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      It was November in Paris. Lou Thorne, in her leather jacket and mirrored sunglasses, strolled alone from one end of the manicured garden to the other, taking in the burnt orange and soft golds of the changing trees. The cool air was a welcome change from the blistering summer heat that had lingered well into fall.

      The garden path ended, opening on a little café with a glass front and economical black door. The handle and its hinges were gold, giving it an elegant face.

      Lou took a seat at a wrought-iron table outside the café, the legs of the chair scraping along the gravel, and waited for the waitress to appear.

      She watched the people in their warm wool coats cross the cobblestone paths, each urgently bent toward their own destinations, and picked at the flaking table with her thumbnail.

      The waitress burst through the door a moment later, her long black apron slapping against her thighs as she called out, “Bonjour.”

      “Bonjour,” Lou returned. And then using the little French she knew, added, “Un café et le journal du jour s’il est disponible. En anglais, s’il vous plaît.”

      “C’est tout?”

      “Non.”

      When the waitress waited for more, Louie realized this must’ve been the wrong response. With a disarming smile, she said, “Oui?”

      The girl laughed and in heavily accented English said, “That’s all you want. A coffee and the newspaper?”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      “Très bien.” The girl disappeared into the glass café again.

      As Lou sat at the table, waiting for her order to arrive, she considered the cramped street again. Even though tourist season was over, it was thick with passersby.

      An old woman walked a black terrier. Her flannel shawl was draped dramatically over her shoulders. A little black hat on her head. It was as if owner and pet were dressed to match.

      Two men on bikes passed her carefully, their long hair pulled back in buns at the base of their necks. A slim girl wearing earbuds pulled a pack of cigarettes from her purse, searching for a lighter with a frown on her face.

      Why am I here? Lou wondered, not for the first time.

      True, Paris had been the first big and beautiful city she’d ever seen, brought here by her aunt Lucy not long after the deaths of her parents. The trip was meant to console her, inspire her to all the possibilities her strange gift had to offer her. And now Lucy was dead, leaving Lou more than a little sentimental toward Paris. No wonder she wandered its streets.

      Sometimes she went to the Le Bobillot bistro in the thirteenth arrondissement and the quaint patisserie across from it, both being her first taste of Paris. But if she had been missing Lucy, she would’ve been drawn to that bistro.

      This was different. Something else drew her to the city these days. Some pull that turned her inner compass toward this place again and again.

      For nearly two weeks she’d woken to feel a strong pull toward Paris coursing through her, but when she’d followed it, her target was never clear.

      Who was she looking for?

      No one stood out. It was always too crowded and she’d been unable to fixate on an exact person. Once she’d found herself in a strange room. Its walls were seemingly made of glass but it had been too dark to see out of it. And there had been no one there. No one in trouble. No killer with an axe or gun.

      Just an empty room.

      It was unlike her compass to have such difficulty locking onto a target, and Lou wasn’t sure what it meant. In the past it meant the person she was looking for was dead.

      So why did the feeling linger? Why did the undeniable pull remain insistent?

      She’d visited Paris four times this week alone, three the week before. Yet her inner compass, that unknowable force that seemed to guide her dark gift, didn’t let up.

      It wanted her to be here. She only wished she knew why.

      Lou hoped her plan to gather more information would help to narrow down her search.

      “Voilà,” the waitress said, placing a small white cup in front of Lou, the saucer clinking delicately against the table. “Et le journal en anglais.”

      “Merci.” Lou accepted the newspaper, opening it up to find the articles in English as she’d hoped.

      Despite her thick American accent and the fact that she’d never made a formal study of a language as Lucy had encouraged her to do, she’d still managed to pick up bits and pieces here and there as she’d traveled. Enough for small functional exchanges at least.

      French. Spanish. Japanese. Italian. More Italian than anything, since that’s what the Martinelli clan, the murdering mafia whom she’d tracked for years, had spoken.

      But for something as complex as reading in another language, the translate feature on her phone could only take her so far.

      Who am I looking for? she asked her compass again. She wondered if her questions were too vague.

      Give me something, anything to work with here.

      Eyes closed, she turned the pages of the newspaper until her hands hesitated. The muscles in her abdomen tightened.

      She opened her eyes and read the article title.

      Mme. Delphine du Maurier’s Death Ruled Suicide

      Beloved feminist art historian Delphine du Maurier was found dead in her home on Saturday, October 20, at the young age of 47.

      Her body was discovered in the bathtub.

      Acclaimed art critic Etienne Martin, her longtime partner, was the one who discovered her in the home they shared. Due to the nature of Mme. du Maurier’s injuries, M. Martin was questioned as a suspect but released after more than one hundred eyewitnesses, mainly guests at the FIAC event which he’d attended that night, had placed M. Martin at the Grand Palais during the hours of Mme. du Maurier’s death.

      “A wound to the stomach is not a common form of suicide,” Detective Dulac told reporters. “However, it is also known that du Maurier adored the subject of suicide in art and it is possible that this is some misplaced form of artistic expression.”

