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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Go in the south entrance of the West Tunnel. Take the first left. There will be partitions on the left side. Pass the first and wait for me behind the second.

      
        
        Okay.

      

      

      You’re sure you want this?

      
        
        Yeah, I’m sure. I’m ready.
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        * * *

      

      The imbecile has no clue what she’s asking for. Any kind of death is final, but the kind of brutality she dreamed up has a vastly different level of totality.

      The distant sound of the boardwalk rushes in through my open window. The mix of laughter and screams soothes me and stirs the zhelani. But this time an unfamiliar urge rises from the creature. Not brutality and pain. Not even death. This time, the zhelani wants something else and, though I can’t name it, part of me knows it’s more horrible than all the murders I’ve committed.

      I stand and shut my window.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      I pull my damp jacket closed as I duck into the gaping mouth of the West Tunnel. Waves lap the shore somewhere behind me, far enough away that they sound more like the white noise of a factory than the crashing glee of summer. Deep in the tunnel a roar approaches then recedes. Probably the subway, carrying a crowd of people to nightclubs and parties. The night is filled with destinations. Envy shoots through my chest and I take a deep breath of the stale air. For once, I have a destination, too.

      A flickering lamp casts a yellowish strobe down the wide tunnel, dim and dirty and worse than pure darkness. I squint into the tunnel’s depths, but anything beyond a few feet is a play in shadow and imagination.

      It’s almost 1:15. We agreed on 1:17—a specificity he insisted on.

      You need to want this, he had written. No mistakes. No blurry edges.

      Apparently he can measure the depth of my desire by my ability to shun round numbers.

      I walk further into the tunnel, the rubber of my Keds sucking against the wet concrete. Our meeting place⁠⁠ isn’t far from the entrance. I just have to take one turn down the first side tunnel and then slip behind the second concrete wall—specifics he sent in his last message, making me wonder how many times he’s done this.

      The agreed-upon alcove smells of stale piss and, strangely, french fries. My stomach betrays me with a rumble. I was too nervous to eat today, and the smell reminds me I will never eat again. Damn. I love french fries. The flickering light barely reaches here—there are pockets of full darkness in the corners. My sneakered toes fumble in a mess of fast-food wrappers, empty bottles, the occasional needle, and a used condom or two. Nothing I would allow myself to eat.

      I pull out my phone to check the time. My numb fingers struggle to key in my pattern, and I’m not sure if my trembling is from the chill in the air or fear. The tunnels provide a pocket of warmth beneath the city—enough hot dampness that I let my cardigan hang open. So it must be fear. Who could blame me? The things I told him to do to me ...

      I want to feel my chest ripped open. My flesh torn from me. My bones split wide. I want my heart to be held, still beating, as I die. 

      They were melodramatic, indulgent demands—things only a person who no longer cares would dare ask for—and I waited for him to refuse. Even then, I thought we were playing a game. There’s no way I was talking to an actual serial killer.

      He typed something. Deleted it. Typed something else. It took forever for those three dots to turn into words.

      Bones aren’t easy. It’ll cost extra. 

      My hand goes reflexively to the front pocket of my too-tight jeans. Does he think it matters whether he charges two hundred or two thousand dollars? He could empty my bank account for all I care. It’s not like I’ll be around to spend the money.

      My breath comes short, and I cough into my elbow.  

      1:16. In a minute, he’ll be here. If it isn’t some cruel joke. It’s probably a joke. No one would do this for a living, and if they did, they wouldn’t be hanging out on some chat room, offering their services to whoever wanders in. Except, there’s been that uptick in murders. Women. Some older, some younger. A few men. One non-binary. All of them found with their stomachs split open and their guts spilled onto the floor, their mutilated bodies scattered around town enough to make it obvious this isn’t a neighborhood thing. Ritualistic murders, the newspapers say. They were so depressed, desperate, unstable, their family members say. 

      What will they say about me? 

      Nothing. 

      There’s no one to say anything.

      I take a deep breath. Any second the clock will switch to 1:17.

      My hand shakes, the light from my screen bouncing off the partition.

      I can’t do this. 

      I duck back into the tunnel, but a shadow covers the entrance, stretching along the dirty concrete. He’s here. Right on time.

      With a few skittering steps, I slip behind the first partition, pressing into the corner, out of the struggling flickers of light. 

      Footsteps splash in the small puddles. He reaches my partition and keeps going, as if confident he’ll find me where he told me to wait. His silhouette is a head taller than me and his broad shoulders fill the tunnel. He hesitates as if he’s a predator that can scent my fear, and that moment feels like a coin flip: as the coin lands I know what I want it to be, and I don’t want it to be death.

