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				About the Book

				Meet the nymphs: living among us, they’re forever young, dangerously seductive – and ever so deadly . . .

				A young man is found dead after a college party in a small town. His body bears the marks of a brutal attack, but police are mystified as to the actual cause of death.

				Afterwards, student Didi Tiensuu is approached by two mysterious women. Beautiful and other-worldly, they have come to warn her she is in danger. And to live, she must for ever leave her old life behind.

				There are evil forces at work that mere mortals can never comprehend. And Didi is about to discover her past is a lie. The night of reckoning is coming and the choice is hers. Reject her fate. Or accept her destiny and embrace her power . . .
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				When the moon goes dark above the pale hills, a nymph will be born in the forest eaves, her hair is as red as the rose . . . Bearer of the Knot of Astarte, this nymph will be raised in the cities of man, and she will not fear to wage war on behalf of the freedom of all nymphs everywhere.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Prologue
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				The last rays of the setting sun penetrated the whitewashed hall, creating an amber glow. Before long, the southern night would turn pitch black, and even the plants surrounding the villa seemed to be anticipating the evening cool with relief. Didi stood there, looking at herself. She couldn’t understand how she could be in two places at once. Then the dream revealed itself in all of its familiarity. She was gazing at a marble statue of herself standing in the middle of a grand hall. She stepped in to examine it more closely, and marveled at the die-cast precision. The artist had captured every single strand of hair. And that wasn’t all. The artist clearly knew her intimately, because the statue wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing. Didi reached out to touch the surface of the statue. The marble was both cool and warm. But it was the smoothness that aroused the sensation in the pit of Didi’s stomach that she both craved and feared. It was desire. Didi was at a complete loss as how to react to it. The statue, on the other hand, smiled knowingly. It stood there on its bed of moss, hands at its sides, hiding nothing, utterly unashamed of its nakedness.

				Suddenly Didi sensed that she was no longer alone in the magnificent hall. She turned around and saw a dark, broad-shouldered man in a starched white shirt and black trousers. The evening heat didn’t appear to faze him in the least. Meanwhile, beads of sweat gathered on Didi’s forehead and between her breasts. The man stared as one of the pearls of perspiration rolled lower, lower . . . Didi wanted to brush it away, but she was unable to move. A wine glass had appeared in the man’s hand, and he held it out to Didi.

				‘Taste,’ he said. ‘It’s an old vintage, but that statue is older. I commissioned it centuries ago. I hadn’t seen you in the flesh yet. You are perfection, Desirée Volanté.’

				Didi raised the glass to her lips. The wine was cold; she tasted apricot, a hint of resin.

				The man’s gaze continued to linger on her and the sensation in the pit of her stomach intensified. A red glimmer appeared in the man’s eyes; a moment later they were burning like embers. They scorched her skin, she could feel them somewhere inside her, deeper than anything she had ever felt before. Pain, and yet not pain . . . Didi wanted to scream, but she couldn’t make a sound.

				Didi snapped awake, her heart still hammering. Her belly was on fire, and her limbs were possessed by an agonizing tension.

				It was only the dream again, Didi told herself, trying to breathe more steadily. She had had it so many times she ought to be used to it by now. And yet each time she had it, it was more vivid, somehow closer. A clear case of pent-up sexual energy, Laura had teased, and Didi had accused her friend of putting too much stock in what she read in Cosmo.

				What Laura didn’t know was that, in the dream, Didi was also terrified she would die. She never wanted to have that dream again.

				Didi rolled onto her side and slipped her hand lower, down past her belly. If Laura was right, she ought to take appropriate measures. Maybe that would keep the restless dream from tormenting her again.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 1
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				The sight facing Didi in the bathroom mirror was becoming far too frequent. She had dressed for school and was giving herself the final once-over before she headed out the door, but at the last minute she had to stop and take a peek under the collar of her aquamarine hoodie.

				‘Fuck!’

				She heaved her bag onto the bed and grabbed the tube of concealer from beside the mirror. She squeezed out a little too much, and the mess frazzled her nerves even more. She calmed herself and tried to spread the makeup as evenly as possible over the bruise that was starting to stick out above her collar. Then she assessed her handiwork. No one would probably notice.

				Didi raced down the stairs, into the kitchen and over to the fridge, flying past her mom. She’d down a quick gulp of juice and then head out before they had time to start fighting.

				‘You’re going to be late,’ Elina nagged, just like Didi knew she would.

				Didi filled her glass with one slosh. ‘I couldn’t sleep.’

				‘It’s probably the moon. It kept me up, too. I was reading a detective novel until it was almost time to get up.’

				‘Sounds like it was the book, not the moon.’

				‘You’re going to have to run,’ Elina said, putting the juice carton back in the fridge.

				Elina picked up her gargantuan coffee mug with both hands. She examined Didi as she drank her juice and before Didi could turn away, Elina had swept Didi’s long red hair away from her throat. Didi shoved her mother’s hand away in irritation.

				‘They’re not hickeys,’ Didi said.

				‘I never said they were.’ Elina clearly had no interest in starting her morning off bickering either, but she couldn’t hide her concern any more than Didi could hide the marks on her skin.

				Didi didn’t have to say what she was thinking; her eyes said it all. She slammed the glass down on the counter and rushed out.

				But she did tell Laura what she was thinking.

				‘Why does Mom have to treat me like a little kid?’ They were in the gym locker room, and Didi handed her best friend the extra pair of clean panties she was loaning her.

