
        
            
                
            
        


Flirting with Death

 

 

 

 

 

Kayla Frederick


1. 

THE MUSIC WAS  loud, each beat echoing through Claudia’s skull as she stepped to the rhythm, shaking her hips in time to the beat. The crystals on her hip belt clanked together, the lights reflecting a hundred different colors as she swayed. Even though the aisle between tables was narrow, she had no fear about bumping into any of the people seated near her. Her steps were practiced, careful. The darkness helped her forget that there was a crowd as she moved between the tables. If the lights had been on to their full capacity, it would’ve been much harder to ignore the fact that there were at least a hundred pairs of eyes on her.

At last, the music came to an end, and Claudia was covered in sweat. She wondered how visible it was to the audience as she curtsied and bowed. Among a sea of applause, she slipped away to the back room. A few girls she passed patted her on the back, congratulating her on her performance. Their heavily made up faces twisted into expressions that resembled smiles but lacked the necessary happiness behind them. Not that she could blame them. She probably had a similar expression.

“Good show,” Persima, one of the younger dancers called and extended a water bottle.

Claudia gulped down the water, twisting the cap back on before she said, “Thanks.”

Persima offered her a smile so wide Claudia could see the lipstick on her teeth as she made her way to the floor. Claudia watched her go before she went over to the vanity, setting her mostly empty water bottle on the edge. When she did, she caught sight of her reflection and took a moment to study herself. Her Romani heritage showed in her light brown skin and wavy black hair. She had a thin face and narrow eyes. She was pretty in a non-traditional sort of way. Between the bra and sarong on her bedlah, her skin shone with sweat.

Claudia never thought she’d make her living by dressing like that for crowds, but she gave herself a proud smile just the same. She loved to dance; it was the only thing that made her feel complete. Hard to believe that only a few years prior, she’d been employed at the Houston Police Department.

How quickly life could change.

She embraced it though. She was a star in that place. It wasn’t ideal, but they paid her well enough. It was better than the other option—working in a strip club. At least it was a family restaurant with all different types of entertainment, belly dancing just one of them.

Claudia tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and finished her water. Since she was still, she was beginning to cool down. She grabbed a towel to wipe away any remaining traces of sweat before she gathered her clothes from her locker. As soon as the leggings and loose sweater fell into place, she felt more like herself.

Hanging up her sweaty costume in a place where it would be washed before her next appearance, she made sure everything was in check. Slinging her small pleather bag over her shoulder, she left the building. The chilly evening air brought goosebumps to her damp skin despite the thickness of her sweater.

Just as she’d had the thought, her phone started to ring. She plucked it from the side pocket of her bag and sighed when she saw it was her mother calling. The home her parents offered her though was a safe haven. A place she could live while she worked on getting her life together once again. She was grateful. Not everyone had parents who were so generous, parents who were so caring. Living with her parents wasn’t as bad as other people her age pretended it was, but she’d be lying if she said she didn’t miss her space. It seemed like the time she’d spent living on her own hadn’t lasted nearly long enough.

“Hello, Momma,” Claudia said.

“Dia, honey, it’s past dark,” her mother said. Though her voice was sweet and concerned, there was just a hint of a warning there too.

“I know, Momma,” Claudia said. “One of the girls called in today so I covered some of her shift. I actually just clocked out, and I’m about to start my walk home.”

“You should let your father come get you. It’s too dangerous for you to be walking alone this time of night,” her mother replied at once.

Claudia rolled her eyes. They had this same argument every time Claudia went to work, and her mother never won. She wasn’t one to back down though. “No need,” Claudia said and let out a light chuckle. “It’s just a few blocks, I’ll be fine. Just as I always am.”

“It only takes one time, dragă,” her mother insisted. “Why take the risk?”

Claudia was touched at her concern, but only slightly. A lot of it drew from what had already happened to Claudia, and that was the part that made her shrug off the concern. If she had stared danger in the face once and survived, she could do it again. She was confident of that much.

“I love you, Momma,” Claudia said and hung up before her mother could protest.

Before the phone call, she’d been at ease, but then the night had a menacing edge. With a sigh, she tucked the phone away and steeled her shoulders, ready to begin the trip home. A lot of women were afraid to walk these streets at night, but Claudia wasn’t. She was so used to the walkways, the alleys, that she was confident in her abilities to escape from danger. Even though she was a fairly attractive girl, she had gotten into the habit of dimming her appearance outside of work and walking in a way that hardly drew anyone’s eye.

