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            In Temenye, a district of Istanbul, Turkey—known as Kasilaos during the Byzantine period—locals once believed that every winter, witches called koncolos would emerge from a nearby cave, climb into carriages, and roam the city. This legend was especially tied to the area around the Church of Saint John the Baptist, also known as the Church of Saint Yahya.

Koncolos: Kon-col-ohs (emphasis on the first syllable). It rhymes with hose.

      

    


KONCOLOS WITCHES

Fear grows in darkness; if you think there's a bogeyman around, turn on the light.

Dorothy Thompson



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


THE FIRST PROMISE
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Monica was only eighteen when she made the first promise of her life.

Back then, she didn’t yet know the cost of promises—how they could root inside your soul like weeds, how they could follow you from country to country, from season to season, long after the words were spoken.

When she thought back to the days that led her to Valmont, all she could remember were the stubborn grease stains caked onto filthy dishes, the jingle of worthless coins in her pocket, and the bugs crawling around that dingy guesthouse room in Cape Town. That was all she had after the orphanage—or the care house, as they called it—dumped her the second she turned eighteen.

The only job she could get without selling her body was scrubbing dishes at a grimy, run-down restaurant. Even now, she could still smell the baked-on grease stuck to the plates and bowls—a foul reminder of the life she had fought to escape. Sometimes, the memory would sneak up out of nowhere, and she’d catch herself sniffing the air like a stray dog, her eyes darting around as if trouble were about to pounce.

The first person to show her real kindness was Samuel, the head waiter. Over time, they bonded—wild nights out, drifting through Cape Town’s drug-soaked clubs, popping pills whenever they could scrape together enough cash. But it all came crashing down one morning when she woke up in a filthy place, surrounded by nearly ten unfamiliar faces.

She had no idea where she was, but the awful truth sank in fast: Samuel had sold her and disappeared. Traded her for a handful of pills.

Every time she came to her senses, she tried to escape. And every time, it ended the same way: a savage beating, then being dragged back to that filthy room like garbage.

Time lost all meaning. Days and nights blurred into a haze of pain, hunger, and despair. The men took turns with her—massive bodies pressing down, their brutality relentless. Sometimes, she’d feel the sting of a needle in her arm, and everything would go black. She’d only wake when the throbbing in her battered body forced her eyes open.

Starved. Dehydrated. Broken. Drugged. She clung to survival by a thread.

Days. Weeks. Nearly a month.

By then, she had stopped screaming. What was the point?

No one was coming. No one ever did. She was alone, and she knew it—down to her very bones.

During those long, hellish hours in that godforsaken room, she would sometimes stare out through a greasy, oil-smeared plastic curtain into the yard below. She’d watch the men bury crates of all sizes beneath a patchy stretch of fake grass.

And every so often, a chilling thought would slither into her mind:

Would they bury me there too?

That thought clung to her like a splinter under the skin—small, but relentless—gnawing at her sanity until she finally collapsed again, shattered and spent.

Then one morning, she was jolted awake by the crack of gunfire.

She crawled across the filthy floor and leaned back against the wall, utterly still—so still she might’ve been part of the room itself. Not even the fat bugs crawling over her arms and legs made her flinch. She didn’t feel them anymore.

The gunshots came in relentless bursts—dozens, maybe hundreds—until the rhythm of pounding boots cut through the chaos, heading straight for her door.

When the door wouldn’t give, a deafening blast blew the lock apart, splinters raining down like shrapnel.

Still, Monica didn’t move. Not even a blink.

Her mind had drifted somewhere else, back to the woman who used to live next door when she was a child. That old woman would hum the same tune every afternoon as the African sun dipped into a deep, bloody red.

Monica tried to hum it now, but her throat was sand-dry. No sound came.

The man who’d blown the door open stood there, gun aimed at her. His eyes, though, weren’t like the others in that house—no lust, no cruelty. Just sharp, unreadable purpose.”

“Do you speak our language?”

Monica weakly nodded. Death didn’t scare her anymore. She’d already faced every fear in that hellhole. What was left?

The man lowered his gun, walked over and yanked her up by the arm. Her legs wobbled like jelly. She could barely stand.