				A couple of other girls walked past, already clothed, and Didi and Laura waited a second so they could talk privately. Earlier, Didi had spilled the entire contents of her bag onto the bench to find the panties Laura needed, and now she was cramming everything back in.

				‘That’s just how moms are, I guess,’ Laura said, wrapping the towel more tightly around her. Water was still dripping from her brown hair onto her shoulders. ‘Besides, you have less to complain about than I do. I’d be so goddamn grateful if I didn’t have to deal with periods.’

				‘It’s not as great as you think it is, believe me.’

				Didi shut the red metal door to her locker and sat down next to Laura. Laura was shorter than she was and more delicately built, but in Didi’s mind she was still somehow more feminine. Didi lowered her bag to the floor.

				‘It’s not some disease, is it?’ Laura said. ‘God, you’re so lucky, you can jump around in your shorts as much as you want without having to worry.’

				‘As usual, Mom has a diagnosis. Like she does for all of my problems,’ Didi said. ‘At least it has a fancy name: Primary amenorrhea. Your period just never starts; it’s some hormonal thing. There’s still nothing to worry about if you’re only sixteen.’

				‘I guess.’ Laura collected her clothes and headed for the bathroom. ‘I think it’s a gift. Think about it. No migraines, no insatiable craving for chocolate, no bloating.’

				‘I wouldn’t mind being a woman, though,’ Didi said.

				‘Yeah, but you get to be a woman without this,’ Laura said, pointing at the cheerful red pimple sticking out in the middle of her chin. ‘See ya!’

				Didi waved her fingertips at Laura, signaling that she was leaving and Laura should take her time getting ready. Didi yanked the zipper on her bag shut and headed out to the bike rack. Easy for Laura to say, she thought, kicking at the gravel with the tips of her tennis shoes. Laura was fun, popular, she got to live her life without someone breathing down her neck all the time, she got to date . . . Didi wasn’t so sure about Laura’s boyfriend, but Laura refused to listen to any criticism about him.

				Didi unlocked her bike, tossed her bag over her shoulder, and started pedaling. At least Mom wouldn’t be home from work yet. She’d have a moment’s peace before the badgering began.

				This pleasurable thought inspired Didi to pick up her pace, and before long, she was turning onto her street. She had almost reached their white wooden house with the mansard roof when something buzzed out of nowhere and flew into her hair. Didi was startled and tried to rake the creature out, but whatever it was seemed to be getting more and more entangled in her tresses. Didi started to panic. She lost control of her bike, and immediately her front tire hit the curb.

				‘Goddammit . . .’

				Didi barely had time to swear before her knee was scraping nastily against the asphalt; the pain made tears spring to her eyes. The bike crashed over on its side. Didi lay there on the ground, wondering for a moment whether she was dead or alive, and then she could tell she was alive from the pain. She heard someone honking behind her. The stupid idiot was probably getting a good laugh.

				Didi half-crawled over to the edge of the sidewalk and pulled herself up. Luckily her bike had toppled to the side of the street. She examined her wound and tried to straighten her leg. Then she heard footsteps. Didi got even more worked up. Now the jerk is going to come over and tell me to be more careful. What a dick, she thought.

				‘Did you fall?’ asked a young man’s voice.

				Didi squinted into the sunlight. She gradually made out a tall young man in khaki cargo shorts and a gray T-shirt that had seen better days. He had brown hair and a nose that was a little too big for his face.

				‘Impressive deduction,’ Didi said, immediately wishing she had bitten her tongue. The guy is hot, Laura would have pointed out. Come on, at least try a little.

				He knelt down next to Didi.

				‘Can I take a look?’ he asked, pulling a handkerchief out of his pocket and pressing it against Didi’s wound. ‘It’s clean.’

				Didi didn’t even have time to be thrown off by the sudden contact, because she was staring so intently into the boy’s eyes. ‘Ouch,’ she said, a second too late.

				‘It doesn’t look too bad. What exactly happened back there?’

				‘Some bug flew out of the bushes and attacked me,’ Didi said. A nervous giggle struggled to get out, but she managed to stifle it.

				‘Show me who did it and I’ll kill the bastard,’ the boy said.

				This time Didi dared to laugh. She was on the verge of saying something, but of course right at that moment, her mom appeared on the porch. Elina wasn’t even supposed to be home yet!

				‘Didi!’ Elina’s voice was angry from the get-go. ‘Didi, get in here right this instant!’

				The boy stood up and tried to wave at Elina, but Didi’s mother refused to look in his direction. He looked at Didi inquisitively.

				‘That’s my mom,’ Didi explained.

				‘You didn’t manage to get too far on your escape, did you? My name’s Johannes.’

				‘Didi. I guess I’d better get going. My mom’s a doctor. She ought to be able to patch up a scratched knee.’

				Johannes picked up Didi’s bike and carried it along, following Didi as she limped into the yard. Elina had already gone back inside, but she was monitoring the young people from the window. She gestured sternly at Didi.

				‘I really have to go,’ Didi said. She limped up the porch stairs a little theatrically. But the bee that had flown into her hair and the pain were long forgotten.

				Once she got inside, Didi scurried into the bathroom without any trouble at all. She pulled the door shut and twisted the lock. She could hear Elina waiting on the other side of the door, though, and she totally lost it.

				‘Stop spying on me like I’m some fucking twelve year old,’ she shouted, while she searched the cabinets, looking for Band-Aids and antiseptic.

				‘You’re the one who’s acting like a twelve year old,’ Elina retorted.

				‘Can’t I even go to the bathroom in peace? Or is that also too much to ask these days?’

