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Chapter 1

	 

	The night stained the red desert sand a deep, purplish hue. There were no town lights around to compete against the stars for mastery of the sky. So they choked it, slashing across the ebony backdrop in almost solid bars. The air had become uncomfortably cold, but the sand still clung to the blistering heat of the day. With every step, it seeped through the soles of Aleksandr’s boots and made his feet sweat.

	Aleksandr tried to hide his pained limp as he made his way to the back of his car. He made sure to train his eyes on the ground as the driver’s door opened. Since the high beams were on and the keys still in the ignition, the car began an annoying repetitive ‘ding’ that made Aleksandr’s head throb. His father didn’t come to the back to help him but instead headed forward towards the edge of the ravine. The canyon, gouged too deep into the earth for the lights to reach, weaved out to the horizon like squirming snakes.

	Desert nights were rarely as dark as believed. Under the uninterrupted moonlight, the world was blue and purple with only patches of black. Normally, Aleksandr loved this time of the day. He sought solace in the cold and protection in the darkness. But those comforts were lost on the nights when he was forced to deal with a corpse.

	The trunk wrenched open with a protesting squeal of rust, and a small light flickered to life. It was barely strong enough to fight the shadows away from the wrinkles in the plastic sheeting. Without hesitation, Aleksandr reached in to grab the wrapped body. Rigor mortis hadn’t set in yet, but it still wasn’t an easy task to pull out so many pounds of dead weight. All the tugging and yanking worked the plastic sheeting out of place, making it crackle loudly in the silence of the night around them. Blood bubbled free from the new gaps. It dripped to the earth and sunk into Aleksandr’s shirt. He’d stink of it for days.

	If it had been up to him, Aleksandr would have opted for dismemberment. Just like they did with all the others. Of course, that option was more time consuming and far messier, but it also spared his now beaten body from any heavy lifting. This man hadn't died easy. He had fought like hell and inflicted as much damage as he possibly could before Aleksandr had managed to crush his skull. The second he had died was the second his father had stopped being amused. He wanted the body out of his sight immediately. He hadn’t even given Aleksandr enough time to stop his sliced-up knuckles from bleeding before demanding that he carry the corpse to the car. The drive hadn’t helped. His body trembled, each shake provoking fresh waves of pain. His head felt like it was about to explode, and his right eye was already starting to swell. Chopping the body up would always be Aleksandr’s choice of disposal. Not that he could ever say it. His parents were only too keen to enforce their laws. And this one they held almost sacred. Only women were dismembered and scattered like scraps. Men remained intact.

	Clenching his teeth, he turned his pained scream into a low grunt as he finally succeeded in tossing the body over his shoulder. The soft sand shifted under his boots as he staggered his way to the edge of the sheer drop. Only a few feet separated the trunk from the canyon, but he might as well have been scaling Everest. His legs wobbled, his shoulder screamed, his ribs threatened to snap. Still, he kept putting one foot in front of the other. Aleksandr hadn't survived nineteen years with his family by showing weakness. Sitting on the hood of the car, his father gave no impression of paying any attention to what was happening. Aleksandr felt the weight of his eyes all the same.

	With sharp jerks, Aleksandr tried to work his long, matted fringe out of his eyes. The high beams had destroyed his night vision. One wrong step and he would topple over the edge along with the corpse. Bracing his feet wide, he lurched forward and threw the body off his shoulder. It was a bad toss. Instead of dropping over the edge, the dead weight slammed solidly against the minimal patch of earth that still separated Aleksandr from the edge. Dust stirred at the impact. The barely there wind caught the particles and helped them spread into a weak cloud. It coated Aleksandr’s throat and forced him to cough. It took so much effort not to scream in agony that he almost missed that the body at his feet was moaning. For one, heart-rending moment, Aleksandr wanted to drop down and hurriedly tell the man to remain silent. But before he could fully form the thought, his father had started laughing.

