiie. Oh baby⁠—

      The way his beard scratched her palms when she cupped his face with her small hands.

      Her father had been a hunter too, if in a more traditional sense, in his role as a DEA agent for the St. Louis division. It was his capture and arrest of Benito Martinelli that provoked the crime family. That’s why they’d ordered the hit on him.

      Jack was told to back off, but he hadn’t.

      And that inability to stop got his wife killed, got himself killed. And Louie would be dead too if he hadn’t lifted her and thrown her into the pool the night Angelo busted through the back gate, gun raised.

      Her father had thrown her into the pool knowing her dark gift would save her life—even as his was forfeited.

      That level of parental sacrifice Lou understood. She could do the same—would do the same if the moment called for it.

      But as she sat here on her father’s grave, she also understood that self-sacrifice wasn’t enough, not to the child left behind. Sacrifice wasn’t enough to piece a shattered heart together again.

      Jack Thorne hadn’t been able to choose his family’s safety over the hunt, and because he hadn’t, this was what Lou’s life had become.

      Bloodthirsty. Vengeful. Insatiable.

      “I’m no better than you,” she said, her nails catching on the etching as she traced the letters of his name.

      And what about me? an icy voice asked. Are you any better than me?

      Lou looked to the second grave. The one she’d ignored until that moment.

      The dead woman resting beside her father, Courtney Thorne, had been a cold mother to Lou. But she had been there day in and day out. She had been present in body, if not in heart and mind.

      Were those Lou’s choices?

      To be warmhearted and loving like her father, but forever in harm’s way?

      Or ever-present like her mother, to the point that she was cold and resentful of the child that had changed her? Would her misery make everyone around her miserable as well?

      Then there was Konstantine to consider.

      Piper had been right.

      He had more enemies than Lou. He was more visible than she was. Easier to track down. If Lou really decided to have her child, his child—the chances of that child losing one or both of its parents was a near certainty.

      Wouldn’t it be better to not be born at all than to be born into such a life?

      Jack Thorne, to his credit, at least hadn’t known what would happen. Like most men, he’d probably believed he’d live forever. That he would figure it all out, if such a time came.

      What had been in his head when he first received the death threat from the Martinelli crime family? Obviously, he thought he was the only target. That’s why he’d left a video behind, with instructions to deliver his last words to Lou when she turned eighteen.

      Clearly it had not occurred to him that the Martinellis might kill his wife and child too.

      Lou had no such illusions. She knew exactly the life she would be offering her child. She had been in this world for too long not to know what others could do when they were desperate.

      If she were being honest with herself, Lou’s worst fear wasn’t even that she would die and leave behind an orphan, though it was certainly one of them. It was that she would make a fatal miscalculation, as her father had, and the child would die.

      That there would come some terrible moment when Lou was face to face with her inadequacy as she held her dead child in her arms.

      A wave of sympathy and compassion for her father washed over her.

      “At least you didn’t have to live with that,” she whispered. If a person could live with such a thing. Lou knew there were some who’d have blown their brains out for less.

      Her mind returned to Konstantine again. It had been circling back to him for weeks.

      I’m pregnant.

      Konstantine.

      I’m pregnant.

      Konstantine—

      More than once Lou had done the math in her mind, trying to calculate the moment of conception, and each time it brought her to Thanksgiving.

      Unsurprising.

      Konstantine had drunk nearly a bottle of wine by himself that night, but she hadn’t been far behind him. He kept singing to her in Italian and peeling his clothes off, leaving a trail from the kitchen where they’d made dinner to the living room.

      I am too hot, he’d purred. Are you, by chance, also warm, amore mio?

      This was after they’d already made love on the balcony with the stars above them.

      It had been his big green eyes, the hungry way he’d watched her. How handsome he was in the Christmas lights he’d hung with the help of Matteo, Gabriella, and the other children.

      Swaying in the living room, he had brushed feather-soft kisses across her lips and cheek, before burying his face in the crook of her neck.

      That had done it.

      She’d been more than a little in love with him when they’d tumbled into bed together.

      And look at what that had gotten her.

      The warmth gathered from the happiness of the memory was cut short by a wave of nausea. A slap of reality.

      I can’t tell him, she thought. Not yet.

      

      Lou found the cabin buried under a foot of snow. It looked as if someone had simply dropped it in the middle of the woods and forgotten about it.

      Not a footprint—save the rabbit tracks Lou spotted between two pines—marred the white powder. And the air held the silence that one often found in the dead of winter. A hush that pervaded everything. An atmosphere of hallowed reverence.

      Lou knocked on the cabin’s door, balancing the bags of food in her other hand.

      Then she knocked again, waiting.

      Not a sound came from inside the cabin.

      Satisfied, she melted through the shadows and into its interior. She stepped from the dark bathroom into the main room. It had a high ceiling with crisscrossing wooden beams. A fire roared at the base of a stone hearth.

      “You didn’t answer the door,” she called out by way of welcome.

      “You told us not to,” the boy said. Lou had learned that his name was Elijah, but she still often thought of him as the boy.

      “Glad you listened,” Lou said, and set down the two sacks of groceries and a new box of matches on the kitchen table. The girl had been on the sofa, writing something in her notebook. She snapped it shut when Lou’s eyes turned in her direction.

      “I don’t know how being quiet protects us anyway. Anyone can see the smoke from the chimney, can’t they?” the girl asked, though it didn’t really feel like a question. Most of what she said, question or not, came across as an accusation.

      Kaia was sharp. Lou had noticed on more than one occasion the way she immediately identified danger. Of course, that meant she’d had reason to develop such hypervigilance. And Lou wanted to know exactly what bastard had been responsible for that.

      “As long as no one sees you, they’ll think it’s someone else. An old deaf man would be ideal.”

      “She has a point, Kaia,” the boy said. “We could be anybody in here.”

      The girl shot him a pointed look.

      “I brought more snacks but also a proper lunch.” Lou handed the boy the bucket of fried chicken and then put the sides on the table. “Plates and napkins are in the bag.”

      The boy set the table and made the girl’s plate first. While he did, Kaia poured their drinks.

      “Are you eating with us?” Elijah asked, his hands holding a third paper plate.

      “No, I’ve eaten. Thanks.”

      He put the extra plate back in the bag.

      While they ate, Lou tended to the fire, building it up for them by adding wood and kindling. The cabin was warm, too warm in Lou’s opinion, but if the children were comfortable, it didn’t matter. The cabin had a proper heater, but it seemed they preferred the fire.

      Lou felt better now that she’d seen them with her own eyes. She watched them eat, looking for any signs that they were not okay. But the color in their faces was improving. They were gaining a bit of weight. She gathered all of this by catching sidelong glances through her mirrored shades.

      She’d been patient for two weeks.

      They wouldn’t tell her who they’d been running from or why they’d been running at all.

      And Lou hadn’t pushed them for several reasons. Firstly, because she’d been quite distracted with her own situation and the shocking possibility of motherhood looming on her horizon. But secondly, their silence hadn’t stopped her from satisfying her blood lust. She’d found and killed four threats already, thanks to her dark gifts.

      She’d only had to ask her compass for a target, anyone getting too close to their trail, and the compass had seemed all too happy to provide her with one.

      But these hunts had brought her little resolution. They’d all been men, but otherwise the connection was unclear. She had no idea why her compass had considered them a threat.