				‘Didi, knock it off,’ Elina said, listening to the sounds Didi was making. ‘I was just worried.’

				Didi sat down on the toilet lid. Mom had always been protective when it came to her, but lately she had practically turned into a stalker. ‘Worried about what – that I’m going to go off with some guy, get shit-faced, and next thing you know I’ll be pregnant?’

				‘You know why.’

				‘I’m serious.’ Didi tried to pull the backing off the Band-Aid. ‘I never met that guy before and I wasn’t trying to get anything past you. Not all men want to get into your pants right away. Some are just nice guys.’

				‘Didi, teenage boys are only nice for one reason.’

				Why did Mom always have to blurt out the wrong thing? On some level, Didi knew that Elina was trying to comfort her, even make up to her, but instead all she heard was bitching and nagging. Didi didn’t say anything so Mom would have time to calm down. A moment later, there was a tentative knock at the door.

				‘Let me in so I can have a look.’

				Didi had no intention of giving in. She knew Mom had agonized over every tiny bump and scratch of hers since she was a little girl, so Elina may as well agonize a little longer.

				‘I’m putting disinfectant on it. Stop bugging me.’

				Didi poured antiseptic over the scratch. But when she thought about Johannes’ smiling eyes, she couldn’t even feel the sting.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2
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				Didi was standing in the middle of her room, gazing at her reflection. She was perplexed by what she saw. Earlier that day, when she had carried the pastel floral bra and panties over to the cashier, she was certain that the salesperson, a disapproving old sourpuss, assumed that they were meant for someone else’s enjoyment. That had flustered Didi, but Didi had known what she wanted, and she had put on an air of self-confidence. Now she wondered how she had ever been capable of such a performance. There was a stranger looking back at her from the mirror, a stranger who looked like a woman. But Didi didn’t feel like a real woman at all.

				Still, Didi had wanted something special for tonight. Her gaze focused on the inviting red bow between her breasts. The first time she and Johannes met they had gone to a movie, and then for coffee, and then they had started to see each other without any pretenses. And each time, things had gone a little further. Tonight they were going to Laura’s party, and there was no reason why it shouldn’t be just a totally normal date. But ever since they had made plans over the phone, Didi had felt a growing desire within her. Was there something in Johannes’ voice this time that had responded to Didi’s cravings?

				These days it’s not like your virginity is some major achievement that you have to guard with your life, Didi thought. Laura had encouraged her to take the final step plenty of times. But was it a little over the top to prepare for it by buying a new bra and panties?

				Didi bent in closer to the reflective surface of the mirror and scanned her skin for the teeny-tiny bruises with a practiced eye. They had appeared for as long as she could remember. When she found one, she deftly covered it up with concealer and highlighter. Her highlighter was about to run out, too – it was almost time to get a new one.

				Didi glanced over at the bed, where the floral spring dress she had bought on the same shopping trip was laid out. Now she slipped into it. The lightweight fabric put her in a party mood. Didi spun around in front of the mirror once, but her sense of satisfaction proved momentary. Back in the store, Laura had called the dress frumpy, even though it was cut beautifully at the breasts and caressed Didi’s hips as it skimmed down. Laura had carried a couple of her own suggestions into the dressing room. They were a lot sexier and more revealing, and Didi had liked them for a second, but then she realized that they would make her too self-conscious, too embarrassed at the party. This dress was cute, the cotton felt so wonderful against her skin. Maybe if she put her hair up, or knotted it in a cute bun, or . . .

				Didi was overcome with frustration down to the hairs on her neck. She had envisioned herself gliding into the party, carefree and beautiful. The other guests’ gazes would be drawn to her, but the gaze of only one guest would be important, and both of them knew it . . . That’s how it always happened in the books and the movies. But probably not in real life. Didi tugged the zipper down and let the dress fall to the floor in a heap. After a moment’s thought, she went over to her closet and pulled out a blouse and skirt, but thirty seconds later they ended up on the floor too. As did her black miniskirt. She reached for her cell phone.

				‘Laura—’ Didi didn’t have time to say anything except her friend’s name.

				‘Flirty white skirt, pink top and your new patent heels. Ponytail, nude makeup, maybe a little extra lip gloss. Done and out the door,’ Laura said.

				‘Am I really that hopeless?’

				‘Yes,’ Laura replied. ‘Luckily your personal stylist is only a phone call away. Hurry up, get over here.’

				In the end, Didi decided she wouldn’t try so hard after all. She put the new dress back on. A moment later, she was bounding down the stairs two at a time. She’d better try to get past Mom quickly. Luckily, Elina looked like she was in a hurry, too; she was trying to gobble down a sandwich and put on her coat at the same time.

				‘Where are you going this late?’

				‘I promised Laura I’d go to her party.’

				Elina swallowed a bite of her sandwich and Didi knew there was no escaping her mother’s eagle eyes. She folded her arms across her chest and stood there, bracing herself for the criticism.

				‘It’s a full moon tonight,’ Elina said. ‘When it’s a full moon, you’re always . . .’

				‘I’m what?’

				‘You always have a hard time sleeping,’ Elina said.

				‘Right, so I may as well go to a party,’ Didi said defiantly.

				‘I’m working the late shift. I can drop you off at Laura’s.’

				‘I’ll ride my bike.’

				Elina followed Didi at a half-run, but then she remembered her purse and had to go back inside. Didi made it to the gate with her bike before she heard a window open and Elina call out.

				‘You won’t stay out too late, will you, honey?’

				‘No, Mom,’ Didi answered, without meaning it in the least. She waved, and a second later, she was out of sight.