She did it on purpose. A ritual designed to barricade her work self from her true self. For as much as she wanted to believe she was the same person in both places, she wasn’t. In everyday life, she wasn’t confident or strong. She was just…her, the girl who risked danger on a daily basis because life without it was flavorless.


2. 

FOR AS MUCH  as León Noyer wanted to look like an average Joe on the Houston streets, he stood out. He was French, a fact that seeped itself into every facet of his identity. Not only did he have striking features that made him look not quite American, but he had a thick accent to boot. That fact still struck León as odd since he’d only lived in France until his tenth birthday.

Then he’d been kicked to this country that he still couldn’t decide if he liked or hated. The food was good. That was the thought on his mind as he sat in the restaurant, picking sparsely at the remaining traces of his dinner. Even though he sat alone, he gathered no attention. That brought a smile to his face as he popped a bite of food into his mouth, savoring the taste.

He worked the best when he blended in, just another guy in the crowd. While the attention of the people in the restaurant had their eyes on the women dancing their way through the dining room, he had his eyes on them. The dinner patrons had no idea they were on display. He cased every woman at the three tables around him. Frowning, he set his fork down in a way that would make the least amount of noise possible.

While he was sure that he hadn’t drawn anyone’s eye, he had no way of knowing for sure. An attractive man sitting alone might have spurred talk among the waiters and waitresses.

León rolled his shoulders, moving his eyes from surrounding patrons to the dancers themselves. Most of them were wearing so much makeup that he inevitably sneered. They were like giant dolls, fake in every way. The woman in his mind had to be perfect—long hair, thin body, dark eyes. Attractive. There were a lot of girls meeting that description within six feet of him, but none of them were it. Whenever he found the perfect girl, a feeling would surge through his gut, forcing out everything else in a kind of tunnel vision. That hadn’t happened yet.

Not that night.

It had only been a few months since the last girl, but to León, it felt as if an eternity had passed. He had an itch that needed to be scratched, and the longer he took to do it, the riskier it would become. His self-control was already starting to slip, and he feared that he would be too desperate to fulfill his urges to worry much about the fallout.

Focus, he told himself.

Leaning his elbow on the table, he perched his chin on his hand, eyes on the nearest dancers. Their exotic outfits clanked and shone in the low light. When he thought about it, almost all of these women fit the description of the one he was looking for body-wise. The real problem was that most of them wore veils, so he couldn’t tell what their faces looked like.

The longer he sat there, the more his hope started to fade. None of these girls would do. While a specific part of him stirred at their movements, it didn’t connect with the deeper, primal urges inside him. Ready to call it a night, León plucked his wallet from his pocket and counted out a hundred dollars to throw down on his plate. He didn’t know if that was too much. It probably was, but he wasn’t worried about it. As a bounty hunter, he never worried about money because it was in steady supply.

Quickly, he rose and crossed the room, sticking close to the wall as he did so. No one said anything to him as he slid out into the night. He climbed into his truck, sitting in the darkness of the cab for a full minute before he started the engine. León tried to decide if he should scope out another place or just go home and see if tomorrow could offer him better luck. He was tired, and he knew that would be a hinderance to his hunt if the perfect girl did happen to stumble into his path.

Tomorrow’s a new day, he thought sarcastically and pulled out of the parking lot.

As he eased himself onto the road, he caught sight of one of the dancers standing outside the restaurant, phone held to her ear. She was dressed in baggy jogging clothes, face clear of the mask that had concealed her. In the shadows, he couldn’t make out her features clearly, but what he could see brought something to his stomach. A familiar stirring. As if she’d heard the thought, she looked up. Soft moonlight caught the edge of her jaw in a perfect highlight, and León’s breathing picked up.

That was the girl.

León did a lap around the block, plan forming. When he saw her again, she was shuffling into the shadows toward the end of the street. She walked with purpose, and he wondered if that purpose came from fear or the need to be somewhere. He pulled up beside her, slowly rolling the window down. Partially, he expected her to look up at him with contempt or fear. Her eyes were bright as she stared back at him, expressing neither.

“Need a ride?” he asked, making sure his voice came out as a husky purr. He wasn’t afraid to use his looks for evil. In fact, he’d found that it made the hunt even more fun albeit slightly unfair to his prey.

Her eyes flashed, the brightness ebbing out, before she said, “Oh, no thank you. I’m almost home.” She took a step backward, back onto the sidewalk and started to hurry down the street.

León hung back, putting his truck into park as he watched her. He glanced up and down the
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