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Chapter 1

	 

	Aleksandr smiled while tightening his grip on the knife. The edge of the table kept the cooing elderly ladies blissfully unaware of the danger they were in. So they remained standing where they were, blocking Aleksandr’s exit and praising the twins who sat opposite him. In Las Vegas, buffets were big business, and it wasn’t any different at the Flamingo Casino and Hotel. Hundreds of people bustled around them, running the spectrum of humanity. Happy families, retired locals, gambling addicts and the obviously hung over who had barely managed to peel themselves out of bed. It would be insane or reckless for the couple to try anything in such a public place. Aleksandr marveled at how many people found that idea comforting instead of terrifying. As if insane, reckless people didn't exist.

	“My, how clever you are,” one of the women said before leaning closer.

	Aleksandr calculated how long it would take him and his siblings to jump over the woman’s corpse and get to an exit. If they cut across the courtyard, they'd be on the crowded Strip before security organized themselves. Surveillance cameras would be a problem.

	“How old are you two sweethearts?” one of the women asked.

	“Six,” Nadya declared the lie cheerfully, believably, bouncing slightly in her seat.

	As the couple prattled on about how intelligent the twins were for their age, Aleksandr arched an eyebrow at his sister. She shrugged, unapologetic. A lifetime with serial killers had taken its toll on the Sokolovsky siblings. Malnutrition and squalor had left all three of them smaller than average. Hard labor in the burning desert sun and countless, bloody fights had aged Aleksandr. The twins, however, still had an angelic, innocent appearance. Thin, frail, with large doe-like eyes, and childishly soft voices, they could pass for nearly half their age, which was something they exploited ruthlessly. For fun and to pander to their egos. Aleksandr generally didn't mind. Kids’ rates made family days out a lot cheaper.

	Aleksandr struggled to keep his polite smile in place as the woman switched to gushing about how sweet the twins were. Watching them perform for the women, Aleksandr had to admit that his siblings were, by nature, very kindhearted. But nature only goes so far when nurture gets involved. Petya and Olga Sokolovsky had intended for all the children to follow in their footsteps. He wondered if the women would still think them 'sweet' if they were aware that the twins knew precisely how to skin someone alive.

	The woman closest to him fixed him with a warm smile. “You must be so proud of your little sisters.”

	Ivan almost cackled with glee. The twins were masters of perceptive manipulation. Ivan and Nadya could be either boys or girls, pass as each other, or mentally meld into a singular person. It was impossible to catch them in a lie or trick them into revealing themselves. The only way anyone would ever know the truth is if they decided to let them in on the secret.

	“My kids,” Aleksandr corrected.

	He swiped the index finger of his free hand across the tabletop. The tiny movement went unnoticed by the perplexed woman but carried an explicit message to the children before him. You’ve had your fun. I want them gone.

	“I’m sorry, dear,” one of the women said as she placed a hand on his tensed shoulder. “What do you mean?”

	“They’re mine. Not my siblings.”

	Ivan looked up at the woman standing next to him as she released a nervous laugh, excited to see how she responded. Nadya was losing interest, and Aleksandr was growing impatient.

	“You’re trying to trick us,” the woman beside Aleksandr said at last. She squeezed his shoulder as if it would somehow prove her point. “You’re far too young.”

	“I’m twenty-two,” he said coolly. There was no reason to lie about his own age. People always paid more attention to children. “They’re mine.”

	The energy around the table shifted the instant the women did the math. Looking a little flustered, they managed to hold their smiles through their farewells, but barely got three steps away before they started whispering amongst themselves.

	“We work so hard to manipulate people,” Ivan sulked. “And all you have to do is mention teen pregnancy. It’s not fair.”

	“Yeah, but he can only trick people into going away,” Nadya noted.

	Without their distraction, the twins went back to their separate activities. Nadya was fascinated by the live flamingos that filled the little oasis beyond the glass wall while Ivan had his Real World News magazine. The publication insisted on calling itself a newspaper. In truth, they were a trash tabloid full of stories about Bigfoot, conspiracy theories, aliens, and monsters recently found in local swimming pools. Ever since their encounter in the desert, Ivan’s interest in the paranormal had become an obsession.