				It was a perfect end-of-summer evening: dusky but warm, and the heady scents of flowers and ripening apples mingled into such a heavy perfume that Didi could feel it on her skin and streaming off her hair. The tiff with Mom had seemed like it might develop into a full-blown fight, but now Didi was swaying in Johannes’ arms on the dimly lit patio, and she thrust it out of her mind. Didi looked around for Laura, but her friend was utterly focused on smiling at her boyfriend. A few couples were moving along with Didi and Johannes in time to the gentle rhythms of the music. The rest of the guests were talking animatedly, helping themselves to food, clinking their wine glasses. And yet Didi and Johannes’ expressions were grave. Suddenly Didi let out an involuntary gasp; the heavy clouds blanketing the sky parted, and the full moon gleamed above them, a pale disc. Johannes pulled her closer.

				‘What is it?’ Didi asked.

				She followed his eyes over to the side of the patio, where a few young men were shamelessly ogling Didi. Didi had been aware of how she had been drawing the attention of men all night. She was like a magnet. It was disgusting. She didn’t want the men to look at her; it made her feel like there was something wrong with her. Tonight she wanted to concentrate on Johannes and Johannes alone.

				The slow song switched to a faster one and Didi let Johannes twirl her a little further away. Both of them wanted to lighten the mood. Didi allowed her gaze to circle around to the other guests, the toasts, the people in their party clothes. The mood was buoyant, and with the help of the music, it rapidly infected Didi. She smiled at Johannes, and that made her feel bolder. It was easy to give in to the rhythm and not have to say anything.

				By the time the song ended, Didi was sweltering.

				‘You want to go outside?’ Johannes asked, his voice hoarse.

				Before Didi could answer, he had grabbed her hand and was leading her back out onto the patio, a little further away from the others. They found a bench and sat down, and Johannes wrapped his arms around Didi. The party, the music, Johannes so close to her . . . The moment was absolutely everything Didi had dreamed of.

				Didi looked up, and now her eyes met Johannes’. She pressed herself against him. Johannes didn’t need to say a word; he could tell Didi felt what he was feeling.

				‘I want to be together, you know, really be together,’ Johannes said right at the base of Didi’s ear.

				Didi ran her fingertips across Johannes’ throat. Her skin touched his, and for an instant Didi expected to be surrounded by flying sparks. They looked deep into each other’s eyes. Wow, Didi thought, relieved. This is the feeling I’ve been waiting for. Her belly felt hot. Johannes’ hand moved lower, to her thigh, and her heart almost leapt out of her chest. She would never be more ready.

				Laura’s knowing glances followed Didi and Johannes as they discreetly made their way out of the party. Laura mimed that she would be expecting a full report from Didi later, and Didi acknowledged her with a noncommittal nod and a wave.

				Now she and Johannes were sitting on the seats of their bicycles. The cooling air caressed Didi’s face, offering momentary relief from the burning she was feeling inside. Their tires hummed steadily down the asphalt as the branches of the trees overhead reached across and grasped each other. Didi held out her hand, too, and Johannes did the same.

				Didi burst into peals of laughter, the sensation was so indescribably right. At that instant, she loved Johannes, she loved this evening, and she loved the anticipation that would soon be rewarded. They rode the rest of the way hand in hand, and didn’t let go until they curved into Didi’s yard.

				They walked through the dim house and upstairs to Didi’s room, and Didi’s self-confidence immediately evaporated. She had been so certain of what she wanted. Now her head was overflowing with Laura’s practical instructions, the theoretical lessons from health class, and Mom’s endless sermons and warnings. She stole a peek at Johannes and went over to sit on the windowsill to collect her thoughts and win some time.

				The moonlight struck her face, and she felt her body tense as she took off her coat. She took a deep breath. I need this, it needs to happen now, she said almost out loud. A warm sensation rippled through her, surging into a larger wave. All it would take would be a single touch from Johannes, and the wave would crash over and engulf her.

				Johannes came over next to her and tentatively stroked her cheek. Didi guided his hands to the straps of her dress, helped him lower them. Her dress fell to her waist. Didi shivered.

				‘We don’t have to,’ Johannes said, but the hoarseness in his voice spoke a different language as he drew Didi in to his body. ‘There’s no wrong way of doing this.’

				‘And this is just our first time,’ Didi said.

				Didi leaned into Johannes’ inviting smile, inhaling both the potent high summer pouring in through the windows and Johannes’ fresh, masculine scent.

				‘You smell nice,’ Didi whispered, her breathing growing heavier. Now she was back to knowing what she should do. She slowly unbuttoned Johannes’ shirt, until she saw his broad, bare chest. She rose gracefully from the windowsill, and Johannes couldn’t take his eyes off her as she stepped into the middle of the floor and pushed her dress all of the way down. It slid to the floor with a soft rustle, and then she was standing in its pool, like a flower that had relinquished its petals.

				And at that moment, all of her timidity fell away. She enjoyed the way Johannes’ eyes lingered over her, full of longing and expectation. He took a couple of slow steps towards her and wrapped her in his embrace. They kissed.

				As Didi continued to unbutton Johannes’ shirt, he pulled off his belt. Their movements melted into one. Hot flesh pressed into hot flesh. Didi was panting by the time she led Johannes over to the edge of the bed. She flung her stuffed animals aside.

				Didi wrapped her arms around Johannes’ neck. Even though her desire was insatiable, she wanted to experience every inch of Johannes’ mouth, chest, throat, waist. She wanted everything to happen in such a way that she would never forget a single second of this.