      Meanwhile she’d brought the children clothes, toiletries, books, and board games. She brought them anything they asked for—and it was always the boy who asked. The girl seemed to resent the fact that she had to ask Lou for anything at all.

      Lou had never had anyone snatch a roll of toilet paper out of her hands so grumpily before.

      The girl was sipping her soda when she caught Lou looking at her. “Is this where you ask us if there’s anywhere we want to go again?”

      Lou’s lips quirked.

      “I told you. There’s nowhere for us to go.”

      “We can’t stay in this cabin forever,” the boy said. “It’s not even hers. It’s not yours, is it?”

      “No,” Lou said. “But the owners won’t be back until summer.”

      Places like this were usually a warm-weather retreat for some city dweller who wanted to get away from it all.

      “So we’ve got time,” the girl said. “Months, maybe.”

      “If you tell me who you’re hiding from—” Lou began.

      “I’ll tell you who we’re hiding from when you tell me who you’re working for,” she replied, not for the first time.

      “I work for myself.”

      “Doing what?”

      “I kill very bad men. Sometimes women,” Lou amended. Lou didn’t think it was necessary to sugar-coat what she did for a child who had once shot her. Not to mention she was certain they’d seen what she’d done the night she’d come to save them—as failed as that attempt had been, they must have seen enough to know she wasn’t exactly normal.

      “How many people have you killed?” the girl said.

      “I can’t count that high,” Lou said with a smirk.

      She pulled her phone from her back pocket and scrolled the photos. Finally, she found the shot she’d snapped of her last kill, shortly before blowing his brains out, that was.

      Lou showed the girl the photo. “Do you know this one?”

      The girl peered closer at the face before looking away. She said nothing.

      The boy leaned across the table, trying to get a closer look. Lou noted Kaia’s subtle movements. There was no mistaking that she was trying to block his view of the photo.

      When he saw it, the color drained from his face. “You killed him?”

      “I did. Did you know him?”

      The boy didn’t answer. He looked away.

      “Put it away,” Kaia said.

      “He’s dead.”

      She shoved Lou’s hand away. “Turn it off, I said.”

      Lou darkened the phone’s screen and slipped the phone back into her pocket. Elijah had begun to shake.

      “He’s dead,” Lou promised. “Whatever he did to you, he’s paid for it.”

      “Not enough,” Kaia said, sounding disturbingly mature for such a little girl.

      Lou stood. “I’m heading out. Do you need anything before I go?”

      She looked from one face to the other.

      Elijah pushed himself away from the table and went into the bedroom. Before closing the door behind him, he said, “Thanks for lunch.”

      Kaia was staring at Lou, her gaze unreadable. “Are you going to let us stay here or do we have to leave now?”

      Lou wasn’t sure how long their presence would remain undetected. Someone might get an electric bill and wonder just who had been using their cabin.

      “I want you to stay,” Lou said. “But you could make this easier on yourselves if you told me what you knew. It’s harder to keep you safe when I don’t know who’s after you.”

      She waited for an explanation, but the girl said nothing.

      After a long, silent moment, Lou rose from the table and walked toward the dark bathroom full of shadows.

      “How do you know?” Kaia called after her. Lou turned to find her leaning over the back of the sofa, the roaring fire at her back. “You came when we needed help and now you come when we’re hungry. How do you know when we need you?”

      Lou smiled, mischievous. She wasn’t sure why she liked to tease this one so much. “I guess we both have our secrets.”

      Lou could have stepped through the dark to anywhere.

      But she slipped through the bathroom to the crawlspace above the bedroom the children shared. The cabin had two bedrooms, but the kids had insisted on sharing the larger one. Lou could guess why they didn’t want to sleep apart, given what they’d likely been through, and yet there was something about it that made her uneasy.

      She had to wait for ten minutes in the tight, overheated space before she heard the bedroom door creak open on its hinges.

      “Eli?” the girl whispered.

      “Is she gone?” the boy asked.

      “I think so.”

      “You’re so mean to her. She’s going to make us leave.”

      “Not if she works for Father. She might be keeping us here for him.”

      “You don’t know that.” He sniffed. “She killed all those people. Why would she kill Father’s people if she worked for him?”

      The girl didn’t seem to have an answer to that. Instead, she said, “Maybe there are people worse than Father in the world.”

      Lou resisted the urge to shift her weight despite the cramped conditions of the space. She was afraid they’d hear her if she did.

      “Mr. Chris is dead,” the girl whispered. “He won’t ever touch you again.”

      “What if she was lying?”

      “He’s dead,” the girl assured him.

      For some reason Lou didn’t fully understand, the boy cried all the harder, his tears falling in earnest now.

      This was not the first time Lou had heard mention of Father, whoever the hell that was. But when she’d asked her compass to take her to the children’s parents, nothing had happened. She’d recognized the cold silence on the other end of the line. She’d felt it before when trying to find someone who was already dead.

      But if their parents were dead, then who was Father?

      Who are they afraid of? she asked instead, but even as she did, Lou felt her compass’s uncertainty. She’d experienced that once before, when hunting for Fernando Martinelli. It usually meant one of two things. Either that her target was well protected and not easy to reach, or that her target wasn’t one target at all.

      It could be many people, Lou realized. Many people who Elijah and Kaia feared.

      What the hell is going on here?

      Lou’s irritation at being left in the dark nipped at the back of her neck.

      She listened to the boy’s soft crying and the girl’s reassurances until her back couldn’t tolerate the cramped space anymore.

      Who should I take out next? she asked her compass. It found a target almost immediately.

      She slipped through the darkness, allowing it to carry her hundreds of miles away in an instant. When the world reformed around her, she found herself in an art museum.

      Odd.

      Not the place she expected to find her next target.

      It reminded her a little of a hunt she conducted in Paris about a year and a half ago. A serial killer couple had ties to an art museum there. She supposed someone could be a murderer and also have an interest in beautiful things.

      And Lou had spent too many years following her instincts to start doubting them now. If a killer was here, a killer was here.

      Lou stepped out from behind a large installation and into a room full of enormous painted panels.

      They hung on the wall, spotlit in a way that featured the dramatic figures posed in bold colors. Contemporary in style, abstract and suggestive, rather than recognizable.

      Lou’s eyes locked on her target immediately. He wore a beige fisherman’s hat, a nice button-up shirt and cargo khakis. He had white socks pulled up on his pale calves and thick glasses sitting on a very pointed nose.

      He looked like someone’s grandfather, a gold wedding band on his left hand. But there was something off about the ring. It sat on his finger loosely. Was it fake? A decoy? Sometimes killers liked to wear fake wedding rings, as it signaled safety to their targets. After all, why would someone’s husband kill you?

      But Lou knew a predatory stare when she saw one. She had her own.

      Her target’s eyes were fixed on a young mother. Early twenties, brunette, with a newborn cradled to her chest. She held its neck and bounced it gently as she moved from painting to painting. Lou would have thought she was enjoying herself—or at least trying to—if not for the dark circles under her eyes.

      The baby was crying despite the mother’s best efforts to soothe it.

      Her target was across the room and holding the baby before Lou could decide what her response would be. Every muscle in her body was coiled tight. She was ready to pull her gun and blow the man’s brains out here and now. Let Konstantine doctor the footage later—though he’d call her rash, she was sure.