	Enraptured with his reading, Ivan blindly reached out towards his plate. Aleksandr watched silently as his brother placed some strips of bacon on a syrup-drenched pancake, rolled it all up, and proceeded to eat the cylinder one-handed. Nadya was quick to follow suit, preferring to stare at the birds rather than use cutlery. Seeing his siblings mindlessly devouring their second helpings always made Aleksandr smile. Two years ago, they had struggled to finish a snack unless they were high. It was hard for any of them to stomach a meal while their parents would randomly go through cannibalistic phases. Aleksandr had never experienced a greater triumph than seeing his siblings at last put on a bit of fat.

	Munching on a strawberry, he let the kids do as they pleased and subtly checked the crowd. The hot desert sun pulsed against the tainted glass, pushing back against the arctic chill of the industrial air-conditioning. Outside, tourists milled about, heading for the hotel pools or observing the flock of flamingos. The rush of the small waterfalls was barely audible over the crush of people inside. There were a few recognizable faces, mostly the serving staff and slot jockeys. No one was paying them any undue attention, although there were a few people sneaking glances at their table, offering weak smiles of acknowledgement when Aleksandr caught their eyes.

	Only after they had gone on the run did he notice how fascinated people were with twins. Sometimes it was nothing more than a curious double-take, like they were merely checking they weren't seeing things. Others, like their most recent visitors, felt compelled to point out how cute the twins were, either to Aleksandr himself or their own companions. For some reason that Aleksandr couldn’t fathom, the general public was more amused by female twins, or perhaps just considered it socially acceptable to point them out. Whatever the case, the days they decided to be girls always drew more attention. Still perusing the continually shifting crowd, he heard Ivan choke and rapidly tap the tabletop.

	“You speak two languages,” Nadya said, remembering to cover up her Russian accent halfway through the sentence. “Pick one.”

	Ivan gulped and croaked. “They’re taking a psychic to the ghost town.”

	A pulse of anxiety coursed through Aleksandr's veins like melted iron, but he kept it from showing on his face. Just the mention of that hellhole was enough to cast him back into a maze of nightmarish memories. A cluster of abandoned buildings, separated from the rest of the world by miles of scorched desert had been the perfect place for Olga and Petya Sokolovsky to play out their darkest desires. Nothing was too depraved. Nothing was off limits. Each time he blinked, he could still see the small concrete room hidden under the sand. The crippling humidity. The stench of blood assaulted his nose. He could feel bones cracking against his knuckles.

	None of that scared him now. For all their cruelty, his parents weren't the only monsters out there. He had witnessed the Furies. It was a daily struggle to make peace with the knowledge that creatures from ancient Greek mythology had killed their parents. At least in part. Aleksandr had helped the cause along. The worst part was the uncertainty. Where had they gone? Where were they now? And what else was out there?

	Shaking away his thoughts, Aleksandr shrugged and popped another piece of fruit into his mouth. But having something to keep his teeth busy didn't quell the need to chew on his thumbnail.

	“Oh, yeah?” he asked as casually as he could.

	The twins fought over the magazine until they settled for spreading it out on the table between them. Education hadn’t been a top priority for their parents. None of them could read without moving their lips slightly, and Nadya still needed to keep her place with her finger.

	“It is hoped,” she read aloud, exaggerating every syllable, “that the psychic will be able to make contact with the lingering spirits of the victims. This could bring new energy to investigators, who are still searching the property for human remains.”

	“Just throw a stick. You’ll find one,” Ivan muttered.

	Nadya hunched her shoulders and lowered her voice to a hurried whisper, “Right? It’s not like Olga and Petya put any effort into hiding them.”

	The twins shared a silent look before turning in unison to stare at their older brother.

	“How many victims were there?” they asked in a whisper.

	Aleksandr could only shrug. He had stopped counting long before the twins were born.

	“Wait, what?” Nadya mumbled as she pressed closer to the page, eyes squinted as she read and reread the passage. Her head shot up. “They want to talk to our parents, too.”