				‘Let’s take our time, OK?’ Didi whispered into Johannes’ ear, and she could see the shivers run up and down his spine.

				‘Didi . . .’ Johannes started to say, but Didi wasn’t interested in listening to silly words any more.

				Didi settled into his arms, soft and warm, and slowly unclasped her bra. She lifted his hands to her breasts and moaned as he curled his lips around one of her nipples. She was afraid she would completely melt into a puddle. She tilted her head, and her lips searched for Johannes’ mouth. Their tongues toyed with each other for a moment, and then their kisses grew greedy.

				Didi was on fire. She and Johannes were in each other’s arms, and she leaned back on the bed. Johannes was tender and passionate at the same time. Didi had no idea how good another pair of lips could feel as they nipped lightly at your stomach and your inner thighs. Or how wonderful the weight of a man’s body could feel against hers. Her senses were so heightened that she felt like she had been drugged; the world fell away. Most of all, she was aware of Johannes’ scent. He smelled clean and masculine, and his aroma entered her nostrils and traveled deep into her chest, and then lower down. Didi pulled Johannes up, pressed her face against his throat, and licked it so long and hard that he groaned out loud.

				Johannes worked his way between her legs and caressed the curve of her buttocks with one hand before slightly raising her hips.

				‘I’ll be careful,’ Johannes whispered, pulling a condom on with a practiced hand.

				‘Let’s stop talking,’ Didi said.

				The tile under Didi’s cheek was cold and cruel. Her skin no longer tingled with joy, and the only smell she could make out was the faint whiff of disinfectant. She curled up into an even tighter ball on the bathroom floor. She was cold, but she was incapable of getting up. All she wanted to do was keep her eyes closed and wait for someone to come take her away, to say something that would dispel the horror.

				A car drove past, and she could hear partygoers laughing. Of course. It was a perfect night for carefree fun. A tear rolled down Didi’s cheek. She didn’t dare to give in to the emotion, because that would make her start crying uncontrollably and hysterically, and insanity would take hold of her.

				Then Didi felt the gleam of the moon and slowly opened her eyelids. Through the window, she could see the silvery sphere slip out from behind the clouds, bathing the room in a pale light. The light called to her, and, shivering, she rose. She pulled a bathrobe from the hook and wrapped it tightly around her, but she felt like she would never be warm again. Didi slowly walked back to her room and gazed at the moon, as if it could offer her advice. But none came, and Didi had to fall back on plan B. She groped for her cell phone.

				‘Laura?’ Didi sobbed.

				‘Well, how did it go?’ Laura was giggling. ‘Tell me everything!’

				Didi heard the chattering and the clinking of glasses from Laura’s party in the background. Just a little while ago she had been there, too, but now that felt like another reality.

				‘Did you finally lose your virginity? Things looked pretty promising when you guys left,’ Laura said.

				A wail escaped Didi’s lips.

				‘What’s going on?’ Laura seemed to sense that something was seriously wrong. ‘Did he do something to you? Wait a sec, I’ll go in the other room.’

				Didi stared at her bed, and once again her limbs were paralyzed in horror.

				‘Is everything OK?’ Laura asked a second later, this time with no background noise. ‘Didi?’

				‘Johannes . . .’ Didi didn’t know if she would be able to say it out loud. She raised her eyes and saw Johannes lying naked on the bed. Johannes was smiling. But Johannes wasn’t breathing any more. ‘I think Johannes is dead.’

				Even Laura didn’t have a response to that.

				And from somewhere, the faint drone of a bee carried into Didi’s consciousness.
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				Didi opened her eyelids and saw a pair of gentle eyes, familiar and yet unfamiliar. Johannes didn’t die after all, she thought, exhaling. Her relief was immeasurable. It had all just been a bad dream. Soon Laura would be laughing heartily at Didi about the pressures of losing her virginity.

				‘Didi, is that you?’ asked a voice. But it wasn’t Johannes’. ‘Did that bee sting you?’

				And the eyes weren’t Johannes’ either; they were blue-green and steady and Didi had seen them countless times. The expression in them was familiar from years ago. Didi had just jumped off the deep end of the dock for the first time, and suddenly she hadn’t been sure which way was up and which way was down. The feeling she was experiencing right now was exactly the same, and just like back then, she found herself gazing into a calm but concerned pair of eyes.

				‘Samuel?’ Didi was completely bewildered. ‘Where am I?’

				‘Outside the hospital,’ Samuel said. ‘I told your friend to go in and get you some water. A bee was buzzing around you and you freaked out. I brought you into the shade. Bees only like the sunlight.’

				Didi looked around. She saw a large, pale building, people walking in and out of a broad set of sliding doors, and a green lawn. She gradually realized where she was.

				Then her gaze shifted back to Samuel, who hadn’t taken his eyes off her this whole time. He was wearing a white lab coat. His hair was brown and shaggy, just like when they were kids. Samuel was no little boy any more, but he still looked like he’d have no trouble doing a flip off the edge of the dock.

				‘Are you already a doctor?’ Didi asked, as the pieces of her memory began to click back into place.

				‘Not quite yet,’ Samuel said, sitting down on the bench next to her. ‘I’m here filling in for a couple of weeks. I’m staying with Mom out at the stables, so I get to see a little bit of her. Then I’ll be headed back to Helsinki.’

				Suddenly Didi remembered why she had come to the hospital. Johannes had been brought here, and she hadn’t known what else to do besides come along and wait for information. Whatever it was that had happened to Johannes, she felt deep within her heart that she was to blame. She began to shiver again, and Samuel instantly wrapped his arms around her.