      But it was too late. He was already holding the baby, rocking it, cooing.

      “How old is she?” he asked the mother in a kind voice.

      “He,” the young mother corrected. “One month tomorrow.”

      “Your first?”

      “Yes,” she said, almost embarrassed. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “No. You were doing just fine.” The man adjusted his grip on the baby, and it stopped crying immediately. Then it began to coo with pleasure.

      The mother’s face was overtaken by gratitude. “Oh, thank you. You have kids?”

      “Oh yes,” the man said. “My wife and I have six.”

      “Six,” the young mother scoffed. “I can’t imagine.”

      “It’s easier if you have help,” he said, his eyes fixed hungrily on the baby. “Do you have family nearby?”

      “No, it’s just me.”

      What are you? Lou wondered.

      Because Lou knew the predator could be anything. Beyond a killer or kidnapper, he could be a pedophile, or even a cannibal—both of which Lou had recently encountered.

      It was clear that the mother was pinned between her gratitude that her fussy baby had been appeased and her discomfort with the interaction.

      Trust your instincts, Lou thought. Take your baby back.

      “They grow up so fast,” the predator said. “Before you know it he’ll be hip high and talking back to you.”

      The mother was reaching for her child. “Thank you. But we should get going.”

      He handed over the baby without betraying an ounce of irritation. But Lou had seen the micromovements. The slight pivot in his back leg, a suppressed urge to take the baby and run.

      You’re good, Lou thought.

      His ease and confidence, the way he’d simply taken the woman’s baby from her arms in a gallery full of people—all of it gave Lou the distinct impression that this man was experienced. Seasoned. Whatever his interest in children, he’d pursued it for a long time.

      He let the mother go with a kind smile and a little wave. Or at least that’s what anyone else would have seen.

      What Lou saw was his measured movements. The way he trailed the pair from gallery to gallery. How he kept his distance, sometimes letting them get far ahead and out of sight, only to end up in a room ahead of them. He stood in front of the paintings without really seeing them.

      In the lobby, the mother strapped her infant into his stroller, bundled him against the cold, and pushed him out into the gray day.

      Lou took one step beneath the coat check and a second out into the day, emerging from the shadows formed between two close buildings. She waited, knowing the man would pass her on the left.

      She was right. Without thinking, she grabbed the back of his neck and yanked him through the shadows.

      He was snarling when she released him on the banks of her Alaskan lake, her preferred dumping ground in winter when the sun never rose. It was dark now, even at this hour, as he spun on her, teeth bared in a snarl.

      Not so grandfatherly now, she thought. “There you are. I was wondering what was beneath all that.”

      A light fog hung over the lake. Reeds and cattails framed the edge of the moonlit water and there was nothing but trees and uncultivated land as far as the eye could see.

      Conifers loomed over them, the scent of Sitka spruce strong as he lunged for Lou, a blade glinting in his fist.

      If she didn’t move, if she remained fixed where she stood, she would take his blade to the gut, an inch below her navel. Certainly, that would end her pregnancy, wouldn’t it?

      She hesitated.

      And she moved.

      At the last moment, she pivoted, letting the blade pass her without making so much as a nick. Before the man could recover, her Beretta was in her hand, shoved into his temple. He dropped the knife without being asked.

      “How clever. You read my mind,” Lou said, kicking it out of reach. “Can you guess what I want from you next?”

      He looked from Lou to the lake, back to Lou. She waited. She always found this part interesting, where their minds tried to work out what had happened, where they were.

      “You’re her then,” he said, lowering his hands to his knees. He didn’t try to get up, nor did he try to strike her.

      Lou cocked her head. “Her. I’m guessing you had cameras that night then.”

      That was interesting because it meant the surveillance was hidden somehow. If it were accessible, Konstantine’s program would have locked in on her, but it hadn’t.

      “Where are the kids?” he asked.

      “Don’t worry about them,” Lou said, keeping her smile wolfish. “You were scouting for their replacements anyway, weren’t you?”

      He laughed, a genuine belly laugh.

      “What can you tell me about this Father I’ve heard so much about?”

      “It’s me.”

      “No,” she said. “It’s not.” Her compass was clear on that.

      The humor evaporated even quicker than it had come.

      “What have they told you?” he asked through gritted teeth.

      Lou struck him hard across the mouth with the gun. She’d been wanting to do it since she’d gotten a good look at his real face. It was satisfying to finally have done it.

      His lip split and bled. The swelling was immediate.

      “I’m not sure someone like you deserves a swift death,” Lou said, bending down to pick up the knife. “Do you?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said, his eyes still cold. “Hurt me if you want, but I won’t tell you anything.”

      Lou was annoyed to find he meant it.

      On the embankment, she tried cutting him. She tried twisting the blade in non-essential organs—then in a few essential ones. She shot him in the shoulder, then in the thigh. But no amount of needling got her the answers that she wanted.

      He screamed, certainly. He even lunged at her once, which cost him a finger. But he didn’t spill his secrets or anyone else’s.

      The man wheezed, struggling to draw a breath. What did he expect? She’d punctured his lung.

      She supposed she should be happy that she had something to look forward to. There was still someone out there—someones, perhaps—deserving of her retribution.

      She would hunt and kill everyone responsible, without question. But this felt big. It felt like her first hunt in a lot of ways. All those years dedicated to extinguishing the family that had extinguished hers. But eliminating one of the oldest crime families in Italy had required a certain level of organization.

      Lou needed to know more. About whom she was fighting. About the size and shape of their operation. Or perhaps operations. Was it a large prostitution ring?

      A pedophiliac network for trafficking children?

      She’d hoped to be closer to these answers after wasting an hour on this guy, but he’d given her nothing.

      “Am I losing my touch?” she murmured, her hands and forearms slick with blood all the way up to her elbows.

      The man gurgled an incomprehensible reply.

      Without ceremony, she sheathed the knife she’d been holding and pulled her Beretta. A single pull of the trigger spilled the man’s brains across the embankment. Coyotes screamed in the distance.

      As she dragged the lifeless mess of a body into the water, the smooth surface disturbed by her movements, Lou wondered if she was going about this the wrong way.

      Gripping the man’s cold calf, she dove, holding herself beneath the waters until her gift could work its magic.

      As the black waters grew warmer, lightening to red, Lou realized she had been avoiding Konstantine. Not physically, as that would have created suspicion. But she had not asked for his help with this hunt, had not drawn on his skills or connections to discern the full extent of what she was up against.

      And why?

      Because some part of her worried her secret might be discovered. As if he might simply guess that she was pregnant if she spent too much time with him.

      Was that why she had not lingered in his presence for weeks? Why she had struggled to look at him for any length of time?

      At least he had not noticed.

      Now her most promising lead was dead, and she was emerging from blood-red waters into the nightmare realm that had been her escape for years. Lou regarded the two moons in the sky, each a luminous white tonight, as they hung above the mountains in the distance.

      I’m going to need his help on this, she thought, hauling the tortured remains of her kill onto the black shores of La Loon. Water dripped from her leather coat as she wiped the crimson droplets from her face. Ink-black foliage crowded the silent shore. Waves knocked against the heels of her boots as she dropped the body unceremoniously. The monster she called Jabbers would find it here when she was ready.