At the top of the stairs, she saw the bodies. The men who had tortured her now lay scattered and lifeless. The rush of relief that surged through her was something she’d never forget.

Downstairs, more men were tearing the place apart, stepping over corpses as they searched.

The man holding her arm called down, “What should we do with her, Valmont?”

Valmont looked up, eyes locking onto Monica. His gaze was sharp, icy blue, flicking across the room, then back to her as if assembling a puzzle in his mind.

He stood out among the men. Tall. Broad-shouldered. A face that looked like it had stepped out of a vintage adventure film. He was older than the rest—mid-thirties, maybe—with a dangerous charm that made people instinctively pay attention. And the fact that he was white, a Frenchman, surrounded by Black men, made him even more out of place.

Monica’s mother had come from Windhoek, Namibia, right in the heart of the desert. Her father had been a white South African; her mother, mixed-race. Monica’s skin had a permanent summer glow—golden and warm, even in the dead of winter.

“Bring her down here,” Valmont said.

When her legs gave out, the man scooped her up and carried her downstairs. Valmont pointed to the couch, where one of the dead men still lay, blood pooling beneath his limp body.

“Put her there.”

The man kicked the corpse off the couch with a dull thud, and Monica, barely conscious, watched it all through half-lidded eyes.

Valmont, surrounded by corpses and filth, couldn’t take his eyes off hers. Even half-lidded, her piercing blue gaze held a flicker of defiance. There was fight left in her.

For a moment, Monica reached out from the couch and grabbed his leg—fingers trembling, barely able to hold on. She was deep in heroin withdrawal; her captors had stopped dosing her just days ago, after nearly a month of feeding her the drug. 

“Tell me,” Valmont said, crouching beside her. He took her trembling hand and gave it a gentle squeeze, like he was trying to absorb a piece of pain.

Her teeth chattered as she whispered, “Please... don’t leave me here. I’ll pay you back. I’ll do whatever you say. Tell me to kill for you, and I’ll kill.”

Valmont burst out laughing, sharp and sudden. His teeth flashed white in the dim room.

Just then, he noticed one of the bodies twitch on the floor. Without missing a beat, he raised his gun and shot the man in the head. A spray of blood splattered across Monica’s face.

One of Valmont’s men rushed over with a water bottle and tried to pour it into her mouth, but she gagged, too nauseous to swallow.

“Alright,” Valmont said with a smirk, taking the bottle away. “You’d really kill for me? You’d pull the trigger?”

Monica slowly sat up, her grip tightening on his hand, nails digging into his skin. “Please... don’t leave me here.”

And then, to everyone’s surprise, she stood, unsteady, swaying, leaning against him for support.

Out in the garden, the search had turned up nothing. The men had torn through the barn-like structure and come back empty-handed. But now, Monica, still clinging to Valmont’s arm, staggered outside.

Everyone watched, confused, as she moved like a dying patient, her face pale, her eyes glazed.

Then her legs gave out. She collapsed onto the grass and retched violently. Gasping, she clawed at the ground, fingers scraping at the dirt like she meant to tear the whole world open.

Suddenly, a frantic burst of energy surged through her. She crawled to a corner of the yard, her movements jerky, almost insect-like. Her trembling hands found the edge of the grass. With a desperate grunt, she yanked it back like it was a rug—revealing the bare earth beneath.

At that moment, Valmont and his men realized that the garden was covered in fake grass. Weathered. Dirty. But fake nonetheless.

Monica, barely conscious, gasped for breath.

“Dig! Dig here!” she screamed—then collapsed.

Valmont knelt beside her, studying her face.

“If you leave me here...” she rasped. “They’ll find me. You promised. You said you’d take me... you promised.”

Valmont held her gaze. Something flickered in his eyes. Not pity. Something colder. Calculating. But also... something else.

He’d been moving weapons and ammo through the region for years, and those crates buried in the dirt? They were his—stolen from him, and from the people of Africa.

In his world, honesty was a rare and costly luxury.

Promises? They snapped like twigs.

People got killed in their sleep.

The apocalypse? Just another bedtime story.

