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      “Help!”

      Ellie Broussard did her best to ignore that desperate cry.

      Her world was isolated and quiet, peaceful but for the dark, internal chaos that plagued her, and that was how she preferred to keep it.

      “Bleedin’ hell, help!”

      It wasn’t that she didn’t care—well.

      Yes, it was.

      The planet turned around her, spinning through space at a whopping one thousand miles an hour, but she stood nice and still, and frankly, she didn’t give a damn what happened out on the turning top.

      “Mick! I’m comin’, son!”

      Son.

      The word stabbed through her.

      Somebody’s son was in danger!

      But she didn’t care. She didn’t want to get involved.

      Children died.

      That’s simply how it was.

      It wasn’t her problem⁠—

      Merde!

      She jumped down the rickety wooden steps of her back porch, jogged through the overgrown lawn and around the thumb of wetland that skirted her property to the shore of Lake Poisson, where she could see someone in the water, floundering wildly. They’d been foolish enough to walk the long, rotten length of old man Guidry’s dock and had fallen through.

      “Help!” The cry turned to a scream of piercing terror. “Help me!”

      Panic bolted through her, and she began to run.

      In her peripheral vision, a shadow streaked in the same direction, but dark thoughts twisted through her—dusk, the gators would be hungry, waiting!—and she sped up, her heart a wild, frightened hammer.

      The dock wobbled beneath her, but she knew to stick to the right side, where the wood was a little less rotten, and she sprinted along that line until she reached the end of the platform. Then she dove in.

      The water was cool, thick, and heavy; the lifeblood of the bayou. Fear flooded through her when she surfaced and spotted a boy’s floating, motionless form, and as she swam swiftly toward him, she prayed.

      Something she’d not done for as long as she could remember.

      Our father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name⁠—

      —it felt like an eternity. Was she getting closer? She had to be getting closer⁠—

      —thy kingdom come; thy will be done⁠—

      —he had to be close, he hadn’t been that far out⁠—

      —on earth, as it is in heaven —

      There!

      Her hands snagged his t-shirt, and she rolled him over, surprised by his size. A teenager with hair as bright as a new copper penny, and heavy, even in the water. She wrapped one arm around his chest and began to swim back toward shore with the other.

      Blood roared in her head; her lungs fought for breath; the muscles in her arms and legs burned. She swept her gaze around them as she swam, hoping nothing gazed back, aware that gators were just one of the many creatures in the bayou that could ruin a fine evening.

      But nothing impeded them as she neared shore. Mud sucked at her feet when the water grew shallow, and she struggled, staggering beneath the dead weight of the boy until she smacked into something hot, hard, and unmoving.

      “Mick!” rasped a voice just above her ear, and the boy was plucked from her arms by a tall, broad man who lifted the teenager as easily as he would a wet kitten.

      Then he put a hard arm around her waist and lifted her out of the muck as well.

      Fire jolted through Ellie at the contact, and her entire body went taut.

      How long had it been since anyone touched her?

      A decade.

      Longer.

      As soon as they stepped onto the shore, she jerked away. The man—whose head was covered in rich, dark auburn hair so she thought he must be the father—was setting the unconscious boy down in the thick grass that edged the water, his hands so gentle that for a moment, her heart squeezed painfully.

      “Fuck,” he snarled, and his terror licked at her nerves like an open flame.

      She knew that terror intimately.

      He pushed on the boy’s stomach.

      “C’mon, Mick,” he whispered, “not you, too.”

      Ellie fell to her knees. She clasped her hands together and told him, “Tilt his head back and breathe for him,” and then began CPR.

      For all his size, the boy’s chest was thin; he felt fragile beneath her hands, and emotion welled from the dark place to press painfully against her ribs.

      Grief and fear; adrenaline spearing through her like a drug.

      Don’t want to feel this.

      None of it; not ever again.

      But there was nothing she could do to stop it. Death was laughing at her.

      Again.

      “Non,” she told it furiously.

      One, two, three, four⁠—

      “Breathe, goddamn it!” The man tilted the boy’s head back and breathed into his mouth.

      Five, six, seven, eight⁠—

      Another desperate breath. She kept counting. Beneath her hands, the boy’s sternum seemed to bend.

      Tears burned her eyes, unexpected and hot. Slipped from their corners, slid down her cheeks. Sweat misted her skin. Her heart beat like a heavy, angry drum.