      The fact that she wasn’t here meant she was in the cave with her offspring. Lou didn’t mind walking the mile to meet them, but she would not do it dragging a waterlogged corpse—no matter how fond she was of the beast.

      After she dropped the body on the shore, she saw that she was bleeding. She spotted the cut on the back of her hand and bent to wash it in the water.

      We know that the microbes in its waters heal you, and we find them in your blood. Will they cross the placenta?

      Isadora had expressed concern over what these waters might do to Lou’s unborn child.

      They’d known for a long time that Lou’s amazing ability to heal, to bring her body back from the brink of death again and again, was the result of the miraculous microbial life in these waters. She’d learned that only because of Konstantine’s endless curiosity.

      And as Lou washed her hand, she tried to count how many times she had crossed over to this place since becoming pregnant. Ten? Twenty times?

      It was hard to say.

      But even these musings were little more than casual chatter in the back of her mind as she walked away from the shore and headed in the direction of the distant rockface.

      As she walked, her mind kept turning back to the moment her target had tried to stab her.

      He’d had a good shot. Lou had been wide open, her stomach right there.

      She could have let him strike her. Such a blow wouldn’t have ended her life. She could have killed him easily—she’d been playing with him after all.

      Then she would have crossed into the healing waters of La Loon and any remaining threat to her life would have evaporated.

      Yet she’d turned at the last moment.

      She hadn’t allowed him to land the blow. More than that, she hadn’t wanted the bastard to touch her.

      The part that scared Lou wasn’t that she’d simply refused to be stabbed by that asshole, it was the thought she’d had the moment she’d turned away.

      She hadn’t wanted him to stab her.

      And the her hadn’t been Lou. The her Lou had been thinking of was the baby.

      A tornado of mixed emotions turned within her mind. Why had she been convinced in that moment that it was a her? Why had she felt protective of her if Lou didn’t want a baby?

      She was still trying to work out what she was thinking, what she was feeling, by the time she reached the mountainside and followed the dark passage to the underwater cavern at its end.

      Lou dove beneath the rock wall and swam the short passageway to the other side, hearing the ruckus of Jabbers’ offspring as she hauled herself out of the shimmering blue pool onto a rock ledge.

      Before Lou’s eyes could adjust to the low light, Jabbers was there, pressing her large serpentine head into Lou’s damp palm.

      The beast was enormous with its six legs and pus-colored eyes. Every movement was a contraction of her entire body. As she slid her torso along Lou’s side in greeting, the force of it nearly knocked her off balance.

      Chirping and trills echoed off the high walls, causing Lou’s ears to ache from the ferocity of it. The six babies Jabbers had hatched five months ago had grown exponentially. At first it had been difficult to know how large they were. Since this first part of their life cycle was spent in the water, Lou had not been able to gauge their full size. They poked their heads above the surface from time to time, giving Lou the impression of tadpoles blinking large, uncomprehending eyes.

      They would slide by and let her stroke their scales on occasion, and she’d estimated that the longest was perhaps close to ten or twelve feet long, though she hadn’t touched it all the way to the tip of its tail.

      If they grew up to be like their mother, they would eventually escape this cavern for the world outside. Then what? Would Lou have to worry about being their next meal, or would they be used to her?

      She supposed only time would tell.

      Jabbers didn’t seem concerned either way. She dove into the dark pool in the center of the cavern and disappeared.

      The bulbous head of one of Jabbers’s offspring emerged from the water at Lou’s feet, and she reached out to touch it.

      The creature pulled back, but only enough to flare its nostrils and take in Lou’s scent.

      Yes, get a good whiff, Lou thought. Commit me to memory.

      One day my life may depend on it.
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      Konstantine had always enjoyed cooking, but he enjoyed it most when it was for both of them. Tonight he’d made a plate of pasta with an amatriciana sauce. The second course was braised beef. He’d just opened a bottle of red wine and poured himself a glass when Lou, soaking wet, stepped from the hallway closet.

      “Get ready for dinner, amore mio,” he called. “I’m almost finished.”

      If she’d heard him, he couldn’t be sure. He listened to the shower run, the opening and closing of drawers. Then she was in front of him. Her wet hair brushed back from her face, her cheeks red from either the shower’s steam or the exertion of a hunt.

      He went to her, putting a glass of wine in her hand. “I missed you.”

      Her lips quirked. “I saw you this morning.”

      He placed a kiss behind her ear, then lower on her throat. She slid her free arm around him, and this reciprocation, as small as it was, cheered him.

      We are all right, he told himself. We will be all right.

      Yet he couldn’t stop himself from watching her every move at dinner. He watched how much she ate, how much she drank—little more than a few sips. Her eyes followed him. She responded to all of his inquiries about the events of the day. On the surface, everything was normal, but beneath—something was missing.

      He wanted to ask what preoccupied her, what was on her mind. But he was afraid she would only retreat further from him if he did.

      His own cheeks were warm from the wine when he reached across the table and pulled her seat to his. “You’re too far away. Did you get enough to eat?”

      “Yes, thanks,” she said. “I’ll clean up.”

      “Later,” he said. “I want to hold you, amore mio. Can we go to bed?”

      By way of answering him, she began pulling off his clothes. No sooner did she remove his shirt, revealing his bare chest and abs, than she started on his belt. She held on to the leather loosely with one hand as she pulled him toward the bed.

      This was not what he’d meant. But seeing that look in her eyes, he could hardly bring himself to stop her.

      He fell onto the flat of his back, her weight collapsing onto him.

      “Wait, amore mio. One minute.”

      It was as if she didn’t hear him. She removed her shirt and revealed she wore no bra.

      He took in the view, certainly, but he didn’t like the look of the bruise forming on her collarbone, or the cut on her hip.

      “When did this happen?” he asked, trailing his fingers over the skin.

      “Today,” she said. She pressed his wrists together, cinching them tight with the belt.

      She means to distract me. She knows I won’t ask questions when she has me like this.

      “Look at me, Louie.”

      She did as she unfastened his pants and pulled them free. He lay there exposed, and the hungry look in her eye was enough to end all his attempts at making conversation. He warmed from head to toe, even as he lay naked on their sheets. She traced kisses from his chest over his stomach, down one thigh.

      He was already hard when she took him into her mouth, drawing a moan from him.

      He was almost lost in the delicious pleasure of it when a dark thought occurred to him.

      He fisted her hair as her suction intensified and her tongue massaged the base of him.

      “Wait,” he begged. Already the edge of his mind was soft.

      She sucked harder.

      “Per favore. Ti prego.”

      She lifted her head, her lips wet. “Yes?”

      “Valentine’s Day,” he said.

      “What about it?” Her eyes were dark as she placed one kiss on his shaft, pillow soft. Then another.

      “Spend it with me,” he said, his fingers softening in her hair. “Per favore.”

      She slid her mouth down to the hilt again before answering.

      The vibration almost sent him over the edge. “Amore.”

      She released him, lifting her head and smiling. “I said ‘fine.’ Anything else?”

      Yes, he thought. Tell me what’s wrong.

      But he said nothing. He let her take him first with her mouth before he did the same, though before she was finished, she pulled him up between her legs and guided him inside her. Still he came before she did.

      And despite his best efforts—he found his treacherous thoughts overtaking him.

      He imagined her doing this with any other man.

      Imagined him placing his hands on her hips like this.

      Listening to the soft purr of her moans like this.

      Feeling her tight around him like this.