	“He's still alive?” His pleased tone chilled Aleksandr’s skin. Nothing good had ever followed that tone. “Think he’s got it in him to go another round?”

	Aleksandr looked down at the bloodied and broken form that half stuck out of the plastic wrapping. It barely looked human anymore. The gargled groans it released certainly didn't sound like one, either.

	“Aleksandr?” his father snapped. He wanted an answer.

	“I think it was just a death rattle.”

	That made his father snort, a sound of pure disgust. There were few things Petya Sokolovsky detested more than weakness. It didn't matter what form it came in, or how deserved it was, or even if it actually existed. If Petya decided it was there, the person was no longer human. They were little more than a toy. And all of his games were cruel.

	Aleksandr closed his eyes as the man at his feet began to twitch. Small moans rattled from his chest. He was still alive. Aleksandr raised his foot up but he was too slow. Petya had noticed. He was sliding off the hood of the car, calling out for Aleksandr to stop. Kicking the man over the edge would be direct defiance of his father. Not something he could risk in his current condition.

	“That’s not a death rattle. He’s alive.”

	“Not for long,” Aleksandr barely raised his voice and kept his face down, hiding behind his hair.

	“What’s wrong with you?” Petya said as he stalked closer. “Here you have the gift of playing a little longer and you give it up? I sometimes wonder if you're my son at all.”

	“I’m hungry.” Knowing that wouldn’t satisfy his father, Aleksandr shrugged his shoulders and chanced a look at him. “And he's not much of a challenge like this.”

	Petya paused. Watching his father contemplate that, Aleksandr’s heart began to throb painfully. Blood rushed through his ears like a surging tide. It left him barely able to hear the man’s low mutterings. Just let him die, Aleksandr silently pleaded. Let me finish it.

	“What are you waiting for?” Petya snapped, his Russian accent thickening the words. “No point wasting your energy on him. Just toss him over the edge already.”

	Aleksandr caught himself as he slumped with relief, making his fall look more like eagerness to obey. The moonlight glistened off of the man's wide eyes and turned his blood a rich, almost tar-like black. As he twisted his hands in the plastic, Aleksandr watched fresh blood oozing from the corner of moving lips. He wanted to reassure the man that it would be over soon enough. One drop. One more hit. The fall would be enough. As the plastic crackled between his fingers, he realized that the man wasn’t just moaning. There was a method to the pattern. He was trying to talk. Aleksandr’s stomach churned. The begging was always the worst part.

	“Hurry up or I’m coming over there,” Petya snarled.

	Aleksandr looked down at the man's pleading eyes. There would be a lot more bloodshed if Petya came over. He’s suffered enough. Aleksandr began to pull, but the man's hand snapped out, and with the last of his strength, latched onto Aleksandr’s forearm. The hold was loose enough to pry off, but the shock of the touch froze him in place.

	“They’ll come for you.” The man's words were barely more than broken gasps. But he repeated it until Aleksandr was sure that he had heard it right. “They’ll come.”

	It wasn’t the first time he had heard such threats. Victims liked to cling to the idea that there would be some divine retribution. That Aleksandr and his family would be forced to pay for all the evils they had inflicted upon the world. That someday, somehow, they'd get their revenge. Aleksandr didn't have the heart to tell them that it was a fool's dream. The truly wicked never had to pay.

	“Alek!” Petya snapped.

	Following his father’s command, he began to lift. The man’s nails dug into Aleksandr’s skin. Even then, the grip was flimsy and weak, but they found some of the raw wounds and opened them again. Fresh blood seeped between the man’s fingers and trickled down Aleksandr’s arm. The two streams of black blood merged into one grotesque puddle against the plastic.

	“They’ll come for you,” the man jerked as he choked on his blood. His fingers trembled as he squeezed. Each word made was a desperate struggle. “I unleash the Furies on you. They’ll kill you all.”