				‘Are you cold?’ Samuel asked. ‘Do you want to go back into the sun?’

				Didi managed to shake her head. She didn’t want to go anywhere. She felt safe there at Samuel’s side for the first time since . . . She didn’t even want to think about it; she just lowered her head against Samuel’s chest. If only she could stay there, nothing bad would ever happen to her again.

				‘You’ve grown up since the last time I saw you,’ Samuel said softly.

				‘I don’t want to grow up,’ Didi replied, and Samuel held her even more tightly.

				Didi remembered how the laces on her first pair of tennis shoes always used to come untied and flop around her ankles; one time she tripped on them and got a nice big scrape on her knee. Samuel, who was older, had first cleaned the cut and then put a Band-Aid on it. And when he was done, he had knelt down in front of her and tied her laces into double knots.

				‘When you’re big, you’ll know how to do this yourself,’ Samuel had promised.

				‘I won’t need to know, because I have you,’ Didi had answered. And for years she had believed it. Samuel had always been there when she needed something. Then their age difference had grown more distinct, and they had drifted apart in other ways, too. Still, sitting next to Samuel now felt comfortable.

				‘What are you doing here, anyways?’ he asked.

				Didi was jolted back to reality, and she didn’t know what to say.

				At that moment, Laura rushed up with a bottle of water.

				‘This is Samuel,’ Didi told her, relieved that she didn’t have to go on explaining things to Samuel. ‘He lived next door when we were kids.’

				Samuel introduced himself: ‘Samuel Koski.’

				‘Laura. We came to visit a friend. That’s why Didi’s a little down,’ Laura hastily explained.

				‘I’m totally fine,’ Didi said. She would have continued, but Samuel’s pager beeped.

				‘Good,’ Samuel said. ‘I have to get going, but it was great bumping into you.’

				But Samuel didn’t move. He looked at Didi, waiting for a response, and even though Didi wished more than anything that Samuel would stay, that they could see each other again, the words caught in her throat.

				‘See you,’ Samuel said, and left.

				Both girls watched as he hurried inside in his white lab coat.

				‘That guy used to be your neighbor?’ Laura asked. ‘Could you please knock me out, so he can give me first aid?’

				Didi was grateful for Laura’s attempt to lighten the mood, but she couldn’t respond.

				There was a wrenching in Didi’s stomach as bits and pieces of the previous night’s events came back to her. She remembered how badly she had been anticipating the evening, how happy she had been. How nice Johannes had felt. She remembered how she had sighed Johannes’ name . . . Then she had seen Johannes dead. Johannes had died while they were making love.

				‘I guess they took Johannes off somewhere to be examined,’ Laura said a moment later.

				The morning sun hit the bench now, and it felt unfair to Didi that its warmth felt so good on her skin. She had never seen a dead body before, and now she had briefly held one in her arms.

				‘This is so totally wack,’ Laura said. ‘I’m the one who pressured you to be with Johannes. I thought he was totally healthy, but he must have had some disease. Young guys don’t just keel over like that . . .’

				‘Laura, please stop,’ Didi said.

				Laura stopped talking and slid her sunglasses up onto her nose.

				Neither of them noticed the tall, dark-haired, and extremely athletic woman whose gait slowed slightly as she passed them and then stepped in through the hospital doors.
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				Hospital security is amazingly lax, Kati thought, and not for the first time. If you looked the least bit like you knew what you were doing and where you were going, no one asked any questions. And since it was impossible for Kati to look any other way, she had no problem getting her hands on a lab coat and a face mask. After that, all barriers to accessing any areas of the hospital had disappeared.

				Now Kati banished the redheaded girl from her mind and concentrated on the task at hand. She had to be certain. An orderly conveniently happened to walk past, and Kati flashed a sexy smile at him. The plump fellow looked confused, and without waiting for a response, Kati grabbed him by the arm and shoved him into a closet. She knocked him unconscious by applying a deft touch to a pressure point and waited for him to slide to the floor. Then she searched his coat and trouser pockets and found the set of keys she was looking for. She cracked open the closet door and made sure that the corridor was empty before continuing on her way.

				A moment later, Kati was opening the door to the autopsy room; she closed it behind her before turning on the lights. Then she stepped up to the metal table in the middle of the chamber and raised the green sheet. The young man’s body didn’t arouse any feelings in her one way or the other. Kati examined the boy’s already-pale skin, looking for the telltale red and blue marks, the burst blood vessels and bruises. There were more than she had expected. Now that was something worth considering. His eyes were shut, but his lips were still smiling. There was no longer any question in Kati’s mind.

				She lowered the sheet, efficiently snapped off the latex gloves she was wearing and tossed them into the waste receptacle in the corner. Then she cracked open the door to the corridor. The only people milling around were a couple of nurses, so Kati continued on her way, pulling off her coat and casually casting it off through an open closet door. She shook out her raven hair and suddenly sensed a man’s eyes on her.

				Kati whirled around. An old man sitting on a bench was staring at her, unable to help himself. It doesn’t matter if they’re seventy, they’re still men, Kati grunted to herself. And of course she was worth staring at. She was tall, hot, and dressed from tip to toe in black. She was wearing a black sleeveless T that hiked up to reveal flashes of her taut navel, a pair of black leather pants, and biker boots. She retrieved her favorite black leather jacket from the hook and started towards the waiting room, where she could already make out the crackle of the television.

				‘Places like this already exist in bigger cities,’ the interviewee on the screen was saying. ‘We believe that there’s a demand for twenty-four-hour cafes. The doors would be open to all, with free Internet access . . .’