      My will to live rises as a squeak in my throat. The shadowy figure pauses, then walks on, keeping his head bent as he turns the corner where I should be. 

      I imagine him looking at the empty space, expecting me and not finding me. I should run. If I make it out ... what then? The West Tunnel is in the middle of the industrial district. Quiet at this time. No one to hear me scream. He assured me I would scream. 

      It will hurt. You will struggle. You will try to get away. I won’t let you. 

      I had asked and if I do? 

      I’ll chase you down. 

      My legs turn to jelly. I sink into the chill of the wall. 

      His head pokes around the corner. The light catches his eyes, turning them into slick oil spills that stare directly at my corner. He checks back around the partition, then edges towards me. 

      I press further into the wall, willing myself to disappear.

      “Please.” It’s a hoarse whisper that tickles my throat and brings up a cough I struggle to swallow.  

      “Emma?” His voice is steady; not deep, but mellow. 

      As I nod my heart beats wildly, commanding me to flee. To survive. 

      “You’re not where we agreed to meet.” He has a certain charm to him, a dark gray overcoat cinching in around his waist, giving him an appearance of elegance even among the trash of the tunnels. “Is that on purpose?” 

      “Yes,” I whisper. 

      He pulls back his hood, revealing short, shaggy hair. I squint to make out his face, but it’s all varying depths of shadow. “It’s okay. Consider our agreement cancelled.”

      “Cancelled?” I frown. “You’re going to let me go?” 

      “It’s a bother ...” He slips his hand beneath his coat and lets out a sharp hiss of air, then sucks in a deep breath as if he’s trying to calm himself. “But you have to want it.”  

      “But you’re ... you ...” 

      “I’m a serial killer.” He leans against the opposite wall, but his body is tense, his movements jerky.  

      I bite my lip and look away, as if he’s said something embarrassingly dirty. 

      “It’s okay, you can say it.” 

      I don’t look at him.  

      “No. Really. Say it.” There’s teasing in his voice, but a darkness rumbles beneath, like a storm on the horizon. There’s the piece of him that I believed could hold a life and snuff it out. 

      My throat is painfully dry. “You’re a serial killer.” 

      He presses off the wall. It takes three long steps to close the distance, and then he’s sharing my patch of darkness. I don’t believe in auras, but I swear I can feel the vibrations of this man’s body even an arm’s length away. I want him to be attractive, because I imagined the man who would slaughter me having the chiseled jaw and broad shoulders of a movie star. Those are the only serial killers I’ve known until now.

      I feel him assessing me, and I imagine what he’s seeing. A short woman, overweight. Mousy shoulder-length hair that hasn’t been washed in days and a nondescript face. I wonder if he’s disappointed. But then, no. He’s done this enough times that reality must have seeped into his expectations. How many victims does a serial killer have before the romance goes out of the act and it’s just work?

      “You intrigue me, Emma.” It sounds like the pickup lines men use at the club when they don’t realize I’ve already decided to fuck them, but there’s something honest in the way he lets the words fall between us with no excuses or attempts to smooth them over.

      “I intrigue you?” I stammer. My pounding heart slows.

      “Yes. It doesn’t take a brave person to plan their death. You could be brave. Or a coward. I could gut you and I’d never know. But it does require a certain bravery to stop a plan already put in motion.” He looks down the darkness of the tunnel, then back at me. “This isn’t the safest part of town. Let me escort you.”  

      The irony of his words are not lost on me as he holds out a hand. It’s slimmer than I expected, but steady. Waiting. Not demanding.

      I hesitate. There’s no way I can trust him. But what’s the worst he will do? Kill me?

      I slip my hand into his warm palm. He pulls me away from the wall, out of the tunnel, into the night where gray clouds cover the sky. Once outside, I don’t dare look at him, as if not knowing his features can keep me safe.

      He pulls me along at a fast clip. Puffs of silver breath bridge the space between us. A few minutes later the distorted music of the boardwalk drifts over our silence. I imagine people spinning on the tilt-a-whirl or rising above the city, waiting to be dropped on the double shot. The season must be ending soon, and it feels like those revelers have no right to exist so gleefully on a night like tonight.