      The couple’s townhouse in the fifteenth arrondissement is renowned for its tight security and lack of staff despite the size of the home. No others were home at the time of Mme. du Maurier’s death, and no other leads are known at this time.

      Lou’s compass tugged inside her as she looked at the printed photo of Delphine.

      Black hair in a sleek bob and severe bangs cutting across her face. Black glasses framing fierce blue eyes. She wasn’t smiling, and the mole to the left of her nose stood out prominently in the photo.

      Was she killed? Who killed her?

      Lou let her compass spin, reaching out, searching, feeling for a connection on the other end.

      But there was nothing. No fixed point. Maybe there was no murderer.

      A rich woman kills herself, calls it art. Probably not what I’m looking for, Lou thought, wondering why her compass kept whirling inside her. Like a telephone that rang and rang but no one picked up.

      When Lou finished her coffee, she ordered another, which the waitress brought along with Lou’s bill.

      As Lou flipped toward the back of the newspaper, intent on searching the obituaries, her compass tugged again. She paused, finding a headline halfway down the fifth page:

      Algerian Student Remains Unfound

      Assia Toumi, 23, has been missing since October 16.

      Her roommate, the last person to see her alive, asserts that it must be foul play.

      “This isn’t like her at all,” claims Nada Gaood, University of Paris student and roommate to Mademoiselle Toumi. “Assia was a good girl. A very good girl. She studied night and day and always checked in with me. She told me she was going to the library and never came back. Something must have happened to her. She would have called me if she could.”

      Ms. Toumi’s parents, who remain in Algeria, and a brother who resides in New York City have also not heard from Ms. Toumi.

      Both Mlle. Toumi and Mlle. Gaood share an apartment in the Saint-Lambert neighborhood. Toumi is one semester from completing her Master Aire in Life Sciences.

      The police remain diligent in their search.

      October 16.

      Lou looked up from the paper. Wasn’t that about when her compass began tugging her toward Paris? If not that day exactly, soon after.

      There was no picture of Assia Toumi as there had been for the beloved art historian.

      Lou didn’t need it.

      She folded the newspaper and laid it on the table beside her empty coffee cup. From her pocket, she pulled out the euros needed to pay her bill and tucked them under the saucer to protect them from the light wind cutting across the garden’s path.

      Then she rose and strode west toward the approaching night.

      Slipping easily into the flow of foot traffic and the smell of cigarette smoke and car exhaust, Lou walked until she found a pocket of shadow, folded between two trees at the edge of the path. A woman bent down to pick up her whimpering toddler, but otherwise, there were no eyes.

      Take me to Assia, she thought, and stepped into the patch of shadow.

      The world shifted, falling away.

      The din of voices, the screech of the Métro, and the rumble of incessant traffic were all replaced by cold, dark silence.

      Am I in a grave?

      She froze in place, unable to see even the hand in front of her face.

      Reaching into her pocket, she grabbed a lighter and flicked it twice. On the third strike, orange flame sprang to life.

      No. Not a grave.

      She was in the world of the dead.

      The Paris catacombs.

      The tunnels spreading in both directions were lined with bones instead of bricks and stone.

      The world above had smelled alive. Food, perfume, and lilacs on the breeze.

      This world reeked like a tomb. That cold, damp scent of crumbling bones, the dust of a decaying world.

      Yet there was something much fresher than old bones down here, and even the momentary smell of lighter fluid couldn’t overpower the acrid stench of something chemical.

      She took a few tentative steps forward, her boots scraping across the dirt floor. She supposed those bits beneath her feet were either crushed stone or disintegrating bones. Perhaps both.

      The powder caked her boots, and as something rumbled overhead, more dust rained down onto Lou’s leather jacket. Something with too many legs scurried across her hair, but she hardly noticed. She was too glad that it was at least twenty degrees cooler beneath the city than it had been above.

      Lou stopped.

      The smell was overpowering now. It clogged her nose like a soaked rag.

      She angled the flames toward the wall of bone closest to her, trying to bring it into focus.

      Bingo.

      These weren’t old bones picked clean and half ground to dust by time’s patient hand.

      These were slick.

      Wet. Fresh.

      Lou frowned. She was disappointed. She’d hoped to find the girl alive, and hadn’t. She always regretted when she wasn’t fast enough.

      She reached out and placed her finger on the knobbed edge of a joint, the synovial joint maybe.

      Assia.

      “Found you.”
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      Paolo Konstantine opened and closed his fist, watching the blood fill his split knuckles. At his feet was a bare-chested man, his face purple and swelling.

      “Mi dispiace,” he said, over and over again. “Non lo faccio piu.” I won’t do it again.

      “Di questo sono sicuro.”

      Konstantine was glad that he wore the sunglasses today. It hid the discomfort in his eyes. He didn’t like doing this. He’d done his best to delegate all corrections, any cause for violence, to men who enjoyed it. And weren’t there plenty of such men around him?

      Unfortunately, there were times when it could not be avoided. When the message he must send was a strong one.