				That was all Kati heard, because now her eyes were intently focused on the redheaded girl who was just rising from her seat and walking over to the candy machine. The girl was completely lost in thought. She already had her money at her fingertips, but she hadn’t made her choice yet.

				Kati walked right up to Didi, startling the younger woman. ‘Nothing catch your fancy?’

				Didi stepped aside from the machine. ‘Go ahead. I can’t decide.’

				Kati nodded at her, shoved a bunch of coins into the slot, and chose a candy bar. It fell into the compartment, and Kati immediately handed it to Didi.

				‘You should eat this,’ she said. ‘It’ll do you good. It’s been scientifically proven.’

				Didi stared at the stranger, completely confused. She was too surprised to turn down the chocolate bar, even though her head immediately filled with her mother’s warnings about taking candy from strangers.

				‘Thank you,’ she said, and suddenly she found herself consumed by an overwhelming craving for chocolate. She started to unwrap the candy bar.

				‘Go see your mom,’ Kati said. ‘She’s waiting for you in her office.’

				‘How did you know my mom works here?’ Didi asked.

				‘If anyone asks you about Johannes or this incident, don’t answer. Not even if it’s the police. Elina will tell you what our next step will be.’

				Before Didi could ask any more questions, Kati stalked off, leaving Didi munching on her candy bar.

				It felt to Didi like she was in a nightmare that just kept going on and on, but the chocolate was taking the edge off her nerves. She ate it all, licking the final crumbs from her fingers.

				Mom’s the last person that I feel like talking to about how I lost my virginity and killed a man, she thought. But Didi didn’t know what else to do. She steeled herself for her mother’s inevitable ranting and raving.

				She turned down the familiar corridor, walked up to the door of her mother’s office, and knocked tentatively.

				Before Didi could even blink, Elina opened the door and pulled her daughter into her arms. All of the tension dissipated, and Didi burst into tears.

				‘I didn’t do anything,’ she managed to say through her sobs.

				‘Of course not, honey.’

				‘Aren’t you going to yell at me? Aren’t you going to tell me that’s what happens when you let some guy into your pants?’ Didi had already gone over this part of the conversation in her mind.

				‘Sit down. I want to have a look at you and make sure you’re OK.’ Elina disentangled herself from Didi and assumed a professional role.

				Didi no longer had any fight left in her; she obeyed and let Elina wrap a tourniquet around her arm, draw blood, and lightly press a bandage to her skin. Elina worked skillfully and efficiently.

				Didi looked at her mother, who as usual was dressed in muted earth tones and natural fabrics. Didi always put her down for wearing such boring clothes, but now their familiarity felt comforting. Didi looked at Elina more closely and reflected that she hadn’t realized how her mother had aged. The odd gray strand stood out against her dark hair now, and she already wore glasses. Elina’s face also looked strangely weary.

				‘How do you feel?’ Elina asked.

				‘Fine,’ Didi answered. ‘I was a little out of it, and then this woman came up and gave me a candy bar. I felt better after that. Maybe my blood sugar was really low.’

				‘Was she tall and dark? Beautiful? I called Kati when I heard about Johannes.’

				‘Could it be something contagious?’ Didi asked. She didn’t even know what she should be concerned about. None of her friends had ever killed a boyfriend by going to bed with them.

				‘Of course not,’ Elina said. ‘And whatever Kati told you, you be sure and listen to her. Wait there, I’m going to have a look at your blood. Then we’ll go home.’

				‘Mom?’ Didi’s voice made Elina stop. ‘I don’t have any today. Not a single bruise.’

				Elina’s smile was relieved but somehow forced: ‘Isn’t that a good thing?’

				‘But Johannes was covered in bruises after we . . .’

				‘Don’t think about that now,’ Elina said. ‘I’ll be right back.’

				Elina slipped into the next room and stood there for a long time, just breathing. Then she placed the sample in the centrifuge and waited for it to generate the plasma measurements. She pressed a button for the device to spit out a printout of the results. She rapidly scanned it. Albumin levels . . . Everything was as it should be, or actually as Elina had feared. She quickly shoved the slip of paper into the shredder and the samples into the waste receptacle, and then she returned to Didi.

				‘Everything’s fine. Let’s go.’
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				Nothing’s fine, Didi’s heart cried out, as she stared at the flames in disbelief. Her face was withering and curling up in old photos, year after year of her childhood was going up in smoke as the flames devoured them, old report cards fluttered around her in bits of ash. Not that there was much about the grades that deserved saving. That thought did cheer her for a moment. As the heat grew unbearable, Didi took a couple of steps backwards from the conflagration that was lighting up their yard. The fire ate into Mom’s files, papers, photo albums; it devoured folders and melted the casing of the computer. The night was dotted with glowing red sparks, burning butterflies that rose higher and higher and eventually extinguished mid-flight.

				And Didi would have stepped back even further if Kati weren’t standing right behind her. Kati looked at her with a vague smile, then clicked her lighter shut and shoved it into the pocket of her snug, enviously well-cut leather pants. She nudged the bottle of lighter fluid aside with her foot, as if arson were something she engaged in every day, and strode back in the house. The other stranger, a woman whose demeanor communicated at least a hint of empathy, shrugged, indicating her powerlessness.

				Didi measured the women with her eyes. While Kati was cool and unfeeling, the one who had introduced herself as Nadia made a gentle impression. Her voice was soft, and she was dressed in a pale, featherweight chiffon dress. Her long, wavy, dark brown hair framed an oval face and accentuated her large brown eyes. When they met, Didi had felt like backing up and running away, but Nadia had reached for her with her long, beautifully formed fingers, and her delicate but firm grip had proved strangely soothing. At least temporarily.

