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      In the unnatural light cast by the LED lantern in the corner of the gutted building, Jared stood looking panicked and defiant. His pasty, pock-marked face made him look pathetic and wasted. Black tar heroin, Sharene knew. He was pathetic.

      “You’re pretty,” Jared had told her a little while ago.

      “I am,” Sharene agreed.

      He didn’t want sex, not in his condition, he only wanted more drugs, so she knew it was just an observation.

      She shook out her long blonde hair and crooked her pink-nailed finger at him at him then, coaxing him to follow. She had already picked out the location, an old abandoned convenience store across from the cozy neighborhood park where Jared normally shot up in the men’s bathroom.

      There was a chainlink security fence around the property, easily breached. In the middle of the weed-infested lot sat a small brick building and two empty gas pumps, all of it marked for demolition.

      A sign on the fence promised that Coming Soon! there would be a new Sonic fast food place there, as if the world needed more of those.

      It was shortly after 6:00 and the sky was already dark. And even though nights were still mild in Phoenix in November, Jared wasn’t the type to sleep on the street. He was a higher class junkie. He had some money.

      Sharene knew where he got it.

      Jared had been reluctant to stick around the park after dark, but Sharene made him a tempting offer.

      Both heroin and cocaine if he just gave her some information, that was all. No one would have to know.

      But he’d gotten scared once she told him who it was about.

      Scared and stupid.

      Now Jared stood backed against the dirty white wall inside the abandoned store, eyes fearful and dilated in the bluish-white light, a short knife in his right hand.

      “Don’t,” Sharene said calmly, her palms raised in the Don’t shoot position.

      The knife was as pathetic as he was. Sharene doubted he had ever used it for anything other than cutting open the clear packing tape that typically held the foil packets of heroin together.

      To stab her, he would have to come in close.

      Sharene was small, but she wasn’t afraid. She was short for her age and often mistaken for a high schooler rather than a college girl. Her size didn’t bother her. Sometimes it was useful.

      She continued to hold her palms up, no threat, placating. Talking to him like she would to a potentially aggressive dog approaching her on the street. Good boy. Don’t. Good boy, nice boy, hey! Back off.

      She could see the inner workings of Jared’s slow mind as he ran his tongue over the front of his teeth. The calculation: who was he more afraid of, the judge or this pretty blonde girl?

      When Jared lunged at her, he was clumsy. Too slow. She easily dodged out of the way and slammed her fist down on his wrist and sent the knife clattering to the cracked linoleum floor.

      Jared’s eyes widened as if he had never expected such a thing.

      He didn’t expect Sharene’s knife either, the blade much longer and more serious than his, pulled smoothly out of the sheath stuck down the back waistband of her black jeans.

      She drove the knife low, into his gut, rather than into his chest.

      Jared shrieked as he knees gave way.

      “Gonna tell me now?” Sharene asked.

      He told her. But he’d made her force him. He didn’t get the heroin or the cocaine.

      Sharene cleaned off her knife on the sleeve of his dirty gray hoodie, picked up her LED lantern, and left Jared in the cold and dark to consider his crimes.
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      Detective Lily Maines sat on top of the wrinkled forest-green bedspread on her king-sized bed, trying to stay cool. She wore her denim shirt untucked over loose black leggings. They were her pregnancy pants, overstretched in the belly and now comfortably big for lying around in her own sweat.

      Damn hormones. Too cold, too hot, freezing, sweaty, no baby to show for it after all, but her hormones were slow to figure that out. Lily was bigger than her doctor’s usual patients, six-foot-three, and it was making it hard for them to figure out the right doses.

      Little of this, little of that, bits of progesterone and testosterone mixed with a pharmaceutical cocktail of don’t-give-a-shit so Lily could still function and not collapse into a heap every hour sobbing about what might have been.

      Baby Wendy, she was going to call her. A little bean bud on the sonogram screen, a little flower in Lily’s womb, the child of all her wants and expectations and every baby diaper commercial she ever cried over because how many years had they been trying? Doug said it was time to give up. Doug gave up. But Lily still had the vials. And together she and Wendy spent seven months in love with the hope and idea of each other, mother and child, before Wendy couldn’t last any longer inside Lily’s inhospitable womb.

      Lily was still on leave because no one trusted her right now. She couldn’t blame them for that. They were used to her being a machine. Lately her body and her moods were haywire.

      But her colleagues sent her puzzles because her mind was going to go otherwise, and they had enough respect for that mind to keep it fed.

      Another homicide, this one a week ago in some abandoned building off 7th. A junkie named Jared Willman. Stabbed in the abdomen and left to bleed out on the floor. Only weapon at the scene a pocket utility knife that couldn’t have done that damage. Nearby security cameras disabled. Again.

      It was the sixth one like this in the past two months. Or it was just another one, not in any series at all, just a homicide because homicides happen.

      But the cameras. That was the same. Different kinds of victims each time, but Lily’s mind liked to find any patterns.

      Killings all over the city. Five men, one woman. Range of ages with Jared Willman the youngest at twenty-six, the oldest a man of fifty-eight.

      Lily set aside the junkie’s photo. She could feel another flash coming, the heat building up from the surface of her chest and then quickly whooshing over her face. She closed her eyes and let it come. She felt for the switch on her bedside fan and turned it up full blast.

      The same flash brought with it an image she might resist if she tried, but she didn’t want to. Holding Baby Wendy. The smell of her little girl. The sour milk trapped in the folds of her plump neck, the bright odor of a wet diaper, the clean scent of baby soap and baby powder. The little flower inside her womb, plucked by the root, weeded, nothing anymore. Just this memory Lily had made up in advance and never actually got to use.

      The hot flash passed. Lily wiped off her face with the damp washcloth she kept in a bowl on her bedside table and she read through the rest of the report.

      Who are you, mystery killer?
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      Sharene pulled off the stretchy black scrunchie and let her long black hair fall free. She was sensitive to any smells her real hair beneath the wig might hold, like cigarette smoke and gasoline fumes and especially blood. She would shower as soon as she could, give her chin-length brown hair an extra good washing, but first she had choices to make and she needed to be careful.

      She had killed twelve people now, including the junkie the week before, and she worried she was beginning to get reckless. Not trying at all anymore to make them look like accidents.

      She needed to step back. Be strategic. Not give in to the heady rush of doing the right thing.

      It was 7:00 at night, dark and windy and cold. She wore a puffy pink jacket over a snug-fitting plain white T-shirt, black jeans tucked into a pair of slouchy black boots, and pink fuzzy gloves.

      She stood halfway down the street from the judge’s two-story Spanish-style house. She had been by earlier once she knew the address, and saw what kind of camera he had above his door. She could have easily stood beyond the arc of its lens just by waiting in front of the house next door. But that place had a camera of its own, so she stood at the first house she had found that didn’t.

      The garage door at the judge’s house went up. He pulled out in his shiny black Lexus.

      She could see he was driving slowly, searching for her. She waved her pink fuzzy glove vigorously once he was close.

      He put the car in park and jumped out to come around and open her door.

      “What a gentleman,” she said with a giggle.

      She could see he liked that very much.

      She settled in to the soft leather seat. It was a nice car. It had to be expensive.

      The judge got in and stared at her hungrily in the light from the overhead dome.

      “I don’t know why you wouldn’t just meet my house,” he said.

      “Because I knew I’d be hungry,” Sharene said, “and what if we never left?”
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