      “We do not hurt those under our protection,” Konstantine said calmly, wrapping the cloth Stefano offered around his hand. “It’s a cardinal rule.”

      He pulled his gun and pressed the cold barrel to the man’s forehead.

      The man began to plead and cry.

      “Gianna?” Konstantine said.

      “Sì?” A woman stepped forward. She’d been lingering by the church’s pews. The side of her face was still swollen. She needed to put ice on her left eye.

      “Take this,” he told her.

      She hesitated until Konstantine turned his gaze on her.

      Licking her lips, she stepped forward, her thick hair hanging loose over her shoulders. Her eyes wide and panicked.

      When the gun was in her hand, it shook.

      “Aldo hurt you,” Konstantine said plainly. “Didn’t he?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Do you want to take his life for what he did to you?”

      She looked to Konstantine as if she didn’t understand.

      “I…”

      “If you want his life, take it,” Konstantine said. “His life is yours.”

      She looked at the man on his knees as if she’d never seen him before. As if there were possibilities before her she’d never considered.

      Her spine straightened. Her hands steadied.

      Konstantine thought of Padre Leo. Of all the times he’d been forced to make an example of someone, just as Konstantine was forced to do now. Padre never warned him how hard it would be.

      Padre in his black clothes and thin, severe face, more bones than skin. His gray, thinning hair and dark, sunken eyes, which even when very sick had always looked on Konstantine with kindness.

      I will name you as my successor, Konstantine, Padre had said. As he’d coughed blood into his handkerchief.

      Why in God’s name? I am no one, Konstantine had replied.

      You are my choice. You are the only one strong enough to protect them when I am gone.

      Konstantine remained haunted by his words. Plagued by a belief that he was failing in every conceivable way, to do as Padre had asked. To keep his gang unified, to keep everyone in line. To elevate them above the poverty into which they’d been born, without bringing more pain into the world.

      It was a fine and difficult line to walk.

      “Please,” Aldo begged, crying into his hands. “Please, Gianna. I’m so sorry.”

      Konstantine braced himself for the whipcrack of the gunshot.

      It didn’t come.

      With a calm face, Gianna lowered the gun and exhaled. “He isn’t worth it.”

      She handed Konstantine his gun and he nodded, dismissing her. Her hands clasped behind her neck, she started up the aisle of the church, heading toward the outer door and the sunlit streets of Florence.

      Konstantine bent, placed his lips beside Aldo’s ear. “She spared your life, amico mio. Remember that. If you touch her, or any woman again, I will do what she did not. Capisce?”

      Aldo wiped his ruined face on his shirt. “Okay. Okay.”

      “Stay away from her.”

      “I will, I will,” he stammered as two men helped him stand on quaking legs. “I promise I will.”

      Konstantine watched Aldo stumble toward the exit. The placid Mother Mary statue watched him go.

      Somewhere in the dark cathedral, clapping began.

      He turned. Vittoria, in a long, overflowing red dress, came up the center aisle. Her eyes were painted dark, her lips as red as her dress. Stefano was close on her heels.

      “Fratello! What a show!” She pretended to fan herself. “You really are the son of Fernando Martinelli, aren’t you? So dramatic!”

      She slid into the first pew and patted the seat beside her.

      “When did you get to town?” he asked, putting more distance between them than she’d suggested.

      “Just now. I came to see you, of course. I hear you’re in trouble, little brother.”

      “I’m honored, but you’re mistaken. There’s no trouble here.”

      Her presence made him uneasy. It was true that they were both born of Fernando Martinelli’s wanton indiscretions, but their temperaments were quite different.

      He heard from her only when she wanted something, and her requests had yet to be pleasant.

      “I’m so impressed by what you did there.” She crossed her legs and leaned toward him. “Is that conflict resolution as Padre Leo taught you?”

      “You do it differently in Venice?” he asked.

      “Oh yes. I never ask anyone what they want. I simply kill them. I like to do it when no one is expecting it. At dinner. Teatime. A party. Better if there’s an audience. Just pull out a gun and bang bang.”

      “They must think you’re mad.” He softened the words with a smile.

      She returned it. “Oh, I hope so. It is easier to rule when people think you’re crazy. Then everyone is too busy trying not to provoke you. They don’t have time to plan a revolt.”

      “Still,” he said, “I know you’re not insane. If you’re here, you must have business with me. Tell me what you need.”

      She laced her fingers and tilted her head. “I’ve heard that you’re having trouble with Erjon Hysa.”

      The hair on the back of Konstantine’s neck prickled. “Where did you hear that?”

      Because she wasn’t wrong.

      “It doesn’t matter. Did you know that I am good friends with Erjon? I introduced him to his wife.”

      “Your good friend seized two of my ships and killed fourteen of my men.”

      “Yes, I heard.” Vittoria affected a pout. “But I’ve spoken to Erjon and he’s willing to broker peace.”

      “With me?” Konstantine asked, disbelieving.

      “No, with me. Since we’re allies, I can get him to leave you alone. But in order for me to do this, I’d like you to do something for me.”