      As he started to lose his erection, she simply rolled him onto his back and finished, keeping him pinned inside her until her body convulsed with her release.

      I can’t, he thought, and held her close. Ti amo.

      He wouldn’t say it. She’d asked him not to, but she could not stop him from thinking it.

      I love you.

      He was surprised to find that she let him hold her for a moment after, but even this did not last. He’d only just inched toward sleep before she was slipping out of the bed.

      He tried to quell the fear welling up within him and keep all signs of his distress and desperation suppressed.

      Don’t go, he wanted to say. Stay with me.

      But he could no sooner command her than he could the ocean, or the wind sliding along its waves.

      “You have a hunt?” he asked, forcing his voice to remain calm, unreadable.

      “Yes,” she said. “I shouldn’t be gone long.”

      And that was it. She dressed, pulling on her holster and guns. Then her leather jacket.

      He thought she would leave without another word. But she surprised him.

      “I need your help,” she said.

      He came up onto his elbows. “With what?”

      “I haven’t been able to find who’s responsible for hurting the kids. I’ve killed a lot of people. It can only mean this must be a huge operation.”

      “Do you think it’s trafficking?” he asked. He hoped she would not mistake his excitement. He wasn’t thrilled that there were people in the world who would hurt precious children. He was only excited that she was confiding in him at long last, giving him a chance to prove that they were still better together, as a team.

      “Maybe. I want to search someone’s place tonight. I think I can get his ID, and if I do, maybe we’ll have a name. Tomorrow or the day after we can go to the cabin together. If there’s a way for you to take pictures of the kids without them knowing, let’s do that. I want to know who they are. I can’t even be sure Kaia and Elijah are their real names.”

      “Of course. I have a pair of glasses that can do it,” he said.

      “The girl is sharp. The sneakier you can be, the better. How long do you need to get ready?”

      “Hours. I’m happy to help you,” he added. And he was. This was the most she’d said to him in weeks.

      

      Dani sipped her whiskey sour and grimaced. “Pregnant. Like pregnant pregnant?”

      “You saw the tests,” Piper said, and threw back her Jäger Bomb. “Besides, she said that she’s known for weeks. Apparently, a doctor already told her after digging out a bullet or something.”

      “Yeah, but pregnant.” Dani’s eyes were wider than Piper had ever seen them. “That’s a huge responsibility. What if she loses it because she gets shot or stabbed? What if she blames herself? Or what if she loses it and then she feels relieved? A woman can find herself in a guilt spiral over something like that.”

      “Do you think it’s that or the idea of being a mom? Or maybe the idea of having a baby with Konstantine, of all people?”

      Dani tilted her head. “You’re still looking for a reason not to like him.”

      “No,” Piper protested, though that had certainly been true in the past. She had, over time, begrudgingly accepted the mob boss into their lives. Even if there were things about him that rubbed Piper the wrong way, she couldn’t deny that the man was in love with Lou. He’d showed his devotion to her happiness and safety too many times for Piper to doubt him. “No, I’m just trying to understand how she’s feeling right now. She’s a hard read, you know? I could tell she was freaking out even though she looked like this.” Piper did her best impression of Lou’s flat expression.

      “Of course she’s freaking out. She’s pregnant!” Dani said.

      “Who’s pregnant?” someone asked.

      Piper turned to find King standing beside her, his hands in the pockets of his coat.

      “Oh shit—” Piper muttered, her heart dropping into her stomach.

      “My friend from school,” Dani said without missing a beat. “She’s not sure what she wants to do about it. Her life is complicated.”

      “Does she like the guy?” King asked. “Will he stick around?”

      “I think so,” Dani said. “He seems pretty into her. And they’ve got the money.”

      “Then they’ll be fine,” King said, motioning for the bartender.

      Piper was hella impressed. Dani hadn’t given the game away with even the smallest tell. Not a bat of the eyelash or flash of the brow. It seemed like every muscle in her face had been made of stone. No wonder she’d had such luck with her interrogation at the jail today.

      Piper realized King was looking at her.

      “You don’t think it’s a good idea?” King asked.

      “Motherhood is just so final,” Piper said. “You know what I mean?”

      “But such a joy.” Piper turned to see the DA, Beth Miller, sliding up on her right side. “I’m with Robbie. Your friend is going to be just fine once she gets into it.”

      “What are you guys doing here?” Piper asked. She wanted to steer the conversation away from pregnancy.

      “Well, this man here missed our lunch date today, and so he’s making it up to me with a couple of cocktails and a little live music, aren’t you?”

      “Aww, that’s sweet,” Dani said. “No drink for you?”

      Dani nodded toward King’s empty hands.

      “No.” He shook his head. “I’m just here for the music.”

      “And because Mel hates it if you smell like alcohol,” Piper said.

      “Does she?” Beth said, arching a brow. “And do you come home smelling like alcohol often, Robbie?”

      “Not in a long time,” he said with a good-natured smile.

      Beth pointed at a table closer to the stage. A couple was clearing out, leaving the seats behind. “I’m gonna grab that. You can join me once you get my drink. A gin and tonic, please.”

      King watched her make her way through the crowd and settle down at the table before passing along her order to the bartender.

      “Have you heard from Lou?” King asked.

      “Nope,” Piper lied. “She’s hunting those kidnappers, isn’t she?”

      “I need her help. We had a case come in today. I want to prioritize it.”

      Piper frowned. “Must be serious if you’re going to bump the Mendoza and Platt cases for it.”

      “There’s a missing girl. Woman,” he corrected. “She’s nineteen. Her mom thinks she’s caught up in a satanic cult.”

      “There’s a cult that meets regularly over at Mabel’s.” Dani finished off her whiskey sour and motioned for the bartender to come back.

      King snorted. “You’re kidding.”

      “No, really. We’ve known about them for a while. I don’t know how much Satan is actually involved. They do séances in the cemeteries and full moon rituals in abandoned haunted houses. We got a tip saying they were responsible for about a dozen missing cats in the area. Someone thought they were using them for sacrifice. We did a piece on it a few Halloweens ago.”

      “And were they?” Piper asked, because this was the first she’d heard about it. Dani investigated some weird stories from time to time. But Piper had lived in New Orleans all her life. She felt like she should know if there was a satanic cult in the area.

      “I don’t think they were responsible for the missing cats,” Dani said. “But they have a standing reservation on Tuesday nights at Mabel’s for new recruits. You should go if you want to talk to them. They’ll be friendlier than you expect.”

      Piper snorted. “Reminds me of the joke about the interview to Hell. Hell is fun until you actually sign up for it.”

      The bartender put Beth’s drink on the bar.

      King half turned, watching Beth fight off a couple, insisting that she needed the other chair. “I better go over there. But thanks for the tip.” To Piper, he added, “See you tomorrow.”

      “Sure thing, boss.” She gave him a little salute, hoping that her nerves weren’t showing.

      “You better pull it together before tomorrow,” Dani said, accepting her new drink from the bartender. “You’ve got no chill.”

      “He just surprised me. I didn’t expect to see him in the bar. This is what we get for venturing outside of the gay zone,” Piper said.

      “I’m serious,” Dani said. “You’re bad at secrets but pregnancy is a big deal. You can’t let that slip to King of all people unless Lou is ready.”

      “I won’t! I could never do that,” Piper said.