	Aleksandr furrowed his brow. He was sure that he had heard the words right, but it was gibberish. Nonsense. But an alluring thought all the same. The man surged on, fueled by fury to voice his last words.

	“They’ll grow strong on your terror,” he sputtered. “Show you hell before they drag you down into it.”

	Aleksandr silently watched the man drown on his own blood. People promised wrath and vengeance, but at the end of the day, Petya and Olga were always the ones left standing.

	“Nature itself fears the sisters,” the man whimpered.

	“I’m getting bored!” Petya yelled, barely interested in the words he was saying.

	Enough. Get rid of him already, a voice hissed in Aleksandr’s head. Pure disgust filled the man’s eyes as Aleksandr reached down towards him.

	“You’ll all die,” the man whispered. “Screaming.”

	Leaning closer, Aleksandr flicked his gaze to his father, making sure that he wouldn't hear the response.

	“I hope so.”

	And with that, Aleksandr yanked. One hard movement that made his muscles ache and the wounds on his back rip open again. The plastic unraveled and hurled the man over the edge and into the abyss. He didn't make a sound. Not even one little gasp to break the silence. Only the soft thud signified the end of his life. It always seemed like there should be something more significant to the moment, but there never was.

	Lifting his hand up, Aleksandr studied the blood that coated his arm. Black tar. Like his blood had rotted within his veins. It should smell more putrid. There was no way that their blood hadn’t mingled.

	Aleksandr slowly lowered his arm as his father walked lazily to the edge. It would be impossible to see all the way to the bottom of the pit at this time of night. And even if he could, the rocky, uneven ground would hide the body from sight. Those facts didn’t stop his father from peering over the rim and releasing a low whistle.

	“Well, he went harder than most,” Petya laughed. Looking over his shoulder, he cocked his head to the side. “What are you sulking about now?”

	“Nothing,” he said. “Our blood mixed. I’m going to have to get tested again. In case he was sick.”

	Petya dismissed his concern with a wave.

	“He looked healthy enough.”

	Aleksandr let the subject drop. The health of Petya’s children had never been a top priority. Blood dripped down sinking into the sand, each drop pulsing in time with Aleksandr's slowing heartbeat.

	“I’m bored,” Petya declared. He smacked a hand against Aleksandr’s shoulder as he headed back to the car. The blow found a wound with expert precision. “Don’t worry. I’ve already picked out the next one for you. Won’t take me long to snatch them up.”

	Aleksandr hunched his shoulders and lowered his head. “There’s no rush.”

	“Good God boy. Where is your appetite?”

	“I don’t want to bring attention to the family.”

	Petya was silent for a moment. The seconds pressed down on Aleksandr. All he could do was wait to see if his father would accept the excuse or drive a knife into his back.

	Finally, his father smiled and hit his shoulder again. “For your birthday, we’ll take the risk. It’s a special occasion, right?”

	“Right,” Aleksandr mumbled.

	“They’re perfect, Alek,” he laughed, low and dark and promising all sorts of horrors. “They’ll give you a real challenge.”


Chapter 2

	 

	“Evelyn!”

	Hearing her coach’s shout over the noise and clatter of the gym, she furled herself until her back pressed against the punching bag. Heavy bag sit-ups weren't new to her exercise routine, but she still couldn’t grow to the disorientation of hanging upside down. More precisely, seeing the flipped version of the gym while blood rushed to her head as the punching bag she was latched onto swung slightly. Her thigh muscles trembled as she forced them to squeeze the bag a little harder. There was still the threat that they'd give out and drop her onto the padded flooring. Still, it was a nice rest for her aching stomach muscles.

	Her coach waved an arm over his head to grab her attention. “You’re up,” he called. “Show some hustle!”

	Contracting her abs, she hurled herself against gravity to grab the top straps of the punching bag. The chain rattled as she gripped it, released her legs, and dropped to the mat. It was strange to be upright again. Even stranger to walk. She was halfway across the gym before she had worked the wobbly feeling from her legs. She relished the sensations. The pull and throb and twitch of well-worked muscles. It was proof that she was pushing herself.