      Konstantine tilted his head to mimic her coquettish demeanor. “And what can I do for you?”

      “I want your strega to kill someone for me. Someone who is giving me a lot of trouble.”

      Lou’s face flashed in Konstantine’s mind.

      Vittoria mistook his hesitation. “He is a bad, troublesome man that no one will miss. I swear it. And I hear she loves murdering men like that.”

      “You assume that she’s my pet. That she will obey my command,” he said.

      “Isn’t she? She comes when you call her, right?”

      When I beg for her mercy, he thought. Pleading to be saved was hardly the same as a command.

      And Lou Thorne was many things to him. His lover. His obsession. Part demon, part angel. The first thing he thought of in the morning and the last before he went to sleep. A face that filled his dreams, his thoughts. He ached for her the way addicts ached for the heroin on his ships.

      Yes, she was many things, but certainly not a pet.

      “I cannot give you what you ask for,” he said.

      “Fine.” Vittoria’s anger flashed, but was quickly concealed by another exaggerated pout.

      “Is there something else I can give you?” he asked.

      She regarded the illuminated statue of Mary behind the altar, with her palms turned out in offering as if she would embrace them, if only they’d run into her arms.

      “Because we’re family and because you’re in a difficult position, I’ll make another offer. You can give me one of your boys.”

      “I’m sure any of my men would be happy to serve you.”

      “No,” she said, ice entering her voice. “One of your boys. One of the ones I saw playing out in the courtyard. You have so many and it makes me jealous. I need an heir too, you know.”

      Konstantine’s heart dropped. “Which one?”

      The truth was he felt deeply protective of all the boys in his care. He had been such a boy once, relying on Padre to keep him and his mother safe. He saw himself in those young, trusting faces.

      “I only heard a few names, but perhaps Nario?”

      When Konstantine was about to agree, she shook her head. “No, not that one. Matteo?”

      His cheek muscle twitched and her smile deepened.

      “Yes, Matteo. If you cannot cure me of my little problem, then give me some comfort. Give me Matteo and I will broker peace with Erjon for you. One phone call from me and he won’t bother you anymore.”

      She wants him only to hurt me, he knew. This is a test.

      Though what outcome Vittoria wanted, he couldn’t be sure. To see if he could command Lou? Or at the very least, if Louie would listen to him? Or to simply see how much power Vittoria could wield over Konstantine? He might not know the point of this game, but Konstantine still understood it was a game nonetheless.

      “What’s wrong? Why do you hesitate?” she asked with false concern. “I won’t hurt him!”

      “Matteo has a life here.”

      “I’m very good to my people. He will be like my beloved child. Perhaps I’ll groom him to rule Venice, assuming he is a bright boy. Or perhaps that is the problem. Perhaps Matteo already is your chosen one?”

      Konstantine didn’t justify this with an answer.

      “Well, then I don’t see the problem.”

      “And if I refuse both offers?”

      Vittoria shrugged. “Then you can go to war with the entire Albanian mafia and watch how many of your men they kill. They are much better at war than you are. Far more practiced. Perhaps even little Matteo will be killed. War is what it will come to, and you know it.”

      He did. How many times had it spilled over into his home in just the two years since he’d come to rule this clan? But transitions were always tumultuous. He had hoped the fighting would level out with time.

      Konstantine’s eyes fixed on the statue of Mary and her sympathetic stone face. “Give me time to think about it.”

      When Vittoria opened her mouth to object, he pushed his sunglasses up onto his head and leveled her with a glare. It was a trick he’d learned from Lou.

      It worked splendidly.

      Her brows arched and her mouth snapped shut.

      “All right, but my offer stands only for a week. After that, you must deal with the Albanians on your own. Good luck to you.”

      She stood from the pew and fluffed the skirt of her glamorous dress, brushing imaginary dust from it.

      “Now, give me that tour that you promised me.”

      “Matilda?” Konstantine called, and a cute girl with freckles and a gap in her teeth stopped before him.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Please show Madame Rossi around and end your tour at Toni’s gelateria, will you?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Vittoria preferred the company of women, Konstantine knew. He would oblige her, hoping her good mood would buy him time to think.

      Matteo. Dear, sweet Matteo. How had she known how to hurt him? No doubt someone had said something, unknowingly arming her.

      A bright, kind boy. A good-natured and playful boy. His favorite.

      If he could come up with no better plan, wouldn’t Matteo be safer in Venice if war with the Albanians were on the horizon?

      No, his mind rebelled. She will not keep him safe. She will be as careless with his life as she is with all the others. I’ll think of a better plan. I only need time to think.

      Only he wasn’t left alone as he hoped.

      Stefano slid onto the pew beside him as soon as Vittoria’s birdlike chatter and staccato steps faded into the shadows.

      “What are you doing?” Stefano demanded. “You cannot agree to this. She’s crazy.”

      “I’ll do what’s necessary.” He regarded his good friend. Dark hair, hazel eyes. A thick mouth with a non-existent smile. Even as children, Stefano had been a serious boy. As an adult, it seemed his face had only one job, to convey his constant state of displeasure to the world.