But for reasons he couldn’t fully explain, maybe her ferocity, maybe her defiance, or the fact that she’d dragged herself from the edge just to expose the truth, he decided to keep this promise.

He would take her with him to the mansion near the edge of the Kalahari, where the dunes rolled endlessly, and the sun burned hotter than hell.
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FOUR YEARS LATER, ROME
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Monica stared blankly at the square mirror framed with light bulbs, popping the joints of her long fingers one by one. A sharp pain shot through her right middle and ring fingers. The bone near her knuckle was swollen and sore from gripping the brush for hours. That spot hurt the most. Her cheekbones had been aching for days. And the cream she normally used to keep styes at bay had run out. It felt like something was swelling from the inside of her eye. She still hadn’t had time to stop by the pharmacy. 

There was no warmth in her face—but calling it cold didn’t feel right, either. She rarely smiled, yet something flickered behind her bright blue eyes. It wasn’t warmth, exactly. Maybe something playful. Maybe childish. But sometimes that flicker was so uncanny, so disjointed, you didn’t need to see the devil in her—you could feel it.

“We’re heading to the bar, Monic. Come on,” Lawrence called from the doorway, his tone slow and syrupy, like a snake slithering into her ears. She hated his voice. Hated him. Ever since he’d casually confessed that disgusting little habit of his a few days ago—like it was nothing, like it was no worse than watching porn—she hadn’t been able to look at him the same way. She wouldn’t miss him if he were gone. Not one bit.

Without replying, she swept the vanity clean, dumping eyeshadow palettes, lipsticks, powders, and a fat blush brush into her oversized black bag. The bag was always packed with clutter—corkscrews, cutlery, even the TV remote at home sometimes ended up there. As she zipped it closed, her movements grew slow, and her limbs felt heavy.

She’d started a new canvas three days ago, and all she wanted now was to get home and finish it. The muffled buzz of chatter and giggles outside made her skin crawl.

Bag slung over her shoulder, she gave the mirror one last glance. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Lawrence still lingering in the doorway, chatting with someone—his body swaying mid-slither in his neon-bright drag clothes, like a snake putting on a show. 

“I’m not coming, Lawrence,” she said quietly, as she tried to slip past him. 

“Oh no way, Monic! Come on, sweetheart! The gang’s waiting!”    

She froze for a moment, silent, before he grabbed her by the arm and tugged her down the hall. Monica didn’t resist—she was planning to slip away as soon as they were outside. Lawrence’s high heels clicked sharply under the corridor’s harsh spotlights, each step ringing like a countdown.

The moment they hit the street, she yanked her arm free and darted across the road to flag down a taxi.

“But Monic!” he called out, taking a step after her, but gave up with a shrug. He turned back toward the others gathered at the agency’s door, tossed his sandy-brown wig from side to side, spread his fingers with flair, and threw up his arms dramatically.

“Damn it! I broke a nail!” he shrieked in mock horror. “One nail gone—that leaves nine long beauties! Hahaha!”

“Damn this darkness,” Monica muttered. The driver was an old man, and her voice came out sharper than intended. “To Monti!”

The lights of Condotti Street flickered across the taxi windows—neon signs, silhouettes, storefront glows. Then came the rain, first a drizzle, then a downpour. Reflections smeared into shifting mosaics.

Her eyelids drooped. She rubbed her eyes and fought off the fatigue. So desperate to get home, she found herself silently cursing the driver, as if he were dragging his feet on purpose.

Normally, she would’ve taken the metro; her place was just a five-minute walk from Colosseum Station. But tonight, dodging Lawrence had demanded more drastic action. He would have followed her to the metro station.

The wild nights out and the city’s social sparkle that once thrilled her had long dulled. Now her world was a red checkered blanket and the soft creak of a rocking chair under her desk lamp’s glow. No TV. Just stillness.

She couldn’t stand the clubs anymore—the way people stared, the questions flying from their lips, their tongues never resting. The noise, the eyes, the pressure—it paralyzed her. She hadn’t even been in Europe a full year, and already she felt like this. No way. Lately, whenever she went out, she spent half her time hiding in nightclub bathrooms, just trying to breathe.