	Like the others who would be sparring today, her kit was set out on a folding table near the boxing ring. Ankle brace, headgear, mouth guard, and gloves. She strapped them all into place with practiced ease. Even so, her coach wasn't above looking put out and annoyed by the time she was set. There was no real anger in it. Coach Wallace kept his praise rare but heartfelt. No shallow appreciation or coddling. Evelyn liked that about him.

	Coach Wallace pulled up one of the middle ropes as he stomped down on the other, giving her enough room to sweep inside the ring. The mat gave a little under her feet. A slight, passive resistance that was familiar and welcoming and always enticed her to bounce on her toes. Her opponent for the night was already inside. Evelyn and Judy shared a smile that was all excitement and anticipation. There were a good few women who worked with Coach Wallace, but not many wanted to turn kickboxing into their profession. So, even though Evelyn and Judy were dancing on the edges of different weight classes, they were often put together for training. That was fine by Evelyn. Judy was always fun. She was fast, dedicated, and fierce.

	“Tired?” Judy teased.

	“I can still take you down.”

	“Prove it.”

	“You know, we really need to get better at trash talk,” Evelyn said.

	Judy chuckled and turned to Coach Wallace. “Yeah. Aren’t you supposed to teach us that or something?”

	“You’re both idiots,” Coach Wallace dismissed. All he needed was a wave of his arm to get the women to focus.

	They exchanged a smile, tapped their gloves, and waited for the bell. Evelyn loved this part. When adrenaline heightened the anticipation. When her muscles twitched with the barely contained desire to throw itself into the fight. Before the ding had faded, Judy was already taking advantage of her extra height. Her roundhouse kick snapped straight towards Evelyn's head. There was a little time to block the blow, but the impact still hurt. It made Evelyn stagger to the side, but she quickly regained her footing enough to jab at Judy’s exposed inner thigh. That got her to back up a little bit. They danced around the ring, exchanging strike for strike, both reveling in the contest. The pain and motion and the way their bodies came alive. It was addictive.

	Crouching to avoid a right hook, Evelyn spun on her toes and slipped behind Judy. The world passed by in a blur, but one figure caught her attention. A man she had never seen before stood by the far wall. Spending most of her time at the gym, she knew everybody by sight at least. But she’d never seen this man before. Stranger still, he was dressed in a crisp button-down shirt and slacks instead of workout gear. What stuck out the most was that he was staring at her. Unwavering. Unblinking. A smile slowly curled his lips, provoking a chill to creep down her spine.

	Judy’s fist crashed into Evelyn's temple. Hard enough to make her brain slosh and stagger her vision with a flash of white. Muscle memory took over, and Evelyn surged up, her arms braced before her to shield her head. It took a flurry of blows for Judy to tire enough for Evelyn to counter strike and force her back. As the fight raged on, her mind flooded with adrenaline. Everything that didn't exist within the ring faded into the background. The score. The stranger. The weird feeling that he had provoked. None of it mattered more than landing the perfect punch. There was a serenity in the chaos. Time passed in a blur and it wasn't until Coach Wallace marked the end that she realized how exhausted she was. Bracing her hands behind her head, she sucked in deep breaths. She felt accomplished. Proud even. And that dulled the pain.

	Yanking off her headgear dislodged her band, and allowed a cascade of sweaty crinkly hair to drop around her face. Evelyn puffed out her cheeks with annoyance. It was hard to get it all back in order with gloves on, even if they were fingerless. Struggling with the task, she listened to Coach Wallace’s breakdown of the bout. He never sugar-coated anything, and one slip up was enough to earn a girl another hour of fundamentals. She had hoped that he hadn't noticed her moment of distraction. Of course he had, and then shackled her with another round of burpees as punishment. Her arms wobbled at the thought of the pushups, although the jump that followed wasn’t going to be a picnic.