      Nine, ten, eleven⁠—

      Another breath.

      “No,” the man whispered, and the break in his voice made her work harder.

      Twelve, thirteen, fourteen⁠—

      A violent cough erupted from the boy; water fountained from his mouth, and Ellie rolled him swiftly over onto his side. She whacked him on the back a few times, relief a hot, thick, knee-bending slide through her.

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” the man muttered, and he cupped the boy’s face, bending low to look in his eyes as they fluttered open. “You with me, Mick?”

      Another harsh cough. Then, roughly, “Aye, Da. I’m with you.”

      And Ellie realized abruptly that they were foreigners, their words heavy with an accent she couldn’t pinpoint. Ireland? Scotland?

      Somewhere far beyond the bayous of Louisiana.

      Strangers.

      She pulled her hands away and scooted back. Wiped away those silly, useless tears. The man looked up at her then, and the deep, brilliant green of his gaze seemed to freeze her in place for a moment.

      He was beautiful. Strong, classic bone structure with winged brows and a firm, wide mouth she stared at for a heartbeat too long. Tattoos curled up his neck to lick at his temples, something tribal in design, and a narrow, brutal scar halved his face, slicing from the tip of his left eyebrow down to the right corner of his mouth.

      Awareness flashed through her, as unwelcome and foreign as the man who caused it.

      “Thank you, lass,” he said, his gaze burning like green fire.

      Ellie only nodded brusquely and pushed to her feet. “You should take him to the ER, make sure his lungs are clear. There’s a whole universe of life in that water.”

      Then she turned to walk away.

      “Wait,” the man said sharply, and she halted.

      Her jeans and t-shirt clung like a second skin; rivulets of water slid from her hair to trace the length of her spine. The last of the sun’s rays had all but disappeared, and it wouldn’t be long before it was full dark.

      “You should go,” she told him without turning. “The gators will be out soon.”

      “You’re just goin’ to stroll away?” Disbelief underscored his accent, which was lyrical against the earthy symphony of the swamp.

      The cicadas. The nutria. The birds warning that night had begun its descent.

      She did turn then. “There’s nothing more I can do. He should go to the hospital.”

      “I don’t need no bleedin’ white coat!” the boy protested, coughing some more. He glowered at her, and Ellie saw that his eyes were the same shade as his father’s, like glinting, sunlit emeralds.

      “You do if you don’t want pneumonia,” she told him. “Nut up, little man.”

      Then she turned away again.

      “Stop right there, woman!” the man ordered, and there was an authority in his tone that said he was used to being minded.

      But Ellie didn’t mind anyone. Never had, never would.

      She started walking again.

      “Goddamn it,” he swore.

      “I’m okay, Da,” the boy—Mick—said.

      “Goddamn it,” he said again, softer, and Ellie could feel his gaze burning a hole between her shoulder blades.

      The urge to look back was so strong, she nearly did.

      Foolish foreigners, treating the swamp as if it was inert, as if the life teeming within it would welcome their intrusion or forgive their ignorance.

      People had died for less.

      “You’re goin’ to make me hunt you down,” the man warned after her.

      A threat that made an unexpected shiver move through her, which made her angry, because nothing touched her.

      Nothing.

      Not words; certainly not threats. To feel fear, you had to have something to lose.

      And Ellie…Ellie had nothing.

      “You take care, now,” she tossed over her shoulder. “And if you want that boy to grow into a man, you’d best teach him how to swim. The swamp don’t suffer couyon.”

      “I was told southerners were hospitable!” the man yelled, sounding annoyed.

      “I’m not a southerner,” she yelled back. “I’m a Cajun. Don’t let the door hit you on the way out!”

      She rounded the corner and disappeared.
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      As a general rule, Sean McDougal didn’t brood.

      Not that he hadn’t had his moments. When the love of his life had been taken from him; when his brother had turned up dead at the hands of a genocidal Russian mobster and his asshole girlfriend. But Sean wasn’t—in general—the moody sort. He was an easygoing man who appreciated the simple things and didn’t let life get too bloody complicated.

      Life was meant to be lived, not autopsied.

      So it was extra annoying to find himself ruminating at length over his ice-cold Guinness. It was hotter than Hades in this dank green hell; he should have been savoring every moment of his chilled beverage.

      Instead, his head was filled with thoughts of her. The bonny, ebony-haired lass that had dragged his son back from death’s door.

      And then strode away as if it was nothing.