The taxi stopped. She paid fast, slipped out, and hurried down the wide marble stairs leading to her shadowed street. She paused under the flickering glow of a lamppost, scanning her surroundings.

Rain poured. No umbrella. No reaction. Her face didn’t move.

From the building across hers, a pulse of African music drifted through the air. She looked up. The rhythm crawled up her spine. A candle flickered in the room where the sound came from, casting ghostly shadows.

The automatic lock on her building’s iron door had been broken forever. She nudged it open. No Signora Donna tonight—no eyes peeking, no complaints muttered.

For a second, Monica wondered if the old woman was dead. Good.

Donna, the landlady, was ninety-five. Never married. Never left the building. She had no visitors. Just Monica and Lawrence as tenants. Always lurking. Always watching.

Climbing the stairs, she rummaged through her bag, her frustration mounting with every second the keys refused to show themselves. Her breath quickened, her patience already worn thin. Just as she was about to let out a low, irritated curse, she froze. She had suddenly remembered stuffing the keys into her coat pocket back in the taxi—specifically to avoid this exact moment. She hated how forgetful she could be.

She stepped into her apartment, flicked on the lights, and moved slowly, almost cautiously, like the walls were watching her. 

In the bedroom, she stripped down, pulled on a nightgown, and returned to the living room. She reached behind the velvet curtain and pressed the button on a camera perched on a shelf.

Moving toward the window, she rubbed her shoulders as a chill settled in. Night would soon hush the city. Lights would blink out one by one. Everyone would retreat into blankets and dreams. Except for the ones who only came alive when the shadows fell. Monica belonged to them.

In one corner of the living room sat her oil painting supplies—crinkled paint tubes smeared with dried color, brushes stiff with old pigment, rags stained with every shade of her moods. To anyone else, it might have looked like a chaotic mess. But to Monica, it was the cleanest, most sacred corner of her world.

She pulled back the satin black cloth draped over her canvas. The scene revealed itself: a bed scattered with plastic dolls, limbs twisted, faces frozen in artificial innocence. She picked up a brush from the table, dipped it into the cloudy poppy oil in the jar, and blended a few deep tones on her palette. Then, carefully, she began to work on the shadows beneath the eyes of a blonde doll at the center.

But suddenly, something shifted inside her.

She set the brush and palette down with a sudden stillness. Her hand reached instinctively for the lighter resting on the ceramic plate beside her coffee mug. One by one, she lit the candles lining the mantelpiece—some tall and untouched, others melted down to stubs, their wax pooled and hardened along the cool marble surface.

Then she moved to the kitchen and pulled a chilled bottle of Irish liqueur from the fridge.

An hour passed.

She was at her canvas, brush in hand, staring down the ghosts that hid behind her own blue eyes. And they stared back. Tonight, they’d cornered her—every buried horror, every half-buried hate rising with the shadows. Soon, they'd take control.

The world outside had gone quiet. One by one, the lights in neighboring homes had dimmed, leaving her apartment a glowing island of resistance. Every lamp, every candle, anything that could cast light, burned bright, as if the place itself was refusing to surrender to the night.

Her eyes, glistening with tears, suddenly narrowed. Then came the laughter, sharp, eerie, and cutting straight through the silence. It echoed down the narrow street like a crack in the stillness. It wasn’t joy. It was mimicry. A bitter, knowing imitation of the witches, the Koncolos, wild, deranged, and dangerous.

She stared at the tiny broken button resting beside her palette, its chipped edge catching the light. Then, she sank into her creaky old chair, wrapped herself tightly in her red checkered blanket, and tried to hush the storm in her head.

She closed her eyes.

Not to sleep. Just to pretend.

An hour later... footsteps.

A visitor approaching.

Her father.

Let the game begin again.
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WHAT IF
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Around 2:50 a.m., Lawrence pushed open the heavy apartment building door, his laughter spilling into the hushed street. He lingered in the doorway, grinning and waving at the man outside—someone clearly hoping for an invite that would never come.

“Byeee, my dear! Byyyeeee!” Lawrence called out, drawing the words out with theatrical flair. The man gave a limp little wave, his tight smile failing to hide the sting of being dismissed.