	“Our parents are dead,” Aleksandr said.

	That got him a couple of dirty looks.

	Ivan rolled his eyes and heaved a long-suffering sigh. “They want the psychic to make contact with them.”

	Biting back a smile, he mumbled, “Right.”

	“Can they do that?” Nadya battled to keep the panic out of her voice.

	“Not unless they can tap into hell,” Aleksandr dismissed.

	Ivan, however, hummed thoughtfully. After a brief glance around to make sure that no one was listening in, he continued, “They did die violent deaths. They could be ghosts.”

	Nadya bit her lips. “What do we do?”

	“Nothing,” Aleksandr said.

	“But,” she stammered. “They could tell the psychic about us.”

	Still chewing on his nail, Aleksandr offered his sister a reassuring smile. “No one will believe them.”

	“Yeah,” Ivan said, although he didn’t sound convincing. “Besides, they were sucky parents. It wouldn't occur to them to mention us.”

	“Do you remember what Alek did to Olga?” Nadya said in a low whisper.

	Aleksandr remembered. Slicing his mother’s throat was the only time he had ever enjoyed violence. It had come with an intoxicating rush of righteousness.

	“Yeah, that,” Nadya said, attention darting between her brothers. “Also, we left them behind. You know they’re going to be mad about that.”

	Aleksandr chewed harder on his nail, tasting fruit juice and soap. “Let them be,” he dismissed.

	Frustrated by their lack of concern, she folded her little arms on the table and leaned in.

	“What if this psychic stirs up the Furies?” she asked.

	An uneasy silence fell over the table, each of the three refusing to show just how deeply the thought terrorized them. The Furies had been the whole reason they had decided to settle in a larger city instead of a small, off-the-map town. In their heart, they were serial killers, and Aleksandr knew that beast well. Death wasn’t always as important as fulfilling the core needs. And the Furies needed to torture their prey before killing them. They wielded madness like a blade, creating images and situations designed to feed off of their victims’ fear. Last time, they had conjured a zombie horde and a colossal snake. They would need privacy for that or everyone would know they existed. Las Vegas had, among other things, a lot of witnesses.

	Aleksandr forced a smile and looked at each of his siblings in turn.

	“No matter what happens, we'll face it together. Just like we always do.”

	Seemingly comforted by that, Ivan and Nadya proceeded to read through the entire article. It took them a while.

	Ivan made a surprised grunt. “It seems like Evelyn’s keeping her mouth shut.”

	“I told you she would,” Nadya boasted.

	Aleksandr hadn’t shared his sister’s confidence. Silence was a lot to ask of someone you almost murdered. Neither of Aleksandr’s parents had approved of his insistence that he only wanted to kill men. It had just been a ploy to hold off on murdering anyone, but they had called his bluff, forcing him to fight random men they had plucked off the street. Eventually, even this had run thin. Petya had believed that, since she was a kick-boxer with a solid build, Evelyn was manly enough to ‘ease’ his son into murdering women.

	The arrival of the Furies had forced her to work with him to survive, but he hadn’t expected their truce to last once the threat was gone. There was no reason for her to put in the prolonged effort of protecting them. Even if she wanted to, it would be near impossible for her to keep her story straight on the long run. Not with the police, reporters, and the FBI all scrambling for every scrap of information she might have.

	A sharp thud sliced through the chatter that filled the room, reducing it to an awkward, confused muttering. Everyone looked around, searching for the source of the abrupt noise. The second blow stilled the room. Fine lines slithered out across the glass with the sound of cracking ice. Aleksandr turned to the window just as a blur of pink rushed towards him. It slammed into the glass with a heavy thud, breaking the glass even as the protective coating kept it from shattering. Nadya yelped with surprise, the noise lost under the sudden burst of chaos. The now constant attack of the glass whipped the crowd into a frenzy. Everyone ran in all directions, pushing people over and toppling tables.

	In one smooth motion, she snatched up her backpack that had been hanging on the back of her seat and leaped onto the table. Three quick strides and she threw herself off the edge, right into Aleksandr’s waiting arms. The crashing continued as they ducked down under the table. There was more than enough space for both of the tiny children, and Aleksandr used his body to shelter them from the people stampeding through the pathways.