      He wasn’t certain if he was angry with her, or with himself. It had been a long time since any woman had stirred him as she had, and he was none too grateful for the reminder.

      Which was bad enough. But worse was her.

      Walking away from him.

      Deriding him for not teaching his boy to swim.

      Mocking him.

      Him!

      “Jaysus, just let it go,” he told himself and sipped his beer.

      Because he had work to do.

      He wasn’t in The Watering Hole, a dark, run-down bar in the middle of the Louisiana bayou, because he was thirsty. He was looking for a man. A man who made his living fencing only the rarest and most highly sought after stolen goods.

      A dive bar in the middle of a swamp was not a place Sean would have expected to find such a man. In his experience, most high-end fences preferred far more luxurious surroundings. But Del Ray Comeaux had returned to the small parish of his birth to bury his mother.

      And because Sean was in the market for several rare and highly sought after stolen goods, he’d followed.

      Sean’s business was finding things. Big things; little things. Mostly stolen things. Whatever someone might be seeking. He had an intricate network of contacts that spanned the globe, and there was very little he could not secure. He was reputed to be honest, discreet, and effective.

      He tried hard to live up to that standing, and if a few heads got broken in the process of locating what had gone missing, ah, well, c’est la vie, as they said in these parts. Everyone needed to let off a little steam now and then, and the ilk he dealt with begged for it more often than not.

      He looked forward to discovering if Del Ray Comeaux would be the same.

      According to Sean’s contact, Del Ray had spent every evening for the last week drowning his grief in The Watering Hole. With any luck, this night would be no different.

      Because they had business to discuss.

      Sean had left Mick behind at La Maison Sol, the sprawling, moss-eaten former plantation turned boardinghouse at which they were currently lodged. Gothic and graceful and surreal, the property was painted in history and surrounded by towering oaks and the living, breathing jungle that was the bayou.

      Fortunately, the place also came equipped with streaming TV and some of the best food Sean had ever eaten, food Mick and Sean’s employee Bane were currently enjoying while Sean trolled for Del Ray Comeaux and tried not to think about the woman who had—for reasons he had no interest in uncovering—managed to upend in less than fifteen minutes the lassitude he’d so carefully cultivated for years.

      Staring down her nose at him, her eyes as dark and roiling as the clouds that gathered over the coastal sea of his cold, northern home.

      And well-filled with secrets, he thought. She’d been a walking, talking No Trespassing sign.

      The kind of sign Sean often—as proven by Mick’s unfortunate swim during their ill-fated fishing expedition—ignored.

      But he didn’t take it personally. Because as she’d kneeled over his boy, a flare of grief had flashed like a naked, hungry blade across the woman’s face, fresh and vivid and raw, no matter its age.

      Something to which Sean could relate.

      So perhaps that was all he was feeling. Empathy. A recognition that she, too, had suffered. Because Sean knew suffering intimately, and those who bore similar scars often knew one another.

      Yes. That was it.

      Takes one to know one.

      Which meant he could put her away, and maybe someday he would take her back out and examine her. From a distance.

      When it was safe.

      Because something about her had made a spark he’d thought long-doused flicker within him, one he had no desire to feed into flame.

      He was done with that. His Gilly, Mick’s mam and the wife he’d adored, had been taken by cancer, and he knew there would never be another for him.

      It doesn’t come twice, he’d told his brother’s former CIA partner, Rafe.

      And he’d meant it.

      Oh, he supposed he could find a nice woman, someone who would be good for Mick and put a ring on her finger. He could play the role. But his heart wouldn’t be in it, and that wouldn’t be fair. Besides, Mick would know it was all bunk, and Sean didn’t lie to his son.

      Ever.

      “Can I get you another one?” The bartender appeared in front of him, blonde and pretty, with a deep golden tan and a friendly smile. She wore a cheap plastic nametag that said Jolie. A local, by the sound of her.

      And to think people gave him grief about his accent.

      “Aye,” he said. “Thank you.”

      “Y’all here on business?” she asked as she opened and served him a fresh beer.

      The mirror behind her was scarred and filmy with cigarette smoke, lined with old, dusty bourbon bottles. The Watering Hole had seen better days. Scarred countertops and stools that were uneven and hard; bare wooden floors and matching walls. Tables with chipped paint and two pool tables that appeared ready to collapse at any moment.

      “Somethin’ like that,” Sean told her.