Lawrence didn’t care. He had his reasons. The ongoing cold war with his tenant, Signora Donna, meant no visitors were allowed—strictly self-imposed policy.

He shut the door behind him and began climbing the stairs at a leisurely pace. Donna wouldn’t be popping her head out tonight—not with that cloying, sing-songy “Hello, young man.” Not after the way he’d snapped at her two days ago.

He hated being called “young man” when he was in drag. Absolutely hated it.

Monica had changed too, ever since he told her his little secret. Distant. Cold.

Stupid Monica.

He staggered a bit, his balance thrown off by the booze and the towering height of his platform heels. His shadow stretched long and crooked across the dim hallway, looming right over Monica’s door. For a split second, he was tempted to ring the bell—just to stir things up—but he clenched his jaw and hissed a sharp, “No,” under his breath. He wasn’t about to give her that satisfaction. Not after the way she’d been acting.

He climbed more slowly now, rummaging blindly through his bag for the key. On his floor, a blast of cold air smacked him in the face.

“Who the hell left the damn air shaft open?” he muttered, shivering as he slammed it shut. The frame rattled in protest.

He plunged his hand back into the chaos of his bag until his fingers found the keychain—tangled around his hairbrush. With an irritated grunt, he yanked them apart and tossed the brush back inside.

The lock stuck for a second before finally giving way with a reluctant creak. Still a little wobbly from the alcohol, he took a breath and stepped inside. The old floorboards groaned under his weight, the sound stretching out like a warning in the silence.

His chestnut wig had slipped sideways, nearly veiling one eye. He adjusted it, making his way carefully toward the table in the dark. His limbs ached, and his steps were uneven—the rough sex earlier had left him with a slight limp. 

Then, out of nowhere, a jolt of dread hit him. Like a splash of ice water to the face. His buzz vanished.

Something was off.

The door hadn’t been locked.

His brain started rewinding, scanning through the day. He remembered rushing out that morning, turning back from the first floor because he’d forgotten his hairbrush—he always hated using anyone else’s. He’d grabbed it, stepped out again, and locked the door. He was sure of it.

Twice, even.

So someone had been inside.

Panic slammed into him like a wave, and he picked up speed, no longer caring if he bumped into furniture or stumbled in the dark. He banged his knee against the edge of the couch, cursed under his breath, then tripped on the rug and nearly hit the floor.

His wig slipped again. This time, he didn’t bother fixing it. For a fleeting second, he wasn’t Lawrence the diva—just a frightened man in too-tall heels.

As he reached for the table lamp, one thought pulsed in his mind: What if... what if they’re still here?

But the lamp was never switched on that night. The familiar warm glow never came.

Instead, his lifeless body lay sprawled on the carpet, blood spreading beneath him in slow, dark rivers from the knife wounds—glinting in the moonlight like phosphorescence drifting on still water.
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KALAHARI DESERT
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The next morning, Monica could barely pry open her swollen eyes. The alarm clock’s relentless ringing buzzed in her skull, fraying her nerves. She almost felt like crying. 

After a hot, rushed shower, she pulled on her clothes, stumbled into the living room, popped one of her favorite CDs into the player and let the music fill the space. Just a few minutes. Just to breathe. To close her eyes and let the violin soothe her. Valmont had taught her this trick—how violin music could work like therapy.

Eventually, she stumbled into the bedroom and began packing. Still in a daze, she yanked clothes from the wardrobe and shoved them into her suitcase. She paced the room, back and forth, trying to remember what she was forgetting. A few books came off the dusty living room shelf and were tossed in too. For breakfast, she cracked open a can of Diet Coke. The fizz burned her dry throat. Her body still ached from last night’s drinks.

The streets were ghostly quiet. At 5 a.m., only a few homeless souls stirred on benches. Her footsteps echoed through the stillness, her suitcase thumping behind her as she made her way to the metro station.

By 6 a.m., she reached Da Vinci Airport, cutting it close for her 6:45 flight.