      

      The promise proved harder to keep the next morning when all three of them—King, Lou, and Piper herself—were together in the agency. Piper kept dragging her eyes back to her computer, trying to appear nonchalant, and yet for some strange reason, her gaze kept sliding back to Lou.

      She wasn’t sure why she felt compelled to stare at Lou in the daylight. Why it was so weird to think that she was pregnant right now. No one would look at her and think pregnant. She had the same muscular, badass body that she’d always had. Maybe that’s why Piper’s brain kept struggling to reconcile its appearance with the fact she knew there was a baby in there.

      Her mind just kept saying it: There’s a baby in there.

      “Pull yourself together, Genereux,” she muttered.

      “What’s that?” King said. He’d been leaning back in his desk chair, squeezing his stress penguin, forcing its little eyes to bulge in and out with each compression while he explained the possible satanic cult case to them.

      But now his eyes were on Piper.

      “Just mad at my computer,” Piper said, forcing a smile. “It’s glitching on me. So, what did you decide?”

      Lou was looking at her—or at least Piper thought she was looking at her. It was hard to be sure with her mirrored shades covering her eyes.

      “I think the best course of action is to first check and see if the girl is alive,” he said.

      “And if she is?” Lou asked.

      “Then we tell her mother, but also keep an eye on her. It’s possible that, as was the case with Zoey Peterson, we’re ahead of this. Just because she’s alive now, it doesn’t mean she isn’t in danger.”

      “That’s what we learned from Zoey, yes.” Piper strove for an air of professionalism and focus. She kept her eyes glued on King’s. Don’t look at her again. Just don’t look at her.

      But Lou’s presence loomed, a black smudge in the corner of Piper’s eye.

      “I think I found her,” Lou said.

      “You’ve got a lock?” King sat forward. “Great. Get a clear picture that I can share with her mother. You’ve got your phone on you?”

      Lou held her phone up for him to see.

      “Off you go then,” he said, placing the penguin back on the fake iceberg occupying the corner of his desk.

      Without another word, Lou left. She went into the storage closet and closed the door behind her as if it were a real exit. Piper supposed it was. For her.

      As soon as the door shut, King said, “What’s up with you today?”

      “What do you mean?” Piper’s heart skipped a beat. “Do I have something on my face?”

      “No, what’s up with you and Lou? Did you two have a fight?”

      “No.” Piper was genuinely hurt by the idea that she and Lou wouldn’t be the best of friends every minute of their lives until one—or both—of them died.

      “Did it look like she was mad at me?” Piper whined.

      “You couldn’t stop looking at her, and she didn’t take her shades off. I thought she only did that when she was upset.”

      Piper supposed that this was what she got for working with a detective. Of course King was going to read the room, even if Piper did her best to hide her true feelings. Damn him.

      “We’re fine,” Piper said firmly. “Nothing is wrong.”

      “Might something be right then?” His smile grew mischievous. “Would you let me guess?”

      “Don’t you dare,” she said. “Act like you’re the boss here. Work on your cases.”

      But it was too late. Piper had the feeling that King already knew. It was the way he was smiling as he turned back to his computer, humming a tune.
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      Lou stepped from the agency’s storage closet out onto a busy street. For a moment, she wasn’t sure where she was. She looked up and down the road, trying to get a sense of her surroundings. On her left stood one of the large cemeteries with its sun-bleached tombs. That told Lou she was still in New Orleans at least. She’d not yet seen a cemetery anywhere else that looked quite the same.

      But the rest of the road was nondescript. A sandwich shop. A small clothing boutique. A grocer that still had its sign turned to Closed. These things could have been anywhere.

      They weren’t on the main strip, or in the Quarter, that was for sure.

      And she didn’t see the girl, at least not right away.

      Lou quieted her mind until she felt that tug in her gut. It guided her east, up the road in the direction of the intersection.

      As Lou walked, she pulled her phone from her pocket and dropped a pin, marking her location. She’d been doing it a lot lately. She’d gotten tired of Konstantine asking her where she’d been, and her not knowing what to tell him. Often her hunts were target based, not location based. And it wasn’t like there was a sign that said Welcome to Glendale or anything when she snatched a person.

      The cemetery ended at the intersection. Cars slid by, most of them going far too fast. But despite the dizzying flow of traffic, Lou’s compass locked on its target.

      The girl was sitting on the edge of a fountain. This small park was sandwiched between two monstrous rivers of traffic, but the girl didn’t seem to mind the frenzy of it. Her hand trailed through the fountain’s waters.

      When the light turned red, Lou crossed, annoyed by the sun on the back of her neck, her cheeks.

      She didn’t go straight to the girl, of course. She went to the fountain and walked around it, pretending to enjoy the view.

      The girl hardly noticed her. Her hand was still trailing in the water. Her expression downcast and sad.

      Lou took a few pictures from different angles. It helped that the girl’s thoughts were elsewhere and that there was the fountain. If she asked, Lou could say she was taking photos of it, not her.

      After getting four or five decent shots, Lou lingered. With her eyes hidden behind her shades, she could inspect the girl more closely. She didn’t seem drunk or strung out on drugs, both of which Lou felt confident she could recognize on sight.

      But she did seem thin. Exhausted. And very lost.

      Lou stopped in front of her.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      The girl was startled. Her eyes went wide. “Oh, yes. I’m fine.”

      Then, as if she realized the inadequacy of this answer, she added, “I’m just waiting for somebody.”

      “Okay,” Lou said. “Can you tell me which direction is the French Quarter?”

      The girl smiled. It was halfhearted at best. “It’s that way. But you’re a bit far. If you walk two blocks up that way instead, you can grab the streetcar.”

      “Thanks,” Lou said, and started walking in the direction of the streetcar stop.

      Except Lou never reached it. She stepped into the first shadow she found and was gone.

      

      Lou’s inner compass tugged at her attention until she had no choice but to answer the call. But it wasn’t the children in the Canadian woods that needed her, nor was it Konstantine, King, or even Piper. It didn’t feel like an emergency, but it was incessant nonetheless. Curious, Lou forwarded the photos of the girl to King’s cell phone, then took two steps through the nearest shadow, only to find herself at the back of a large lecture hall. Lou had never been to a college lecture in her life—her education had been acquired by other means.

      Yet she recognized the scene all the same. The stadium seating. The students sprawled out with their computers, notes, and books spread in front of them. Many of the hands were furiously writing. But the boy Lou chose to sit behind was playing some sort of computer game. It was a first-person shooter, and his character was running through what appeared to be an abandoned warehouse, only to be attacked by a zombie every few hundred feet.

      It wasn’t the boy or the game that her compass had been drawn to.

      It was the professor.

      As soon as Lou locked eyes with him, she knew. Her compass snagged almost violently.

      His appearance certainly didn’t scream killer. He was of medium height and medium build. He wore dress pants and a button-up dress shirt beneath a burgundy sweater vest.

      Lou thought of at least two serial killers who’d been wearing sweater vests before she’d killed them.

      What’s up with the sweater vests?

      But already her attention was sliding away from his appearance to his voice.

      It was soothing, pleasant.

      He could have a lucrative career calming wild animals, or perhaps narrating those sleep stories that Dani liked to listen to before going to bed. But for all its pleasantness, it didn’t match his eyes.

      Lou could see the coldness in them, even from this distance.

