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  One


The chaotic energy of the city pushes at me. It hums and rattles, goading, urging, sweet-talking me into action. The throb of bass from a nearby club intermingles with my pulse, pounding in my ears. Raw and unsettled, I already feel a little out of control. Not ideal, given who I am and what I’m doing right now, but let’s see where it takes us.  
I come to a complete stop on the street and then make a show of looking left and right as if deciding where to go next. Over my shoulder and out of the corner of my eye, I see the dark silhouette of the person who’s been following me for the last block. Good, he’s kept up. That’s the point; the reason I put on an I’m-really-more-of-a-belt skirt, fishnet stockings and killer heels—clichéd, I know, I know, but I’m hardly going to be subtle when I’m supposed to be bait. Because the plan is to first make him notice me, then entice him into following me somewhere quieter so we can have a ‘chat'. Because I know almost nothing about him except his preferred victims.
And that he needs to be stopped.
I do a slow 360 to check on his progress. He’s now only twenty feet behind me. He’s still too far away to get any olfactory cues—human or otherwise—and he’s swaying slightly as he pretends to look at SUMMER SKIRTS at HALF PRICE. He’s clearly a little if not a lot drunk, and I’m starting to think he isn’t the one I want. Shit. He’s just some guy waiting for me to remove myself from the throng of late-night pedestrians and turn down an isolated street; to distance myself from the swell of sports fans spilling out of the downtown stadium, all jacked up on second-hand adrenaline. He’s waiting for a chance to carry out a probably not yet fully formed plan.
And I don’t have time for this.
I’m supposed to be baiting the Clarktown Killer, not some rando creep.
But another part of me wants a confrontation. The part that swirls beneath the surface. Hidden to everyone but me. She needs it. So what do I do? Do I pick up my pace, shake him off and try again tomorrow? But if I break free from his attention, then he’ll turn it to someone else, won’t he? Someone who doesn’t have what I have. A secret weapon. A horny-for-violence alter-ego that thrums beneath the surface until people like him wake her up. And he chose me to follow, so whatever happens next is on him. A little harsh? Maybe. Unfair? Probably. But that’s life, right?
My hands shoved in my jacket pockets, head down, I walk a few feet then abruptly pivot. I abandon the well-lit street for the isolated void of a dark alley. Halfway down I stumble on my ridiculous heels—I’m not cut out for this kind of footwear—then slow to a stop. I can feel him behind me. I turn, plant my feet, and lift my head. He stands ten feet away, his eyes already locked on mine.
“Dude, you don’t want this. Go home. Sleep it off. Make better choices.”
My tone is light but there’s a shake to my voice. Things could go badly. For both of us. Because there’s always the risk I lose control and she takes things further than intended. That innocent people will intervene and get hurt. And that police officers will appear and see my face; ask my name; figure me out. Because I have to stay under the radar. And because even though I’ve killed before and I will again, I have a conscience. A code. A rule.
Only the bad ones.
So how bad do you have to be to get on my bodycount tally? Worse than this guy, I’m pretty sure. He’s your run-of-the-mill asshole; an over-the-counter variety creep.
But I can still mess him up a little.
I watch him. At first, his face is neutral, impassive. Did my words even get through? Did they penetrate whatever fog surrounds his brain?
Suddenly, he smiles. It curls into a sneer. Okay, so this is happening. Am I going to be able to control her? When they come at me all panting and arrogant it’s so much harder.
He steps closer. I take in his rumpled shirt and the smell of whiskey hanging off his skin. His eyes are both glassy and wild. Booze and Blow. Is this typical Friday night fun? Or maybe he’s trying to burn away a shitty day. But so what? Now he’s owed something? A karmic kickback? Some sort of retribution because life ran roughshod over him like it does most everyone else?
My hands drop to my sides and I raise my gaze to his. Something flickers in his eyes for one brief moment: uncertainty. Yes, random dude. Listen to that. Listen to your instinct, your reptile brain telling you this isn’t a fight you’re going to win. But the chemicals swirling through his bloodstream are lying to him and their whispers are sweet.
A stray cat slinks past a garbage can, body low, ears back, tail twitching. Its ginger fur is dirty and matted. We’re intruding on his space and he’s annoyed, but no fool. He can feel the change in the atmosphere, even if the idiot in front of me can’t.
“Seriously. Last chance,” I say, my voice dropping.
I’m disappearing, she’s taking over. My body is rippling with anticipation and it’s nothing to do with me. The cat disappears, skittering into the night. The asshole does not. He, like a dumbass, steps closer. I ball my hands into fists. My breath shortens, becomes ragged. She’s surging up from within, pushing at me, demanding action.
Have you ever let in the darkness? Felt it claw at your throat, grip at your lungs, slide into your belly? I have. I do. Regularly. And sometimes it feels a little too good.
He lurches toward me, grabbing at my shoulders. I throw off his hands and slam my fist into his face. Blood immediately gushes from his nostrils.
Wide-eyed, he staggers backward. “You broke my nose, bitch.”
“No shit, Sherlock.”
The surprise is what gets me. Did he think I was just going to stand there and take it?
“And you don’t want to find out how much of a bitch I can be.”
His scowl twists into something deeper, meaner. His eyes narrow. He still hasn’t gotten the message. Fine. He wants to play? Let’s play. I have a killer to catch but I’ll take some time out to teach this guy a lesson.
“No backsies now.” I waggle my finger and step forward. “And don’t say I didn’t warn you.”