No time to spare. She checked her bag, grabbed her boarding pass, and headed for her gate. Along the way, she passed a stream of passengers headed to Gate 4476—a flight bound for Johannesburg. Most were South Africans, and something in their accents, gestures, or even the familiarity of their faces made her skin prickle. It was as if the African heat had traveled with them, clinging to their skin and fabric alike. A rush of unease tightened in her chest. She kept her eyes low and slipped through the crowd, eager to vanish among those headed in the opposite direction.

At the plane’s entrance, a petite flight attendant with tightly pinned blonde hair glanced at Monica’s boarding pass and beamed. “F6! Right over there on the left!” she chirped.

Monica flinched at the burst of sound from such a tiny mouth. The contrast amused her for half a second.

Once she was settled, she slid her small handbag under the seat and clicked her seatbelt into place. Leaning back, she closed her eyes, silently willing herself to drift off once they were airborne.

She needed sleep. The restless night—where nightmare and reality had bled into each other—had left her disoriented. The alcohol had drained her, leaving her skin dry and her face drawn. If she was going to pull this off, she had to stick to the game plan: stay sharp, stay stunning, stay charged.

Valmont came flickering to life behind her closed eyes.

The only person who had ever managed to bring beauty to the chaos of her life.

He could never stand being away from her. He used to say he’d rather die with her than live without her. Wherever he went—into battle, into fire—he carried her with him, like she was stitched into his very being.

He was angry now. She’d walked away. But she had to. She needed to find out if she could survive life on her own—whatever that meant.

Still, in her mind, she wasn’t truly apart from him. If anything, she was more useful to him now—fulfilling the first promise she’d made, executing his orders across Europe.

And every time the agency sent her somewhere outside of Italy, supposedly at the request of a client,

Valmont was behind it.

Wherever she landed, there was usually someone who needed to disappear.

The plane picked up speed. The runway fell away. And just like that, she was airborne—drifting back to Kalahari.

The porch of the mansion.

Warm, windless nights.

Lamps glowing amber from the beams overhead.

Monica in the hammock. Valmont across from her, legs kicked up on the wooden table, whiskey in hand, eyes fixed on her like she was the only thing in the world. 

“Do you know,” he’d said, “the Kalahari isn’t really a desert—at least not the way people imagine.”

She’d raised an eyebrow. “Why? It’s all sand, dunes... pretty much everything screams ‘desert.’”

He’d smiled that half-smile of his, the one that always came before he told her something unexpected. “It gets too much rain. But the sand swallows it so fast, nothing stays. That’s why it’s called the ‘thirst land.’”

Then he had motioned for her. “Come here.”

Monica had hopped out of the hammock and climbed onto his lap. He’d gently run his fingers through her hair.

“It’s like you. No matter how much healing comes your way, you soak it up so fast it’s like it never happened. The nightmare just picks up where it left off. You’ve got to learn to live with who you are. To adapt to fear, hate, violence.”

She had learned everything from Valmont.

He was her.

And she was him.
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REUNITED
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“Just give it another shove—it’ll budge. Ugh, these damn old doors! Madonna! This place reeks!” Cervantes barked, already pressing a mentholated tissue to his nose to block the foul stench that seeped out of Lawrence’s apartment. Official protocol called for restraint and proper tools to preserve the crime scene, but Cervantes wasn’t in the mood for patience or rules.

The burly officer, dark-skinned and broad-shouldered, slammed his shoulder into the door like he was tackling a linebacker. Signora Donna lingered nearby with a couple of officers, her face lit with a curious mix of excitement and unease as she watched the officer's every move. She hadn't actually suspected anything until the stench began creeping into the hallway. Only then had it occurred to her to call the police. No one had checked on Lawrence until that moment.

The door looked flimsy, but it held up stubbornly. After a few more solid hits, it finally cracked open. The hallway light spilled into the apartment, revealing a body sprawled across the floor.

Cervantes tugged on his gloves and protective boots before stepping inside. He crouched low, taking in the scene. The man—dressed in women’s clothing, face caked in makeup—looked almost peaceful, as if asleep—if not for the dark, congealed pool beneath him. The blood had thickened to a near-black, its trail leading to a cluster of stab wounds.

“We need the whole team. This is a murder,” Cervantes said, straightening up, and flicked on a small lamp on the table. The warm light revealed a wavy wig lying about half a meter from the body.