      And yet he was handsome.

      “Just ask La Strega to kill the bastard. She’ll enjoy it.”

      Of that Konstantine had no doubt. Lou often enjoyed the kill. But that wasn’t the point.

      “How many times must I tell you that I do not own her? She does not obey me.”

      Or anyone, for that matter.

      “But—”

      Konstantine interrupted him. “Padre left me this empire. He expected me to make these hard decisions and I will make them. Just as he did. I will solve our problems. That is my duty.”

      I don’t know how, but I will find a way.
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      Robert King scraped his heel against the curb outside 777 Royal Street. Through the glass window that read Crescent City Detective Agency, he could see Piper behind her desk. The top of the desk was covered with its usual mess of papers, and her open laptop. Sleeping in the patch of sun just beyond her door was Lady, the Belgian Malinois King had gotten them over a year ago for protection.

      Piper and Lady weren’t alone.

      King pushed open the front door. “What are you doing here?”

      Melandra looked up at the sound of his voice and smiled. “Good afternoon, Mr. King.”

      Mr. King. Despite his urging to call him Robbie, or even Robert, Mel had persisted in calling him only Mr. King.

      “Good afternoon, Ms. Durand.”

      Mel harrumphed.

      “We’re doing the schedule. Do you have any say where I go next week? If you do, speak now or forever hold your peace.” Piper twirled a blue ink pen between her fingers. The silver rings on her fingers caught the fading light and sparkled. He caught a glimpse of the crow-in-flight tattoo on her inner wrist.

      King gave Melandra’s shoulder an affectionate squeeze as he leaned over the desk and regarded the calendar. He noted the hours, running the math in his head against the cases he knew needed his attention in the coming days.

      Then he shook his head. “Looks good to me. Though don’t you think you’re working too much? That’s forty-five hours.”

      Piper scowled. “I like having money, man. Shoot me.”

      Melandra made the sign of the cross. “Don’t say that. Don’t even joke about getting shot.”

      Mel had been superstitious on this subject since accidentally shooting Lou in the shoulder and nearly killing her.

      Piper wrinkled her nose. “My bad.”

      “You know your limitations better than I do.” King slid behind his desk and opened his own computer.

      “Damn right I do.”

      The bell above the door rang. A bike messenger stood at the entrance with a large bouquet in her hand. Piper visibly straightened.

      King assumed the flowers were for her, given that Piper was the only one around here with the semblance of a love life. But then the messenger said, “Robert King?”

      King regarded the red lilies in clear plastic. “That’s me.”

      The girl handed the flowers over. “I need you to sign here.”

      While he signed the document, she pushed her bicycle helmet back on her head. Then she left, the bell signaling her departure.

      King had two pairs of eyes on him.

      “Is it your birthday or something?” Piper asked, now visibly deflated.

      “His birthday is in September.”

      “September!”

      “The thirtieth,” Mel added.

      “Why didn’t you tell me! We missed it.”

      “It’s not a big deal when you’re old,” King said. But the truth was, Lucy had died close to his birthday. Now, the entire month had soured on him. He didn’t think he’d ever be able to enjoy a birthday again.

      “Let’s not get off subject,” Mel said, her own grin wicked. “Who sent the flowers?”

      King rummaged through the foliage until he found the card. “Beth Miller, the DA.”

      Mel and Piper exchanged a look.

      Piper clapped her hands together. “Yeah, buck those gender norms. Men deserve to receive flowers, too.”

      “It’s not like that.” With the lilies in King’s arms, he felt dizzy from their heady floral scent. “She sends them to everyone when they close a case.”

      Piper snorted. “I doubt that. Have you seen her send anyone else flowers?”

      King admitted that he had not.

      “Next thing you know she’ll ask you to dinner,” Melandra said.

      King wanted to wipe that grin off her face. “Joke’s on you, because she already asked me to dinner. We’re meeting tonight, actually. Seven p.m. at Jim’s.”

      Piper and Mel exchanged another look, their amusement barely contained.

      “She sent you flowers and asked you to dinner? Man, come on. She’s not even trying to hide it.”

      “You two are ridiculous.”

      “Is she married?” Mel asked.

      “No,” King replied. “Divorced.”

      “Likes men?” Piper asked.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never asked!”

      “Children?” Mel asked.

      “One, but he’s grown. Lives in Orlando.”

      Piper shook her head. “Sometimes the gays breed too, so that doesn’t give us much.” To King she said, “Ever seen her date anyone?”

      “Yes, she was dating Phil Roper last year. But now he’s engaged to someone else.”

      Piper slapped the desktop. “Bingo. Interest in male species confirmed.”

      “You’re both wrong. We only talk about work.” King closed down his laptop, packing up for the day. He couldn’t work in these conditions.

      “Where you going?”

      “I need to shower before dinner.” And he didn’t have a vase for the flowers here. They would wilt if he didn’t get them into water.

      “Yeah,” Piper said, leaning back in her chair. “I like to smell good for my bros, too.”