	Judy got the same punishment for her weak footwork and they ended up side by side on the mats in the corner. Before they performed the first one, Evelyn knew that it was going to evolve into a contest. One that only ended when someone collapsed. Evelyn hit the mat first.

	“Have my arms fallen off,” she asked as she flopped her limbs wide.

	“No.” Judy was breathing too hard to laugh properly.

	The mat wasn’t comfortable, but she pressed her cheek against it anyway. “Are you sure? I can’t feel them anymore.”

	“Wait until tomorrow.”

	Evelyn groaned at the prospect. Closing her eyes, she melted against the ground and wondered if it was weird that she had grown to love the scent of clean sweat and plastic.

	“Hey,” Judy said as she thumped her back. “Come on. Coach is saying to hit the showers.”

	After a halfhearted attempt to get up, she groaned. “Nope. I live here now. Bring food and a blanket.”

	“I can get you a sweat towel and your water.”

	“Food,” she pleaded. “Hungry.”

	“Well, I guess you’ll have to suck it up.”

	With a pained groan, Judy lurched to her feet, leaving Evelyn to reluctantly follow.

	Standing still long enough to have a shower helped settle her overworked muscles. That didn't mean that she wasn’t utterly exhausted as she struggled to get into a pair of denim jeans and a crop top. It was convenient that she lived in such a warm climate. Having worked so hard to create her visible six-pack, she wasn’t likely to let a bit of cold weather keep her from showing them off.

	It wasn’t an easy walk out of the gym, harder still to lift her hand to wave goodbye, but it was important to maintain certain standards. So she suffered through her farewells, and she headed out into the night. After hours in the gym's air conditioning, the heat of the summer night was stifling. Like a swamp turned airborne. She pulled the strap of her gym bag higher onto her shoulder as she cut across the parking lot.

	Take out, she decided. Take out is a necessity. There should still be time to grab something decent before all the restaurants closed. But she would have to hurry. Pulling her phone out of the bag’s outer pocket, she hit the speed dial. Her dad answered before she had time to get it to her ear.

	“Hey, princess. How was training?”

	“Excruciating in the best possible way,” she grinned. “I’m starving and plan to gorge myself on burgers and fries. You in?”

	“Are the fries curly?”

	“Are there other types of fries?” she replied with a scoff.

	“I have never been so proud of you.” The line crackled as he laughed. She was yet to have a phone that could handle his hyena cackle. “I’m in. Extra pickles on the burger.”

	Her brow furrowed as she approached her car and noticed a small mass gathered in the shadows around one of her rear wheels. A few more cautious steps and the lump took form. A child? Curled into a ball, face pressed against its knees and arms wrapped around its legs, Evelyn couldn’t see a hint of its face. Not that she would have recognized them anyway. Evelyn was an only child and never had a reason to come into contact with kids. Another step and she could see that its slight shoulders were shaking as it sobbed.

	“Dad, I think there’s a lost kid here.”

	“What?” he asked. “Where is ‘here’?”

	“The gym parking lot.” She looked around. Cars filled the parking lot; their crooked rows lined up enough for the windshields to reflect the glow of the lamp posts. Beside the child, it looked like she was alone. “I can’t see their parents.”

	“Wait, ‘their’? I thought you said that there was only one child.”

	“There is.” She lowered her voice to a whisper to add, “I just can’t tell if they’re a boy or a girl.”

	The whole situation was sending up warning flags in her mind. So it didn’t surprise her when her father asked, “Is anyone with you?”

	She looked again. While she could spot some people in the windows of the gym, none of them approached the lot.

	“No.”

	“Princess,” he said, his voice thick with warning.

	It was enough to have her take a small step backwards, but she couldn’t bring herself to just straight up abandon the child.

	“Hey, kid.” She called out louder than she should, given the small distance remaining between them. The child didn't respond. It just kept sobbing. “Are you alright?”