      “Got it,” she said and smiled again.

      “You from around here?”

      “Born and bred,” she said proudly.

      They were a noble lot, he reflected. No matter the extremity of the inequality he’d seen, from ornate, multi-million-dollar historical homes to shanties barely standing.

      “Had me a spot of trouble yesterday,” he said, the words escaping without permission. “One of your locals helped me out, but flew away before I could thank her.”

      Jolie’s brows rose.

      “Maybe you know her,” he continued, in spite of himself.

      Because bloody hell.

      “I know everybody,” Jolie said wryly. “What’d she look like?”

      The image of the woman who’d all but carried Mick to shore shimmered in his mind’s eye, and an unwanted bolt of heat seared through him. Followed by annoyance.

      And guilt.

      “Black-haired, gray-eyed.” Ornery and inhospitable. “Late twenties or so.”

      “That’s Ellie.” Jolie’s smile faded, replaced by cool neutrality. “I’m surprised she helped you.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Ellie’s got…history.”

      An intriguing and unsatisfactory response.

      Serves you right.

      “What kind of trouble did you manage to get into?” Jolie asked.

      Sean shrugged, unwilling to share the fact that he’d almost watched his most important living being die—a moment that had sharply clarified everything in his life. Who mattered, what mattered.

      Why.

      When Mick had spat up that water, Sean had wanted to kiss the woman who’d brought him back.

      And she’d bolted.

      But not before running that soft, wide, rose-petal pink mouth of hers.

      Don’t let the door hit you on your way out!

      “Flat tire,” he improvised. And then more words escaped. “She didn’t seem too fond of strangers.”

      “Ellie’s not fond of anyone.” Jolie snorted. “Don’t take it personally.”

      “Ellie’s just private, and you can’t half blame her,” interjected a new voice, and Sean turned to see an ancient African American woman standing beside him. She stood stooped over a narrow length of willow cane, her face deeply lined, her eyes as dark as coal. A cloud of white hair sprang out from behind a bright yellow scarf to bounce in the faint breeze created by the overhead fans. “Not after what she’s lived through.”

      Jolie only sighed. “What can I do for you, Mrs. Dumas?”

      “I need a burger for Freddie.” The woman settled carefully onto the stool beside Sean and slid a worn ten-dollar bill across the bar. “Extra fries.”

      Jolie took the bill, turned, and disappeared through the swinging doors that sat off the bar.

      “Boy, ain’t you a looker.” The woman—Mrs. Dumas—squinted at Sean, her eyes traveling over him. “Where you from, anyhow?”

      “Ireland,” he said.

      “Humph,” was her response. “You a long way from home.”

      “Aye,” he said. Nothing more.

      “Humph,” she said again.

      The scent of rosewater wafted from her. Silence fell, broken only by the faint murmur of music and the sharp crack of pool balls. Outside the bar, the sun was disappearing, sending rays of brilliant orange streaming through the filmy windows.

      Those ebony eyes studied him. “Ain’t you gonna ask?”

      “Ask what?” he replied guilelessly.

      A snort. “You don’t wanna know, I won’t tell you.”

      But he did want to know. “Alright, then.”

      She said nothing.

      “Please,” he added politely.

      She looked around. Then she leaned toward him. “Some people are destroyed by the trials in their lives, and some people are forged by them. Ellie Broussard has been hammered into an edge so fine, it cuts merely by existin’.”

      Sean stared at her. “Forged by what?”

      “Loss.”

      Aye, that’d been apparent enough.

      “What kind of loss?” he persisted.

      Her face grew sad. “The kind you never recover from.”

      An icy finger traced his spine. “A child.”

      She nodded. “He was such a little thing. Had his daddy’s eyes and his mama’s hair, black as a crow’s wing. And so sweet. That child, he was pure heart.”

      Lead filled Sean’s chest. “What happened?”

      “That’s Ellie’s story to tell,” Jolie said sharply, and he looked up and realized she stood there, listening. “It’s not town gossip to be spread among strangers.”

      “What d’you care what I tell him?” Mrs. Dumas retorted. “You ain’t Ellie’s friend.”

      “It’s not right.”

      “Humph,” the older woman said.

      “What happened?” Sean asked again.

      That ebony gaze returned to his. “Evil happened.”

      Another intriguing, unsatisfying answer.

      “What kind of evil?” he wanted to know.

      Mrs. Dumas only shook her head.