      The storage closet opened and Lou Thorne emerged. Mirrored shades hid her eyes and her dark brown hair grazed the top of her shoulders. Her leather jacket was tight across her shoulders.

      She saw the flowers and hesitated. “Did someone die?”

      “They were a gift,” King said.

      “Is it your birthday?”

      King exhaled slowly through his teeth. “No. They’re just a gift—why are you here?”

      “There’s a murderer in Paris.”

      Now all eyes were on her.

      “How do you know?” King asked.

      “I found fresh bones in the catacombs. Not in the public part. It must be a section not included in the museum.”

      King had to admit it was a good place to hide bodies. “There are a lot of those tunnels. It’s possible that someone found a separate entrance. Though how they’re getting a body in and out without anyone noticing is the question.”

      “It was only the bones,” she said. “Cleaned.”

      “Easier to transport clean bones in a backpack, I suppose.”

      King couldn’t tell if Lou was looking at the flowers or not. But that slight tilt to her lips made him suspect so.

      “I don’t have contacts in Paris.” He adjusted the flowers in his arms. “If you think there’s a killer, you should just take them out.”

      “I would if I could find them.”

      “What do you mean?” Melandra asked. Her bangles clanked against the desktop as she sat up straighter.

      Piper had forgotten the flowers too and was now straining forward. “You always find them.”

      “I can’t get a lock. Maybe I’m asking the wrong questions.”

      “Explain, please.” Piper waved a hand impatiently.

      “I go to Paris whenever I get the urge, but no one stands out. I kept slipping to parks, squares, places with a lot of people. So I went through the paper and searched for missing people. Deaths. I found a story about an Algerian student. When I asked the compass to take me to her, it took me to the catacombs, which is where I found her.” Lou cut her eyes to King. “But when I said, ‘Take me to her killer,’ I got nothing.”

      “Nothing.” Mel touched her throat.

      “It’s happened before, when I was trying to find someone who was dead.”

      Piper frowned. “So the killer is dead?”

      Lou shrugged. “Maybe Assia’s killer is. Her bones are the first concrete thing I’ve found. I’m going to follow that and see where it gets me.”

      “Her name was Assia? Pretty name,” Piper said, her face crestfallen. “How old was she?”

      “Twenty-three.”

      “Oh man.” Piper pressed her fingers into her forehead. “I hate it when they’re our age. Or younger. Younger is even worse.”

      “I also wondered if there were two killers,” Lou said. She turned to King. “I had a problem getting a lock with the two Winters, remember?”

      King nodded. “But you don’t think there are two killers now?”

      “Nothing is coming up.”

      King considered Lou’s predicament. “I can’t imagine the police will ever go down there. The paperwork and red tape that would have to be cut in order to get permission to search the entire tunnel system based on a tip alone.”

      He whistled.

      “You could move the remains to a central place and see if that kickstarts an investigation, though if they’re cleaned like you said, they won’t get much forensic evidence from the bones. Examining the original site would be better, but if you’ve already been there, it’s polluted.”

      “At least if you give her back, her family will get closure,” Piper offered. “It might be worth moving her just for that.”

      King tapped his pen against the desk. “It’s possible they can’t even get to the section she’s in. I don’t know if all the tunnels are accessible. Were there entry points of any kind? Anything to suggest how the killer got down there?”

      “No,” she said. “It was pitch black and the walls are mostly bones. I think it’s a very old section of the catacombs.”

      He shrugged. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what to tell you. Maybe Konstantine knows someone. Europeans are a bit more friendly with their neighbors than with us.”

      King saw the time. “I have to go.”

      Piper snorted. “King has a date.”

      King felt Lou’s ice-cold eyes slide over him.

      “It’s not a date,” he said too quickly.

      Lou said nothing.

      “It’s not,” he insisted.

      “Come on,” Melandra said, rising from her chair. Her bangles clinked together as she moved toward the door. She pulled the shawl tighter around her shoulders. “After you, Mr. King.”

      When they were gone, Piper looked to Lou and snorted. “It’s totally a date.”

      “Is it?”

      “Oh yeah. But good on him. He hasn’t even looked at a girl since Lucy died. And that was over two years ago.”

      “Right,” Lou said, her eyes still on the door. “Two years.”

      

      It was 6:54 when King crossed the threshold of Jim’s Jambalaya, a Cajun restaurant positioned on the edge of Jackson Square, adjacent to the stoic white cathedral serving as the centerpiece to the square. King had been to this restaurant a few times since moving to the city, both for the food and for the Thursday night poker. Tonight, he was looking forward to enjoying a delicious New York strip with a side of red beans and rice and garlic mashed potatoes.

      A bright-eyed hostess greeted him and asked if he was a party of one.

      “Robert!” a voice called out.

      King looked up and saw Beth at a table halfway back.

      She looked amazing in a maroon pantsuit that hugged her curvy frame. Her long braids hung over one shoulder, the strands adorned in beautiful gold beads. The hair near her scalp was gray, matching the silver she’d painted on her long nails.