      He cuts away from the noise, into a residential area, and the decision of our motion catches up with me. I slow. The weight of me stops my would-be killer and he turns to face me. He’s definitely not a movie star. His neck is skinny and his head seems almost too small for the bulk of his shoulders, but his shaggy hair and five o’clock stubble gives him a hint of ruggedness, and there’s something attractive about that. A familiar primal urge swells in my lower belly. For months—years?—the only spark of life I’ve felt have been those moments of meeting at a club. Not sleeping with the random men, but that instant of eye contact. The thrill of possibility before the inevitability of action has been set in motion.

      “How many have you ...?” 

      My question hangs between us. He squeezes my hand and yanks me towards him with such force that I collapse against his chest. His heart pulses steady beneath my damp cheek and for a moment I’m sixteen again and pressed against my first love in a summer storm. There’s something fresh and new about him. Something eternal. When I look up, his face is sharp angles, thin lips and dark eyes, and I’m falling. Against him. Into him. 

      His lips cover my mouth. For how thin they looked, they feel full and soft as they spread mine apart. His arms wrap around me and I feel cocooned, his embrace spiderwebbing me to him.

      Too soon, he backs half a step away, exposing my front to the cool air and giving him enough room to trace his fingers up the curve of my hip.

      I stare at him. No more safety in anonymity. I set my jaw and challenge him to go further. He leans in. His breath is warm on my cheeks, and his voice is almost hesitant. “Come to my place.”

      “Are you going to kill me?” Teasing rises in my voice. This is a game I know, even if the script is new.

      “If I was going to kill you, I would have done it back there.” He tightens his grip on my hips and pulls me hard against him. My cunt responds with a warm tingle. “I would do it here and now.” 

      I nod. 

      He leans in closer and whisper-demands, “Kiss me.” 

      I kiss him, and he presses back hard, the sharpness of his teeth bruising my lips.
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        * * *

      

      His third-floor apartment is disappointingly normal. It’s not overly neat or clean. No signs of obsessiveness or pictures of mommy dearest. It’s not sloppy with rotting food or corpses. It’s the apartment of any late-twenties singleton. The only remotely adult piece of furniture is an immaculately polished, wooden buffet table near the kitchen. On top of it is a large, empty aquarium, as if he thought about growing up but couldn’t even commit to stones and fake coral let alone the fish.

      He scoops a bit of laundry off the couch so I can sit and pulls a bottle of whiskey from a cabinet. I shrug out of my cardigan as he pours two glasses without asking, and hands one to me.

      “I don’t drink,” I say, waving the alcohol away. I hope he won’t ask why. Discussing my current cocktail of pills is tiresome at best, and almost always a turn-off.

      He shrugs, knocks one of the glasses back, pours the liquid from the second into the first, and sets it on the coffee table.

      My eyes stay attached to him as he removes his dark gray coat to reveal faintly defined arms. Would those arms have been strong enough to pin me against the concrete and rip my beating heart from my chest?

      As he turns, I notice a hump in his back, like muscles straining against his white t-shirt. But there’s an unsettling asymmetry to them, and they almost seem to be undulating.

      I rub my eyes and squint, but the movement is so subtle I can’t be sure whether I see it or not.

      He reaches into his discarded coat; pulls out a large, folded knife; and sets it next to the empty tank. The weight of the knife echoes through the apartment. The dark handle encasing the blade is maybe six or seven inches and has a strong curve, making the tucked blade wide in the middle and thin on each end. Hardly enough to split my ribs.

      “That’s pretty,” I murmur, waving towards what might be the knife or the aquarium.

      With his back still to me, he strokes the edge of the glass. The moment stretches out, and I wonder if I’ve said something wrong. The knife suddenly seems more capable as he picks it up and flicks it open.

      “Come here,” he commands.

      “You said ...”

      He turns and his eyes almost look tired. They’re not the oily pools I imagined in the tunnel, but dark green, like the coolness of a forest. His cheeks are tight, his jaw clenched.

      “I said come here,” he nearly growls.

      The command compels me. This is the strength that held him taut in the tunnels. It’s the confidence I read on the message boards that made me think that I’d finally found a person willing to take action. I cross to him.

      “I just need a little,” he says with labored breath. His eyes are wide, white all around the irises, as if he’s fighting what he’s saying. What he’s doing.

      I fall back a step and furrow my brow, but before I can understand what he means, he snatches my left hand and runs the knife fast and hard across my wrist. I jerk away, but his grip is firm as he smears the blade with my bubbling blood. Once it’s streaked with red, he releases me, and the tension in his shoulders melts.

      Pain floods through me and I gasp, holding my wrist to my chest.

      “Does it hurt?” he asks. His voice is softer. Sweeter.

      “I ... yes,” I stammer, trying
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