      “You can’t leave me hangin’,” he protested and gave her his most charming smile.

      Because he could be very persuasive when he chose.

      But the old woman only chortled. “If I was twenty-five years younger, boy, I might take you up on that smile.”

      A greasy brown paper bag slapped the counter.

      “Freddie’s burger,” Jolie said pointedly. “Extra fries.”

      Mrs. Dumas climbed slowly from the stool, leaned on her willow cane, and collected the bag. “I can take a hint.”

      “Wait,” Sean said.

      “Ellie lives over behind the Bijou place,” she told him. “You want to know what happened, you just go ask her.”

      Then she turned and walked away. Sean watched her go and fought the urge to follow and demand answers.

      It’s not your business. Let it go.

      “I wouldn’t take that advice,” Jolie said, watching him. “Ellie’s not good people.”

      An unexpected and unkind comment that only stirred his curiosity more.

      But he just shrugged and looked in the mirror. As Mrs. Dumas walked out of The Watering Hole, Del Ray Comeaux walked in.

      Good.

      Time to get to work, then.

      And forget all about the mysterious Ellie Broussard.
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      Waiting for a serial killer to strike was a depressing way to mark time, so Ellie did her best to make the most of it.

      She volunteered at the senior center over in La Chelle, made a wide array of baked goods for various local bake sales, and took her neighbor, old man Guidry, a home-cooked meal every Sunday afternoon.

      She tried to be purposeful, because having purpose was important. Without it, life was an endless, hopeless slog where death was the only promise of relief. For too long she’d existed in that bleak, gray world, longing for death, but too angry to succumb.

      Then she’d woken up.

      It had taken years to swim through the grief and rage and hate, navigating the darkness until she surfaced in a place of quiet, unwavering determination. And there were days when she still struggled, when she stood for hours in her evidence room, pouring over the documents she’d amassed, studying every photo and article; each timeline and suspect. When the fury that lived within her simply burned out of control like wildfire.

      But she was almost within reach.

      So close she could nearly taste it.

      Sweet, intoxicating vengeance.

      People spoke of justice as if it provided resolution, but only revenge provided an ending. Because what was justice? A cage? A life spent fully cared for? Warm and dry, with a full belly and sitcom TV?

      What kind of price was that to pay for stealing a life?

      But blood and screams and terror…that was an appropriate penalty.

      And if it was a monster whose death would be a boon to all of humanity, well…

      All the better.

      Because Ellie had no doubts that Voleur was a monster. Any being that murdered children was not human, not even a little bit. And it didn’t matter that no bones remained to evidence his crimes, that all Voleur left behind was the empty space where a child once stood.

      Ellie knew.

      She’d felt the exact moment her boy, Ethan, had disappeared from the world; that excruciating instant when his heart had ceased to beat. When the warmth of the sun had turned cold, and the skies had etched themselves in endless gray.

      It was common knowledge among law enforcement that the children Voleur stole were likely dead, even without the remains to prove it. The profilers all said the same thing: that while the monster might keep a souvenir or two, his victims were likely deceased, their remains disposed of in the bayou, where they were swallowed by the swamp and absorbed into the land.

      Ellie had begun her hunt for Voleur the day after Ethan was taken: six years, eleven months, twenty-three days, and four and a half hours ago.

      Only eight days remained until he would again appear, as he had every seven years for the last two decades.

      A little over a week, and he would be within sight.

      No one had definitively concluded Voleur was a he, but since only around fifteen percent of serial killers were women, it was likely. And Voleur enjoyed taunting those who hunted him, a perverse game in which he viewed himself the master player. Female serial killers tended to keep their heads down, intent only on escaping detection. They just wanted to get away with it.

      Voleur wanted recognition, credit, his due.

      Ellie had been eight years old the first time he’d taken a child, a local boy who sat behind her in science class. Robert Benoit. Gangly and freckled, with straw-yellow hair and pale blue eyes.

      At the time, she hadn’t understood what it meant. Her Tante Fancy, who’d raised her, said it was Robert’s maman’s fault for letting him run wild in the swamp. Everyone just assumed the gators got him.

      And then, in the heart of the New Fleur town square, a cairn had appeared. A towering pile of stones so perfectly balanced, they were a work of art.

      Art painted in Robert Benoit’s blood and decorated with the St. Christopher’s medal he’d always worn.

      Robert had been the first.