  
  Two


If life had gone differently, I’d probably be happily ensconced in the library right now. Huddled in a corner, going over notes from class, or even just reading a book. But life is chaotic and unpredictable and really, only part of me misses what could have been. I now get my kicks a different way. And I can still go to the library, of course. It’s a public place. And I’m still hoping to go to university one day.  
Dreams are free, right?
I come to a stop at the mouth of the alley. Another night, a different alley. Yeah, I do this a lot. My confrontation with random dude was a couple of nights ago—don’t worry, I didn’t kill him. I just messed him up a little. My bodycount remains the same. For now.
A siren wails in the near distance and I shiver, even though the evening still holds heat from the day. A few feet in front of me a scrap of yellow police tape clings to the side of the building, a remnant of the recent hubbub of forensic activity. To my left, a pale blue rubber glove lies in a crumpled heap, discarded and forgotten, much like the body had been two weeks ago.
The Clarktown Killer’s third victim.
But I’m the only one who calls him that.
Because I’m the only one who knows that one person is responsible for the three murders in this neighborhood over the past few months. How, you ask? Because he has a particular aroma. A distinct scent. And because I have superhuman olfactory skills that enable me to identify people this way. It doesn’t work all the time, but it does when the person is excited. And yeah, it’s a blessing and a curse, but mostly pretty cursed, TBH. Because humans already give off too many smells without adding supersensory ones to the mix. But it is what it is. And sometimes the scents these emotions give off are impossible to ignore. Like the one that had been left here two weeks ago along with a dead body. Only a human shell by then—their light and soul extinguished—but particles had remained. Including a scent I’d picked up before. At two other body dumps.
No, I’m not a cop. Or an investigator. At least, not officially. Not yet anyway. Let’s just say I’m interested. The nature of the first crime got my attention, just like the second, and once I’d visited the third crime scene, I knew I was looking at a pattern. A perp with a penchant for something particular.
The cops haven’t yet made this leap. And no, they don’t have the same kinds of ‘tools’ at their disposal—supernatural senses—but there’s an obvious proximity link between the three bodies as well as a couple of other similarities. But maybe I’m the only one who cares.
About six weeks ago the mayor announced a crackdown on organized crime. It turns out this means ignoring anything else… at least, the crimes that don’t involve wealthy people. Or don’t result in media scrutiny. And this means the people who are easily forgotten, the people who have quiet or nonexistent voices, are at greater risk. And those are the people I’m here for. Because no one else is looking out for them. And I know what it means to be alone. And life is unfair enough.
I walk farther into the alley, scanning the sides. Telltale signs of rough sleepers hug the edges but it’s a ghost town. No, not a literal one. Not as far as I can tell, anyway. My supernatural spidey senses don’t extend in that direction. I haven’t found my people yet, other Afflicted, so I don’t yet properly know all the supernatural skills floating around this city.
I take another step, casting my eyes into the inky black at the back. The cops and their crime scene equipment have been gone for over a week now, but the people haven’t come back. I’m not surprised, but I thought I might get lucky. I might find someone to talk to about what they’ve seen. I want to know who has been loitering in this area. Besides me, of course. Every night this week without so much as a hint of another person. And now I’m at a dead-end. Literally.
I do an about-turn at the brick wall that closes off this alley and walk back to the street. I check for traffic and then jog across the road. One block down is a taco truck and if I’m lucky they’ll still be open. Nope. As I stare at the shuttered white van my stomach rumbles angrily. Okay, it’s officially time to wrap up this party and head home. There goes another wasted evening. But it’s not as if I canceled plans to be here. That would require having friends to make plans with in the first place.
As I start back down the street a car alarm lets out a scream of distress. I recoil at the sound, then frown. I’m on edge. Hunger and fatigue or something more? Sometimes my superhuman senses try to tell me something my mostly human brain doesn’t pick up on straight away.
I scan my surroundings, trying to block out the electronic wail. Two women laugh as they descend the subway stairs, throwing their heads back as they make funny chortling noises; knocking each other’s elbows with a familiarity that makes me wince. Oh, to have a friend that makes you laugh uncontrollably. To have a bestie with whom you’re completely unguarded. I sigh. Demonic attributes can be useful but having to keep people at arm’s length? Definitely the downside. But what else can I do? How
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