      “And here,” he was saying, motioning to the image projected on the large screen over his shoulder, “here we have Ted Bundy’s work.”

      He pointed to the bloody, carved remains of a dead body.

      His work? Lou almost snorted. To imagine that one day someone might look at all she’d done and refer to it as her work.

      “We could call it his body of work,” the professor said, and laughed. “Get it? Body.”

      A few students laughed. More than a few shifted uncomfortably.

      “When we study the abnormalities of a mind like Bundy’s, we have to ask ourselves if it is nature or nurture. Presently, it’s the opinion that sociopathy is a mixture of environmental and genetic factors. A person might be born with a predisposition to sociopathy. But if they are also placed in an environment where love and praise are withheld, where trauma is inflicted and no opportunities to develop resiliency are offered, we are much more likely to see that sociopathy developed fully into psychopathy. Can anyone tell me the difference between sociopathy and psychopathy?”

      Lou tapped the boy playing the computer game on the shoulder.

      He turned toward her, his eyes wide. Clearly he thought he’d been caught.

      “Do you have a copy of the syllabus?” she asked him. She wasn’t sure he would. After all, how much interest could he have in the course if he spent the entire lecture shooting zombies?

      But he surprised her. He reached into his bag, pulled out a folder, and after a short search, produced a thick bundle of papers.

      “Thanks,” she said, and took the pages.

      She scanned the first.

       

      Dr. John W. Gein

      Psychology 3310: Psychopaths and Psychopathy

      Mondays, Wednesdays, Fridays, 12:10 – 2:00

       

      That was all she wanted. She wasn’t actually interested in the details of the course or its proposed topics. She wanted only to know the name of her target.

      Dr. John W. Gein.

      She had a feeling he was connected to the children somehow. This was little more than an inkling, but Lou would take any lead, however small, that she could. Her search thus far had been infuriatingly fruitless.

      “You in the back?” the professor said. “Do you know the difference between psychopathy and sociopathy?”

      The gamer in front of Lou pointed at his chest. “Are you asking me, Professor?”

      “No,” the professor said. “The young woman behind you.”

      Many of the students turned in that direction, craning their necks so they could listen to the response.

      But one girl further up was frowning. “There’s no one behind him, Professor Gein.”

      “Oh. My mistake,” the professor said, frowning. “My eyes must be playing tricks on me.”

      

      Lou walked through the glass door of the The Herald’s offices, pausing in front of the receptionist stationed there. It was the perky redhead again today. She straightened when she saw Lou, her face lighting up.

      “Ms. Allendale is in her office,” she said with far too much enthusiasm.

      “Thanks.” Lou had gone through this exchange many times before. Dani once explained that the girl was infinitely curious about Lou, having assumed that she was her source for top-secret information.

      Every time I publish a big story after you come in here, Dani had explained, she assumes it’s you. Should I be insulted that she thinks my investigative skills won’t hold on their own? Or jealous because she thinks you’re so cool?

      Lou knocked on the open office door. Dani turned, her shoulder pinning her phone to one ear while she typed something furiously on her laptop. There was a discernible jerk of her chin upon seeing Lou, which Lou took to mean, Sit down, I’ll be right with you.

      So Lou did take a seat in one of the chairs opposite her desk, crossing her legs and letting one of her leather boots rest on the opposite side, gentleman style.

      Five minutes later, a breathless Dani ended her call. “Sorry about that. I had the most amazing interview yesterday that would have really sold this story I’m working on, and now the guy is backtracking, saying he doesn’t want to be on record. I hate it when they get cold feet.”

      Lou gave her a wolfish grin. “Want me to talk to him?”

      “Ha!” Dani barked a laugh. “First of all, he’s in jail⁠—”

      “I can get into a jail,” Lou said. “Those cells are pretty dark at night.”

      “—Second, I don’t know if his story will be as valuable if it seems like he was coerced into giving it. Which he absolutely will be if you rough him up for me.”

      Lou shrugged. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

      The humor on Dani’s face tightened. “How are you feeling?”

      “Piper told you.”

      “Yes, but she didn’t have to. I came home to find ten pregnancy tests on our coffee table. And unless I’ve developed some amazing powers of procreation, of which I was not aware, I don’t think it’s possible for me to impregnate my girlfriend. I’m curious though. Why so many tests?”

      “I wanted to be sure,” Lou said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Very.”

      “Which brings me back to ‘How are you feeling?’”

      Lou pushed her shades up onto her head. “My boobs are always sore. I can feel them even when I draw a gun and⁠—”

      “I will fire you for eavesdropping!” Dani shot a fierce look into the hallway beyond Lou’s head. Lou half turned to find the receptionist had been lingering outside the office door, listening. “Get back to work.”

      “Sorry, Ms. Allendale!” The girl scurried out of sight.

      Dani shut the door hard. “I swear to God, if she wasn’t so organized and punctual, I’d get rid of her. I’m sorry. You were saying about your boobs?”

      “It’s less pleasant to pull a gun than it was,” Lou said simply. “And I’m nauseated a lot of the time, but that seems to be going away.”

      “I think the nausea only lasts for the first trimester. You must be nearing the end of yours. I didn’t just mean physically though.” Dani gestured at her head, then her heart. “How are you feeling up here? I’d be freaking out.”

      Lou wasn’t sure what to say. Some rational part of her could see that she was in denial. Some sort of shock that this had happened. The other part of her brain thought, Of course it happened. You can’t take a birth control pill regularly when sometimes you end up in a hospital for a day or two at a time. And you keep the most erratic schedule.

      But this was an intellectual war. Her mind was trying to puzzle out what was happening and why. Dani was asking about feelings, a very different consideration.

      The only feeling that Lou seemed to recognize in herself now was fear.

      It was hard to overlook. She hadn’t been this afraid in a long time.

      “We don’t have to talk about this,” Dani said, her face soft and sympathetic. “What did you bring me?”

      Her eyes were on the syllabus in Lou’s hands.

      Lou handed the pages over, pointing at the name in the top corner. “I want to know everything there is about this guy.”

      Dani’s brows rose. “A professor of psychopathy who is secretly a killer? That’s juicy.”

      “I think he’s a killer, and connected to the kids somehow. That’s all I know.”

      Dani glanced from the syllabus to her screen and back again as she typed his name into her computer.

      “A short initial search tells us that he’s a tenured professor of psychology. He’s been at that school for almost twenty years. Oh, and it seems like the two of you have something in common.”

      “What?” Lou asked, leaning forward and resting her elbows on the desk. But she still couldn’t see the computer screen from this angle.

      “You’re both obsessed with killers. It looks like he’s a pretty big expert in his field. He’s even headlining a conference in two months as the keynote speaker.”

      Dani’s fingers flew across the keys again. After a few minutes, she frowned. “I don’t immediately see what connection he would have to the kids though. I’m not saying he doesn’t. I’m just saying I can’t spot it from here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He doesn’t work with children. He co-owns a private practice, but it says in his website’s bio that he only accepts adult clients. I don’t know where he’d have access to these kids he’s taking. He’s got the college courses, but those students would be too old. Unless he just snatched those kids off the street—which of course he could have. There’s no mention of missing kids in his town or the surrounding area. At least nothing that fits the descriptions you gave me before.”

      Dani closed her laptop. “I’ll do a proper search on him later. You could give his name to Konstantine too. I’m sure he can turn up some things that I can’t. Assuming you’re talking to him.”