      Seven years after he vanished from the face of the earth, Lulu Fontaine had been taken, stolen from the back of her mother’s station wagon while her maman was in the grocery store buying a gallon of milk. A day later, another cairn had graced the town square, red with blood and draped in the delicate white lace from Lulu’s dress. Lulu had been six. Ellie had been fifteen.

      No other remains of Robert or Lulu had ever been found.

      Ellie wasn’t sure why—or even if—the monster only appeared every seven years. It was common knowledge that once a serial killer gave in to the urge to take a life, the need for blood only escalated. She found it hard to believe he would deny himself for such long periods. After all, plenty of kids went missing from the bayou, even if there weren’t any cairns to mark their disappearance. The monster might not have publicly claimed them, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t taken them.

      When she found him, Ellie would ask.

      She’d been hunting him a long time, and she had an advantage over law enforcement: she knew the parish and its people intimately, had been privy to their histories, their rivalries, and all of their bad habits for most of her life. The addicts; the cheaters; the liars. The pious; the generous; those who lived deep in the backwater, isolated and dismissive of modern life.

      Voleur was a local. Ellie would stake her life on it.

      Planned to.

      But first…she had eight days left to go.

      Eight days in which she must put one foot in front of the other and get her business done.

      Six months after Ethan disappeared, she’d answered a personal assistant ad for a private investigator over in Lafayette. After hearing her story, Andre DuPont had hired her on the spot, despite her considerable lack of skills. She’d spent the last six years learning everything she could about the art of investigation, and with Andre’s help, gathering every bit of evidence on Voleur in existence.

      Ellie not only liked her job, she was good at it. She’d gone from part-time to full-time, obtained her PI license, and today, she and Andre were equal partners. When she wasn’t working to identify Voleur, she was investigating insurance claims and running background checks for local businesses.

      It was good work. It kept her sharp, and it kept her busy.

      It also gave her hope.

      This morning, she had a meeting scheduled with the Director of the New Orleans History Museum. Two weeks ago, thieves had broken into the Museum and stolen a collection on loan from a well-known New Orleans family. The collection had included several paintings and a sapphire and diamond necklace known as L’étoile de Paris that had been gifted to the family by Marie Antoinette shortly before her death.

      The necklace alone was valued at $28,500,000, and since the Museum was on the hook for losing it, the Museum’s insurer was having a $28,500,000 meltdown.

      That’s where Ellie came in.

      As the insurer’s agent, she would scour the police reports and witness statements, study the evidence and conduct her own investigation into the theft. While it would be up to the New Orleans Police Department to solve the theft itself, it would be up to her to find the stolen collection.

      Retrieval, Andre called it, because he had a fondness for both espionage and understatement.

      Before any payout by the insurer would be made to the family, a thorough, exhaustive investigation would have to be conducted, concluded, and closed.

      A tall order when it came to a crime with such a high-profile victim and such a high-value loss.

      It was going to be a challenge. Ellie was looking forward to it.

      Latham Stuart, the Museum Director, had been cool but polite on the phone when she’d made the appointment, his deep voice shaped by thick, southern Louisiana drawl.

      I was told southerners were hospitable!

      “Pshaw,” Ellie said at the memory and poured what remained of her coffee down the sink.

      She didn’t want to think about the Irishman or his boy.

      About the rush of adrenaline that had slapped her awake; about saving the boy; about the spark of attraction that had made awareness ripple across her skin.

      Those burning green eyes.

      You’re goin’ to make me hunt you down.

      An empty threat, as she wasn’t at all hard to find, and she’d not seen hide nor hair of the man.

      The faint disappointment she felt over that fact irritated her. She didn’t live in the world anymore; she merely passed through, doing what needed doing before returning to the isolated existence she cultivated, where she plotted and planned and dreamt dark, bloody dreams of vengeance.

      She had a mission, and it didn’t include some arrogant, bossy, and utterly presumptuous Irishman.

      No matter how…delicious he was.

      She supposed it was nice that her libido had suddenly reappeared; evidence that she wasn’t truly dead. For one heartbeat, she’d felt almost…normal.

      But only for a moment.

      No doubt he was long gone. What was an Irishman doing in the bayou, anyway?

      He certainly hadn’t looked like a tourist, and they usually stuck to the towns in the parish that catered to them—offering plantation tours, bush plane rides, and gator hunting expeditions.