He glanced toward the doorframe. Any signs of forced entry had been muddled by their own damage. Still, he checked. No fresh splinters. No scratch marks on the lock plate. Nothing. 

Signora Donna, meanwhile, couldn’t tear her eyes away from Lawrence’s lifeless body. Truth be told, she didn’t give a damn about the dead tenant, Lawrence. The irony, though, was that Lawrence had always been so sure she’d be the one to go first. But life, or death, had a funny way of flipping the script. Instead of Donna biting the dust, it was Lawrence who’d kicked the bucket. 

For someone like Donna, who was so close to death herself, seeing someone else take that final journey before her was oddly freeing. It was like a sneak peek of what was coming, and it seemed to ease her own fears. That’s why she looked almost... relieved. 

Cervantes, on the other hand, couldn’t stand people like Donna—those oddly eager onlookers who seemed to find some twisted satisfaction in the suffering of others.

“Alright, Signora,” he said. “You said it's been nearly a week since you last saw him. Notice anything strange?”

“No,” she replied, shaking her head. “And the girl downstairs—Monica, the model —she’s been gone about the same time. She went to Paris.”

Cervantes jotted something down, unimpressed. “I mean anything unusual. Strange noises. Unfamiliar people. Think.”

She leaned in like she was sharing some juicy gossip. “A week ago, some guy dropped Lawrence off here. And after that, I’m pretty sure Lawrence never left the apartment.”

Cervantes raised an eyebrow. “And what about the entrance door? Does everyone have a key?”

“Oh, that thing’s been busted for ages.”

“How’d it break?”

She shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe the wiring in the electric lock just gave out... or maybe,” she added with a wink, “it was a little mouse’ handiwork.”

Cervantes winced. Joking at a time like this? Classy. 

He exhaled slowly, trying to piece everything together. On the surface, it seemed like a pretty straightforward murder—a drag queen killed in what looked like a twisted crime. Add in a busted building door that was basically an open invitation for trouble, and you had a recipe for disaster. Still, this kind of thing didn’t usually go down in a neighborhood like this. It was way too quiet for that.

He tapped his pen against his notebook. “So, do a lot of people come in and out of the building? “Friends of the tenants, guests, that kind of thing? And what’s the name of that model again?”

“Monica,” Donna said, her face twisting into a grimace. “She’s a real looker, you know. Young, beautiful, the whole package...”

Cervantes let out an exasperated sigh, starting to feel like he was talking to a brick wall. “Right. But back to my first question—what about visitors? People coming and going? Anyone regular?”

Donna shook her head. “No, Commissario. It’s a quiet building. Maybe a few people here and there, but no regulars. Nothing like that.”

“What about the model? The beautiful one,” he said, laying it on thick. “She must have visitors, right? Guests coming and going?”

Donna paused, tapping her chin with her finger like she was deep in thought. “Well, sometimes, I guess. I’ve had this feeling, like someone’s been visiting her. But it’s always so... sneaky. Like a ghost or a shadow. I’ll hear something, rush to the window, or peek through the door, but I’ve never actually caught anyone.”

Cervantes couldn’t help but feel a weird mix of pity and annoyance at Donna’s nosy, almost obsessive interest in the tenants’ lives.

“Alright,” he said, shifting gears. “What did Lawrence do for a living?”

“Model. Same agency as Monica, I think.”

After firing off a few more questions that led nowhere, Cervantes finally let Donna go. But instead of leaving, she lingered a few meters from the victim, her eyes fixed on him, as though she was watching him slip away from this world. 

Then, instantly, she knelt to pick up a small rug from the hallway, as if she thought she could tidy up the mess. The cross around her neck caught the light, glinting sharply. For a moment, Cervantes’s mind drifted—thoughts of death and the children he’d never had. Something about Donna’s silhouette triggered all of it.

But he snapped back to reality instantly. “Hey!” he barked, rushing over and grabbing her by the arm. “You’re going to mess up the evidence, Signora. You need to step back. Now!”

Donna started to back off, but Cervantes raised a hand to stop her. “Hold on. One more thing. Was he wearing these clothes when he came home last week? Take a good look, as if you were looking through the peephole.”
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