      Dani tilted her head teasingly. She wrote the professor’s name down on a pad of paper.

      “I’m talking to him,” Lou said. “At least about this.”
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      King found the restaurant without much trouble. It had been a twenty-minute walk from the agency, out of the Quarter and then down Canal Street a few blocks. It was an easy walk on a mild day, so he was silently counting his blessings that the weather had turned and the icy wind rolling off the Mississippi had deigned to spare him. He only wished now that the sky wasn’t so gray, but he couldn’t have everything he wanted.

      Life had taught him that much at least.

      The store was warm, a short line forming at the counter. He spotted Ms. Bright behind the register almost immediately. Even with the uniform and the little paper hat on her head, she was recognizable.

      When it was his turn, he ordered a two-piece meal, dark meat and mashed potatoes. Extra gravy on the side. He also asked for honey for his biscuit, all before she looked up from her register and realized it was him.

      “Oh,” she said, her eyes widening at the sight of him. “Mr. King.”

      “I’ve got an update,” he said, keeping his voice low. “I’m in no hurry. I’ll be over at that little table if you can step away for a bit.”

      “Is it bad?” she asked, her fingers turning white as she gripped the counter.

      “No,” King said.

      Had it been bad news, he would have never come to her workplace. No one wants to be told that their daughter is dead, but hearing such news in the middle of an eight-hour shift would be even worse.

      “Oh, okay. I’ll be right out with your order.”

      King paid for his meal and stuck an extra five dollars in the tip jar before accepting the paper cup for his fountain drink.

      He filled it with unsweet tea—blasphemous, this far south. He enjoyed sweet tea from time to time, but King had spent too much of his life in St. Louis. His taste reflected that.

      While he waited, he gazed out the big glass window. Traffic rolled by. Pedestrians began opening their umbrellas—those who had them anyway—and the sidewalk darkened as a light drizzle began to fall.

      He was almost through his first tea by the time Ms. Bright sat down in front of him, placing the tray holding his order between them.

      “I’m sorry it took me a minute,” she said. “But I’m on break now. I’ve got fifteen minutes.”

      “Not a problem,” King said. “I’m in no hurry. Do you want to get yourself a drink or something to eat?”

      “No, no. I had lunch. But maybe a Coke. Do you really have time?”

      “I do,” he said.

      That was mostly true. It wasn’t that there weren’t many demands on his time. It was simply that he had a space of an hour or two before they would overtake him again.

      Once she returned with her own fountain cup, King slid his phone across the table to her, pointing at the woman whose photo was centered there.

      “That’s her, isn’t it?” King asked. “Your daughter?”

      The woman’s shoulders sagged visibly with relief. “Yes. My god. So, she’s okay?”

      “That was taken this morning,” he told her.

      “Did you talk to her? Did you ask her if she’s been in touch with Tommy?”

      “No,” King confessed. “My first objective was to make sure she was alive and well and we did that.”

      “So my dream—” she began. Then she shook her head. “But it had seemed so real.”

      “If you like, I can keep an eye on her for a little while longer,” King promised. “If she runs into trouble, we’ll step in.”

      The woman’s face visibly lit. “Really? You can do that?”

      “I can. If you hear anything or have any more dreams, you can always let us know,” King added. “But in the meantime, assume that everything is all right. It won’t do you any good to worry about her.”

      Carrie scoffed. “I’m a mother. Mothers always worry about their children.”

      

      King knocked on Mel’s door just past ten that evening. Lady barked even before he heard Mel’s footsteps crossing the kitchen floor. She opened the door and his breath hitched. She wasn’t wearing her fortune teller outfit tonight. Or her pajamas and house coat, which he also saw her in often enough.

      She wore head-to-toe black. A black turtleneck and a tight pair of black jeans. Her shoes were snug black boots, which he wasn’t sure he’d seen before, though it was possible they’d been overlooked given the length of her skirts.

      Around her neck hung a large necklace. An Egyptian cat head was centered on either side by an ankh.

      She caught King staring at it. “I know. It’s not satanic, but I wasn’t sure what else to wear. I don’t have a pentagram, even in the shop. I checked my inventory twice. But one of the shopgirls said that Mabel’s has an Egyptian theme, so I went with that.”

      When he didn’t say anything, she tugged at her blood-red headscarf self-consciously.

      “What is it? Do I look ridiculous? Don’t you just stare at me like that. I’m already overdue to get my braids done.”

      “No, no. You look great. I’m sorry,” King said, pulling himself together. “I just didn’t expect you to look so nice. I feel like I’m underdressed.”

      She frowned at him. “What do you mean you didn’t expect me to look so nice? Don’t I usually look nice?”

      “Of course,” he said, feeling the ground fall away beneath him. “Of course, but considering this is a satanic cult meeting, I don’t know. I thought you’d look⁠—”

      He didn’t even know how to finish.

      “Because satanists don’t care about their appearance?” Mel asked sternly. Then, fortunately for King, her face broke open in a grin. “I’m kidding. You look fine. A bit like a cop, but I think we can fix that if you take off your duster and put on a leather jacket. Don’t you have one?”

      He did, though it almost didn’t fit him.

      He went back to his apartment to exchange it and came back five minutes later. Lady was still standing in the doorway, tail swishing as he approached.

      King gave her a scratch on the head as Mel came out of the bedroom. “Here, you can wear this tonight, but give it back to me.”

      King looked at the collar she held incredulously. “A spiked collar?”

      “I’m guessing you’ve never taken a good look at the jewelry I keep in the cases downstairs,” she said, and helped him fasten it around his throat. He was very aware of the warmth radiating from her body as her arms were around him.

      She stepped back to inspect her work and frowned. “It’s the hair. You’re too clean-cut. Hold on.”

      She returned a moment later with a bottle of gel, squeezing one pump into her palm. Before King could protest, her fingers scraped his scalp, pushing the hair this way and that.

      He went very still, concentrating on the wall behind her and not on the sensation of her fingers running through his hair.

      Then it was over.

      “Much better,” she declared. “Now let’s go. I don’t know why these things have to start so late. Don’t they know that old people have to sleep?”

      “I suspect we’ll be the oldest ones there,” he said, grateful to have a conversation to escape into, away from the heat that had built in his cheeks.

      

      King wasn’t sure what he’d find at the lounge just off Jackson Square, but this was not it.

      The lights were low. For some reason, someone had replaced the perfectly good bulbs in the chandelier with red ones, so everything was crimson. And there were more people than he’d imagined. Most people stood in threes and fours, chatting with one another. Everyone seemed to have a cocktail that smoked, resembling a magic potion in their hands. Even up close, King couldn’t be sure what it was. There was no punchbowl, no bartender. He wasn’t even sure where they’d gotten it.

      There was no clear structure to the event either. People were just standing around, nestled between the Egyptian sarcophagi taller than even King himself. Someone had propped a skeleton up on the sofa with its arm stretched over the back, and the satanists—if that’s what they were—shared the couch with it as if it were a longtime friend and not a heap of bones.

      “Is this what you expected?” Mel asked him.

      He snorted. “No. This looks more like a college Halloween party than a cult. Are you sure we’re in the right place?”

      “Yes,” Mel said. “Unless Dani got it wrong. I don’t think she did.”
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