	The sounds turned into a mix of squeaks and little gulps of air. Listening for a moment, she was reasonably sure that the child was actually trying to say something.

	“I can’t understand you,” Evelyn said.

	“What’s going on?” her dad asked.

	“The kid is crying.”

	“Maybe their parents are inside.”

	Evelyn was sure that her father didn't exactly believe that. He was paranoid by nature and there was enough in this cocktail of events to make them both hesitate. She looked over her shoulder at the gym door and called out for Coach Wallace.

	“He's nice,” she assured the child. “And I’m sure he'll be able to fix this all up. Come on, let’s go to the light. They have air conditioning.”

	Her soft words didn't offer any solace. If anything, the child only dug deeper into a ball and wailed louder.

	“Oh, no. Don’t cry. It’s all going to be okay,” she said hurriedly. “Just take a deep breath. Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

	“Evelyn?” her father asked over the line.

	“I’m going to head back in and get Coach Wallace,” she told him.

	“Keep me on the line.”

	“Sure.”

	As she searched the serene parking lot again, the pit of her gut gave a sharp twist. It was a familiar sensation. A warning that something wasn’t quite right. Hard experience had taught Evelyn to listen to what her body told her, and she wasn't about to start ignoring it now.

	“I’ll be right back,” she told the child and turned, intent on jogging back to the open gym door.

	Before she could take a step, however, a small voice mingled with the sobs. It was inaudible at first, but definitely there, and full of pleading. Evelyn took another look around, hoping to spot someone else. Preferably someone who was better with children. Evelyn hadn't interacted with kids since she was one. But the parking lot was still empty. Quiet.

	“I’m sorry, I still can’t understand. What are you saying?” she asked the child.

	The mumbled squeaks grew louder but still didn't make much sense.

	“I’m just going to go find a responsible adult, okay?”

	“No!” the child suddenly wailed.

	“Look, kid, I’m only a teenager myself. What we need is an adult.” She tried to make it sound light, hoping that it might get the kid to calm down a bit.

	It didn’t stop the little hiccupped sobs that shook the kid's shoulders, but at least the child lifted its head. Evelyn forced a small smile as she studied the child's face, hoping that she might recall the features. A few people here had kids. She might have seen them in passing. No older than nine years old, the child still had some baby fat to round out their cheeks, making their chin appear a little more pointed. Seeing their face didn't help her to decide if the child was a boy or a girl. Everything about them seemed to have been carefully crafted to hover in a non-committal middle ground. In the dark, it was hard to tell what color the eyes were, but they were naturally wide and large, making the child’s neutral expression look doe-eyed and pleading. They also made it easy to see that there weren't any tears. All that crying and they hadn’t shed a single tear.

	Evelyn took a step backwards. “What’s your name?”

	The child didn't answer. Only stared. The unblinking expression instantly reminded her of the man in the gym. The skin on the back of Evelyn’s neck chilled.

	“Well, kiddo, I’m going to go get help.”

	“Don’t leave,” the child said. Their voice was light, almost breathless, and gave their words a Russian accent.

	“I think I saw your father inside. I’ll be right back.”

	“Don’t leave.”

	“Would you like to come with me?” She kept the phone to her ear with one hand and reached out to the child with the other.

	The child locked their eyes onto Evelyn's offered hand like it was a trick.

	“Come on,” Evelyn said, trying to keep her growing concern out of her voice. “It’s okay.”

	Timidly, the child lifted their hand.

	“That’s it,” she encouraged.

	The little fingers curled as the hand hovered in the air. It would be impossible for the child to reach Evelyn without getting up, but that seemed to be a line that they weren’t keen on crossing.

	“I just want to help you,” Evelyn said.

	A wild, shrill scream severed the silence. Evelyn barely had time to snap her head up before the creature rushed towards her from the shadows. It had a human form but didn't move like one. Sharp jolts and twitches rattled the body as it approached with incredible speed.
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