	He didn’t need to tell them to put their backpacks on. In practiced, synchronized movements, they clicked the harness straps into place—one around their narrow chests, the other around their waists, and balled themselves up tightly, their puny frames easily fitting behind the shield of the packs. Aleksandr reached up to grab the knife off the table, his eyes continually scanning the courtyard outside the window. The thuds had increased. Growing louder. Stronger. It sounded like the sky was falling. Cracks formed cobwebs across the glass, distorting his vision, making it a jumbled mess of fractured colors. Blurs shifted beyond it. The frothing waterfall. Green grass. Blazing pink flamingos. A few more strikes and the glass gave way, raining down in sharp chunks, allowing crazed, injured flamingos to fall sprawling into the room. Aleksandr pulled his siblings closer, making sure the table protected them from the jagged shrapnel.

	The birds looked considerably larger as they frantically flapped across the tables and floors, their strong legs snapping out and massive beaks clashing. Ducking his head, Aleksandr hunched over the twins, careful to keep the knife in his hand from finding their skin.

	Pandemonium surrounded them; demolished glass, screaming tourists, pounding feet and the dying, frantic screams of the flamingos. The three of them remained where they were until the evacuation finished. It took longer for the kamikaze birds to either die or settle. Then there were only soft sobs and the crunch of broken glass underfoot. Aleksandr lifted his head and peeked up over the table. The windows were now gaping wounds in the side of the building, opening up to the shredded courtyard littered with dying wildlife and injured tourists. There were a few other people still left in the restaurant with them, staggering about in a daze, looking over the damage with wide eyes.

	Aleksandr realized how lucky he was for feeling the cold when he straightened. Shards and fragments that hadn't managed to cut through his long-sleeved shirt toppled off of his back, sounding like chimes as they clashed together. An exotic bird was flopped over the table, still twitching in its death throes.

	“Okay,” Aleksandr said as he coaxed the twins up. “It’s over. Be careful around the glass.”

	He held their hands, supplying something for them to push off of as they climbed up onto their feet, sparing them from touching the ground. There was no reason to insist that they not look at the carnage. They had each seen far worse. That said, both of the boys were compelled to give their sister a sympathetic pat on the shoulder.

	“Sorry about your birds,” Ivan said.

	Nadya made a soft, sad little noise and looked up to Aleksandr. “What just happened?”

	Aleksandr's stomach filled with the burning, bitter taste of bile as he looked around them again. “Nature itself fears the Furies.”

	He hadn’t known that he had spoken the words until he shook himself from his surprise and glanced down at the twins.

	“They’re back, aren’t they?” they asked in unison.

	“Yeah,” he nodded.

	“So,” Nadya said softly, looking down at the closest, lifeless birds. “What do we do now?”

	“Right now, we need to get out of here before people start asking questions,” Aleksandr said.

	He took a step before the twins grabbed his hands and squeezed.

	“Don’t forget to tip,” Nadya said.

	“Seriously,” Aleksandr replied through clenched teeth.

	Ivan shrugged. “I think they’re having a bad day.”


Chapter 2

	 

	Evelyn looked up as she heard someone call her name. From the corner of her eye, she could see her father shifting about, moving back and forth as if he just needed the right angle to see the edge of the phone screen. All this time and he still couldn’t understand the limitations of video calls.

	“Who’s that, sweetie?” he asked, failing to cover his growing frustration.

	Evelyn chuckled, flipped her phone in her hand, and held it up so he could see her approaching friend.

	“Dad, you remember Judy.”

	“Oh, right.” He was instantly at ease again, his voice rich and warm. “How are you, Judy?”

	Judy waved somewhat apologetically, ducking lower to meet his eyes. She had to because Evelyn wasn't about to stand on her toes to cover the distance.

	“Hi, Mr. Figueroa.”

	“Don’t leave me in suspense,” her father said. “What’s the comp like?”

	Judy smiled. “It’s been really fun. Although I didn’t place as well as your daughter.”