      “No,” King said to the hostess. “I’m with her.”

      The hostess gestured to the path stretching between the tables. “After you then.”

      King reached the table, pulled out the chair as the hostess put a menu down on the table in front of him. “Enjoy your meal.”

      “Thank you.”

      Beth smiled, settling back into her own chair. “I’m glad you could make it.”

      “Thanks for inviting me. I love this place.”

      She laced her fingers on the tablecloth. “Do you? It’s got great food.”

      “It does,” he agreed.

      She leaned forward conspiratorially. “I always feel bad for people who have to eat at chain restaurants. I’d rather die than eat like that. Where did you like to eat when you were in St. Louis?”

      He rattled off a few restaurants.

      Beth wrinkled her nose. “Now you know better.”

      He laughed. “I do.”

      “What do you plan to get?” She gave the menu a cursory glance. “It’s the blackened catfish for me.”

      King told her of his plans for the New York strip.

      She lightly touched his hand. “Good choice.”

      King hesitated at the touch. He supposed southern women were far more touchy than their northern counterparts. Reaching out and squeezing a hand or an arm was as common as a smile down here, and Mel had told him as much.

      “Thank you for the flowers,” he said cautiously, folding the menu and returning it to the tabletop. “They were beautiful.”

      “I’m glad you liked them. I saw them and thought of you.”

      Thought of me.

      Immediately King saw Melandra’s and Piper’s mischievous grins in his mind. He shoved them down.

      They’re wrong, he thought. They’re absolutely wrong about this.

      And yet the seeds of doubt had been planted.

      Before he could test his theory, the waitress came, took their orders, and delivered their drinks.

      A full ten minutes had passed before King was able to say, “You must have a hell of a flower budget.”

      She looked up from her menu. “What’s that?”

      “You’ve closed a lot of cases lately. It must be hell on your office budget.”

      She laughed. “Nah. I only buy flowers for the cute ones.”

      King’s face flushed, and when his steak arrived, he cut it with a little more vigor than necessary.

      A commotion at the door made King turn in time to see Piper walk through the entrance and say something to the hostess. Then she spotted King and waved.

      Don’t come over don’t come over don’t come⁠—

      “Hey!” Piper bounded to a stop beside their table. “Good evening, Ms. Miller. You guys look cozy.”

      Beth turned her wine glass in the light. “What’s the point in working hard if you can’t play hard too?”

      Piper’s smile stretched wider. “I hear you there.”

      “I hope you’re having fun, or does your boss work you too hard?”

      “Oh no,” Piper said. “He’s a great boss.”

      Piper patted him on the shoulder. “That steak looks great. Good choice.” Then, for his ears alone, she said, “But the potatoes have a lot of garlic. Better grab one of the mints on your way out.”

      King plastered on a smile. “Aren’t you late for something?”

      “Yes!” Piper said. “Yes, I am. But I didn’t want to be rude and not say hello to y’all. Okay then! Bye.”

      With a little wave, she was off. Beth watched her go with a relaxed smile.

      “She seems like a good girl.”

      “She is. Very good,” King choked out, though he was feeling less than generous with his praise at this very moment.

      The sentiment only deepened as their meal progressed. After Piper’s appearance, it became impossible for King to miss even the smallest of flirtations. Beth’s glances over her wine glass. The brush of her feet against his under the table.

      As they were exiting the restaurant, King saw the little basket of mints on the podium. Defiantly, he marched past it without grabbing one.

      Outside, Beth’s eyes were a rich, deep brown in the streetlight.

      “Thanks for a lovely meal,” King said.

      “My pleasure. Though I have to say…” She reached up and tucked one of her braids behind her ear. “Robert, I’m worried you might not be getting the message, and while I prefer a more nuanced and natural approach to these things, it seems I’m simply going to have to state the evidence for you.”

      His heart kicked.

      “I find you very handsome and I’m interested in seeing if there’s more here between us. Romantically.”

      “Beth, I’m…I’m very flattered by your attention.”

      “But? Am I not your type?” she asked. Her smile had faltered, but only slightly.

      “Of course you are,” he said, and immediately wanted to kick himself for the adamance in his voice. “My wife just died.”

      Beth put a hand over her heart. “Oh my Lord. I’m sorry. I had no idea. How did she pass?”

      “Bone cancer.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that. Were you married a long time?”

      “No.” He shifted his weight. “No, actually we married just before she died. A sort of send-off, but she was in my life for a long time.”

      This wasn’t exactly true. When Lucy had left him to raise Lou after Jack died, they hadn’t so much as spoken for twelve years. But Lucy had never been far from King’s mind, before or since.

      “It’s been two years since she passed,” he added. “I don’t know if I’m ready to…”

      “Right. I see.” Beth considered this, fingering the necklaces at her throat and nodding. “I understand. Well, I want you to know two things.”

      King recognized this attorney voice, the unmistakable final-remarks-before-a-ruling tone.

      “First, I want you to know that this will in no way affect our working relationship.”