      No, he was no tourist. Those green eyes had been too hard. The tattoos he wore—and that wicked scar—had screamed danger. Tall, broad, with hard hands and surprising strength, he hadn’t faltered beneath his boy’s weight or hers as he’d dragged them both from the swamp.

      He’d been hot and tense against her.

      Alive.

      When for so long all she’d known was death.

      “Arrête!” she told herself, even more annoyed.

      Just a distraction—one she couldn’t afford.

      Because she already had a big enough distraction to deal with: Mabel Monreau.

      Ellie had found the girl stealing her tomatoes two weeks earlier. Mabel was the granddaughter of Adelaide Monreau, the matriarch of one of the handful of families that lived deep in the backwater, people who rejected the modern world in its entirety. Clans that didn’t seek or ask for help, which kept to themselves, and who were dangerous when crossed.

      The girl had been scraped up and covered in filth, her hair one giant knot hanging from the back of her head. Gaunt with hunger, her eyes wide with fear, she’d carried a large, serrated hunting knife and a chipped hatchet. She couldn’t have been more than six or seven, and when Ellie had found her, they’d had a brief standoff—because stealing was wrong, no matter the circumstance—but an offer to share her tomatoes, plus a loaf of bread, a jug of peanut butter, and a box of saltines had eased some of Mabel’s tension and distrust.

      In the past ten days, the girl had returned several times, and each time Ellie had pulled a few more words out of her, learning that her mother was dead and Adelaide had raised her, but that Adelaide had recently passed, leaving Mabel on her own to exist off of whatever she could kill.

      “Mamere’s dead,” the girl had lamented as they shared a glass of lemonade and a wedge of banana bread. “Just me left now. But you can’t tell nobody, else the man will come and get me, and take me away.”

      ‘The man,’ Ellie had figured out, wasn’t an actual man, but any entity that had to do with the modern world—like child welfare and the department of family services—who would take Mabel away from her home.

      The very people Ellie should have promptly called when Mabel appeared, those who were equipped to deal with this abruptly orphaned girl and her tragic circumstances.

      But Ellie hadn’t called anyone. She knew she would have to eventually—it was inevitable, and she had much bigger fish to fry—but instead, she’d decided to gain Mabel’s trust.

      To try and save her.

      Which was just profoundly stupid—and unforgivably selfish—considering the mission Ellie was on. She was actively hunting a man who killed children; having Mabel anywhere near her only endangered the girl.

      But Ellie couldn’t seem to help herself. From feeding the girl; from worrying about her; from trying to coerce her closer.

      She’d even gone out and bought a brand new canoe so she could paddle deep into the backwater and find the girl, whether she wanted to be found or not.

      It was not, Ellie recognized, an ideal situation for a woman hunting a serial predator. And yet…

      He’d already taken Ethan. Some part of her wouldn’t let him take Mabel, too.

      So here she was…trying to draw both a killer and a child out into the open. One to destroy, and one to save. Which was exactly why an obnoxious Irishman had no place in her thoughts.

      She forced herself to look down at the file folder on her kitchen counter.

      Claim No. 549868G.

      Her next case, and other than Mabel, the only thing on which she should be focused. That and Voleur.

      Because nothing else could be allowed to interfere with catching the monster.

      Nothing else could matter.

      It was time to forget all about the mysterious Irishman.

      And get to work.
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      The New Orleans History Museum was a sleek steel building that looked more suited to Hong Kong or Dubai than the French Quarter. It had exterior glass elevators, floor to ceiling windows, and an odd golden spire that sprang from its roof like an unsightly TV antenna.

      The interior was no better, with hard, ice blue marble floors, steel benches and walls painted flat white. Although the art it housed was as old as the state itself, the building around it had no history or character, nothing to breathe life into the objects it displayed.

      Sean, who appreciated the past, found it all very cold and unmoving. You had to make people feel history to appreciate it. They had to know what it looked like, how it smelled, the taste of it on their tongue.

      Instead, it was wrapped up like a present you weren’t allowed to touch, an object that was a curiosity rather than a memory.

      He didn’t like it.

      But he wasn’t there to leave a Yelp review. He was there to work.

      He’d been on holiday with Mick in Kenya when he’d gotten the call from Patsy Fallon, who sat on the Museum’s Advisory Board, informing him that the Board wanted to hire him to locate a collection of items that had been recently stolen from the Museum. Initially, he’d turned her down—he and Mick were having a grand time in Africa—but Patsy had pursued him with
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