	Evelyn turned the screen back to herself. One great thing about video calls was that it was easy to direct the conversation. “We’re in different weight divisions.”

	“We won’t be for much longer if you keep putting on muscle like you have been,” Judy interrupted.

	Evelyn ignored her. “There are stronger competitors in her division.”

	“Ah,” her father performed his best impersonation of a wise old man.

	Judy leaned onto a sharp angle, managing to hover her head over Evelyn's shoulder and reenter the shot.

	“I hope she told you that she won her division. She’s a kickboxing champion now.”

	Holding the phone steady, Evelyn lifted up her duffle bag and shook it. “I’ve already shown him my new shiny trophy.”

	“And I’m deciding where to put the new shelf,” her father added. “She’s filled up the one above the fireplace.”

	“Well, maybe you can take my kindergarten penmanship award off of it and clear up some room,” Evelyn teased.

	She laughed as her father let out a horrified gasp. “But your l’s were so loopy.”

	“Maybe you can convince her to stay for the presentation, Mr. Figueroa,” Judy cut in.

	Evelyn shook her head. “Not happening.”

	“Come on, Eve,” Judy protested. “You just won a championship. You should be really proud.”

	“I am.”

	“So, get your photo taken. Shake hands. There are reporters in there waiting to hear from you.”

	“Reporters?” her father asked. “Sorry to tell you Judy, but you haven’t got a chance. Reporters and my girl don’t get along.”

	Judy paused as if it had all just clicked into place in her head.

	“They’re not here for that,” she said, less to convince Evelyn and more to reassure her.

	Evelyn chuckled bitterly. “Maybe they’ll toss me a few relevant questions at first, but they wouldn’t be able to help themselves. Eventually, it’ll all be about the Sokolovskys.”

	Judy flinched. “It’s been two years, Eve.”

	“Right. Because that matters. I mean, no one talks about Jack the Ripper anymore.”

	Being kidnapped by serial killers, and everything that had happened after that had affected Evelyn in ways she hadn't anticipated. Most of her friendships had withered and died. But Judy remained. They had actually grown closer, in no small part because unlike so many other people, she knew when to be quiet. She used that skill now and let Evelyn and her father finish their conversation. Mostly, it was the ritual Evelyn referred to as the ‘game plan’.

	She confirmed that they were going straight to the hotel. Assured him that they knew the way and would keep to well-trafficked streets. They set a time for their next call and promised to stick together. Finally, her father was satisfied.

	“Love you, dad,” she smiled.

	“Love you, too.”

	While he didn't try to prolong the call by continually bringing up random topics of conversation, Evelyn knew he was reluctant to end the call. They had been talking when Petya Sokolovsky had abducted her. One substantial blow to the back of her head had spared Evelyn from the details of that encounter. Her father hadn't been so lucky. He had been forced to listen to it all. Most of the time he could put on a brave face and play down how much that had traumatized him. When it came to ending these calls, however, there was no place for him to hide. Evelyn heard it clearly in his voice every time. There was a part of him that truly believed this was the last time he would ever talk to his daughter.

	“I’ll send you a picture from the hotel,” she said, trying to lighten the mood. “I’m victorious, and as such, I deserve my body weight in French fries. I need you to be jealous of that.”

	Hearing his light chuckle caused unshed tears to burn the back of her eyes.

	“Oh, I'm jealous. And bitter. I'm going to have to send you a picture of me with a pizza just to even the score,” he said.

	One more farewell and she ended the call quickly, trying to make sure he was still in a good mood. There were still a few hours left until sunset. Even if they crawled, there was plenty of time for them to get to their hotel before the last rays died. Still, Evelyn kept a quick pace. Being out after dark made her skin crawl. Just like parking lots, children without supervision, and any stranger that looked at her for too long. All of these had played a part that night. And they were the emotional triggers that everyone seemed okay with handling. But there were a lot of other issues under the surface. Darker ones. The real ones that made her wake up screaming.

	The Furies.