      King relaxed. “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “I am a professional and so are you. Regardless of what may or may not transpire, I think we can both agree to separate these aspects of our lives, can’t we?”

      “Sure we can,” he said.

      “Well then.” She rolled her lamplit eyes up to meet his. “Should you prefer a no-strings-attached sexual relationship instead of something so severe as dating, I want you to know that I am amicable to that idea as well.”

      King must’ve looked as dumbfounded as he felt.

      “Sex.” She smiled. “Robert, I’m suggesting we just have sex.”

      A suppressed snicker drew King’s attention.

      There, twenty paces away, was Piper at her card table, with a half-finished tarot reading spread between her and an emo kid, his skateboard propped against his knee, black eyeliner thick around his bright blue eyes. They were both looking at him, but it was Piper’s grin that made his face burn.
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      Lou pulled a can of cat food from the cabinet and set it on the counter. Before she even removed the can opener from the drawer, four soft feet landed on the stool beside the kitchen island. A pair of golden eyes watched her over the lip of the counter.

      Lou peeled back the lid on the metal can.

      Meow.

      “Yes, this is yours.” She pulled a fork from the drawer and scraped the meat into the little dish Dani had given her, the word Octavia written in an embellished script across the white porcelain.

      Lou pushed the dish toward the cat, who made the last jump between stool and island countertop to eat it. When she was finished, she pressed her head into Lou’s hand, purring.

      “You’re welcome.” She scratched her ears, enjoying the feel of the British Blue’s soft fur against her fingertips. Lou had to indulge in these moments, considering that after feedings were the only times Tavi showed genuine affection.

      The cat reminded her of another golden-eyed beast. One who required far less maintenance than this princess. At least Dani had kept to her promise of keeping the litterbox clean so that Lou didn’t have to touch it.

      Once the cat grew bored of Lou’s attention—which was quickly, Lou noted—she hopped down and returned to Lou’s bed. She curled herself into a ball at the end of the mattress, soaking up the last of the fading sunlight.

      It would already be night in Paris.

      Lou grabbed her leather jacket off the arm of her sofa and slipped it on. She put the two Browning Hi-Power pistols, gifts from Konstantine, into her holster.

      “I’ll be back later,” she said to the cat. This was a strange and nonsensical exchange that had developed since Lou had agreed to take Octavia when Dani lost her apartment.

      But she hadn’t been able to stop herself from declaring her arrivals and departures.

      Lou stepped into the linen closet.

      It was pitch black in the small space. Only a strip of light shone from under the closed door. Lou adjusted her weight against the bare wall, taking in the scent of the lavender sachet she’d hung from the ceiling. The wall notches, which used to hold shelves, scraped against her jacket as her mind searched the dark.

      Take me to Assia’s killer, Lou asked her compass again.

      Nothing.

      Well, almost nothing. Lou felt the cold north wind of a barren wasteland blow through her. It was a sensation she always felt when trying to locate the dead.

      Take me to the one responsible for her death, Lou tried again.

      Here the compass moved. It warmed, whirling to life inside her. As it sifted through all the possible coordinates in time and space, Lou breathed.

      This pull was stronger, but still not an exact match.

      Take me to someone who knows something about her death.

      Delphine crossed Lou’s mind and the pull clicked into place. A tug through Lou’s navel drew her forward. The closet fell away. The scent of lavender and the compressed air of an enclosed space were replaced by the light breeze of open air. Lou stepped out of the shadow of an enormous tree and into the twilight of a manicured park.

      She recognized it as the Jardin du Luxembourg because of the iconic Medici fountain stretching before her. The dark pool shimmered in the moonlight. At the far end of the pool, the outline of the lovers entwined, the moment before they’re ambushed by Polyphemus.

      Ten paces east brought her out into the open, a yard from the stone benches lining the path. A man had his face in his hands, sobbing softly.

      Is he the one I’m looking for?

      She was still trying to decide how she would initiate a conversation when a shadow moved in the corner of her eyes and her compass seemed to redirect its attention.

      She turned and found a girl, no more than sixteen or seventeen, with a dustbin, sweeping cigarette butts off the gravel path.

      She wasn’t alone. Five yards away was a second shadow, tracing the edge of the hedges. As the girl moved, the shadow moved. More than that, it was closing the distance. Getting nearer and nearer, the deeper into the park that she went.

      Lou stepped through one patch of darkness and emerged through another, so close to the pair that she could smell the cologne wafting off the hidden man.

      Now that she was closer, Lou realized the girl wore earbuds, humming to a tune under her breath.

      Lou waited. If he made a move, so would she.

      She wanted to make sure she wasn’t about to kill a friend who only wanted to jump out and scare someone in jest. Yet Lou got her answer when the girl propped the dustbin against the trash and reached into her pocket for her phone.

      The man leapt from the bush and grabbed her arms.

      But instead of laughter, instead of a hand across the chest in the universal oh god you scared me gesture, the girl cried out. It was cut short when a large hand was clasped over her mouth. Her arms went up to shield her, the forearms crossing one another in defense.
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