	She’d seen their power. Their viciousness. Those demonic creatures were out in the world somewhere, and she couldn’t believe that they would let her go. There was no doubt that the creatures were intelligent. Enough to use traps and wield their victims’ deepest fears as weapons. But they hadn’t been merciful. One had seen Petya take her. Another had tormented her while she was held captive in Olga’s cage. They must have known she was a victim. But that wasn’t enough to secure a reprieve from the Furies. Sometimes, when Evelyn needed the reassurance, she’d tell herself that she had simply been collateral damage. Wrong place, wrong time. The thought helped her sleep, but nothing could keep her instincts from awakening again the next day. She knew, without a doubt or reason, that they would eventually come back for her. Demand her life as payment for supposed sins. And there was nothing she could do about it. These fears were ones that no one wanted to deal with. She couldn't even discuss them in therapy. Everyone would think she was mad. Just like her mother.

	Moving with purpose, they crossed the road and continued on their way, heading into the blinding light of the sun. Judy tried to pull Evelyn from her thoughts a few times. After failing, the taller woman decided to carry on the conversation herself. Evelyn was too amused by the stream of consciousness leaving her friend’s mouth to feel guilty about her silence.

	The streets weren’t bare. People clustered in small groups on the street corners or outside of storefronts. Evelyn rolled her shoulders, trying to work the tension out. The day was pleasantly warm. The sky a clear blue about an hour away from being painted with the colors of the sunset. It was a beautiful, peaceful moment, and she reminded herself that it was important to notice these sorts of things. Some of her muscles gave a painful twinge. A few of her competitors had landed some impressive blows. She was going to be feeling them for the next few days.

	“Does our hotel have a sauna?” she asked.

	“I knew you weren't paying attention,” Judy teased.

	“You mentioned a sauna?”

	“No.”

	Evelyn turned to her friend before realizing that Judy was just messing with her.

	“Yeah, it does,” Judy said with a wide smile. “We should hit it up.”

	The hotel was coming into sight on the horizon when they approached a group of three men. Evelyn had noticed them early on, mostly because of the effects they were having on the people around them. Older than teens but not out of their twenties, the men routinely showed an aggressive amount of interest in the women that passed them. Evelyn was too far away to hear what the men were saying. Whatever it was, it left the women they encountered very uncomfortable. Anger pushed into her stomach like thorns as she watched the trio laughing and congratulating each other. It was a game for them. One they played with the unwilling people that passed them. Apparently, the whole objective was to cause discomfort and disgust.

	“Great,” Judy heaved a sigh as she straightened her spine and fixed her eyes straight ahead.

	Evelyn glanced over each of the men in turn. It didn’t seem like they were armed. She checked the street. No vans or waiting cars. The men were willing to follow women for a few steps but kept close to the chosen outpost. It was easy to spot the moment the men saw them. That was when the laughter began.

	“Damn,” a man with dark hair called after them as they passed. “You girls need to lay off the weights!”

	“Dude,” the blond one cut in, “those are guys.”

	Judy rolled her eyes, lamenting their lack of creativity. All the while, Evelyn’s spikes of anger had grown into a burning blistering heat. It felt like fire was lapping down her limbs. The sensation grew as one with a ratty goatee fell into step beside them.

	“Don’t you listen to them, sweethearts. You girls are beautiful!”

	“Just keep walking,” Judy whispered as Evelyn grinded her teeth.

	They barely made it a few steps before the ‘white knight’ took offence to their silence.

	“Hey, I just gave you a compliment! Least you could do is give me a little ‘thank you!’”

	“Go away,” Evelyn hissed through her teeth.

	“Damn, no need to be rude.”

	The man fell back, rejoining his friends. Their laughter grew louder. They kept moving without looking back.

	“Bitch!” The one with the goatee shouted.

	Evelyn stopped dead in her tracks and shoved her duffle bag into Judy’s stomach.

	“Hold my bag,” she said as she whipped around.

	“Eve, no!”

	Evelyn heard her friend’s continued protests, but none of it really reached her. It all faded away under the white noise filling her head. The blond man noticed her first and quickly informed the others of her approach. A smug smirk tipped the lips of the man with the goatee as he stalked forward to meet her, his hands relentlessly slicking back his already gelled hair.
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