				Now Didi’s eyes turned towards her deathly pale mother, who was standing at her side. Neither one of them had gotten a word out. Since the first moment when the unusual pair of women had stepped in through their door, her mother had lost all of her willpower. Why wasn’t Elina doing anything to stop this travesty? Didi stared at her mother until Elina managed to tear her eyes away from the raging flames. Their eyes met, and then Elina’s turned back to the dancing fire. She shook her head as if trying to deny everything that had happened and was happening.

				‘Didi? Elina?’ Kati gestured for them to step away.

				Didi was on the verge of refusing, but her mother took her by the hand and pulled her in the house and led her into the living room. Didi was amazed that her decisive mother could succumb so easily to being ordered around by complete strangers.

				Kati nodded at Elina, who went over to the sofa, patting one of the cushions to indicate that Didi should join her. Then Elina lowered her head into her hands.

				‘Kati and Nadia are here to help us,’ she said in a barely audible voice.

				‘Why?’ Didi didn’t understand how burning every last thing that was important to her and her mother was a favor.

				The second woman, Nadia, set a long box on the coffee table and pulled out a syringe.

				‘You don’t understand this yet,’ Nadia said calmly, ‘but we truly are here to help you. Kati and I. And your mother, too.’

				Didi glanced at her mother. She was understanding less and less, and wished her mother would say something, but her mother just sat there, clenching some pendant in her fist. Terror was welling up inside Didi.

				Kati had not remained passive. She was emptying the living-room shelves and carrying out more belongings from the other rooms to destroy in the flames, and she was clearly enjoying herself.

				‘That’s our stuff!’ Didi shouted. ‘You can’t take that! What the hell are you trying to do to us?’

				‘Elina, tell Didi that this is nothing to get upset about,’ said Nadia, gently touching Elina’s arm.

				Kati looked at them and paused for a moment.

				‘Everything might have happened surprisingly quickly, but you knew this was coming,’ Kati said to Elina. ‘And you know this is necessary.’

				Then Kati’s attention focused on the fairy pictures Didi had drawn when she was five and that her delighted mother had framed. They had tormented Didi throughout her teenage years, and she had heartily wished her mother would get rid of them.

				‘Mom, say something,’ Didi said. ‘Tell them they’re mine.’

				But Elina just nodded at Kati. She opened her fist and gazed at the pendant resting there. It was heavy and made of silver, and it bore three oak leaves. Elina picked up the worn leather thong, hung it around her neck, and pressed it to her breast. She took Didi by the hand.

				‘Didi . . .’ For a moment, her mother was incapable of continuing; she looked like she couldn’t breathe. ‘Didi, since the moment you were entrusted to my care, I’ve known that the day would come when I would have to give you up. Now is the time for you to leave everything you’ve ever known behind. Your home and your friends. And me. Kati and Nadia are here to take you, and you must go with them.’

				The imperious tone of her mother’s voice cut Didi like a knife. Her temper instantly boiled to the surface.

				‘Fuck you! I’m not going anywhere. I—’

				Nadia, who had been preparing the injection off to the side, took a couple of steps closer and jabbed it unceremoniously into Didi’s arm. The syringe hissed until it was empty. Didi looked at it in disbelief, as her consciousness started growing hazy.

				‘Mom?’ Didi asked, before fading away. Panicking, she turned to Nadia and Kati.

				‘Remember that I love you,’ her mother said, and it sounded to Didi as if her voice were coming from the depths of a forest. ‘Never forget that!’

				Didi’s eyes fell shut, and she lay there, never knowing that Elina held her in her arms, stroking her red hair.
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				Two men were climbing up the stairs to police headquarters. The older, stouter one was breathing a little heavily, but a spark of enthusiasm glowed in his eyes. Detective Harju’s shabby trench coat was such a familiar sight to the desk officer that he paid no attention to it. Nor did the over-tolerant desk officer acknowledge the younger detective, with his ever-present can of Coke, as he didn’t consider the way Detective Hannula dressed appropriate for an officer of the law. To him, Hannula’s shoulder-length black hair, jeans, oversized belt buckle, and leather jacket would be better suited to, if not exactly a rock star, then a roadie. Nor did Hannula’s dark brows and straight nose do anything for a grandfather waiting to retire, although they did for many of the younger female officers.

				Detective Harju trudged into his office with Detective Hannula at his heels and immediately started spreading more papers across his already-overflowing desk.

				‘It’s probably been thirty years since the first time I saw the photo.’ Harju waved Hannula over. ‘Here’s a man who died in Bulgaria in the 1970s. In the 1990s, an older man died in Portugal, and now eight days ago we have a death here. As our guy is young, on the surface it would seem more like a case for the medical examiner than for criminal investigators.’

				Detective Harju whirled around to the other side of his office. He was so fired up he was about to jump out of his skin, and Hannula’s coolness just poured fuel on the fire. The new case had surged through him like a voltage spike, and he was fully energized. He flicked the oldest photo with a finger to make sure his younger colleague was paying attention.

				‘When I was at the academy, this case was used as an example. I was young, but it stayed simmering here.’ Now Harju’s finger had moved up and was pointing at his own graying temple. ‘Every detective comes across a case during their career that they can’t forget. For me, this is it. Never solved, an Interpol case. Three of our colleagues met their end during the investigation. A woman was arrested, but she vanished into thin air.’

				Detective Hannula lowered his can of Coke to the table and picked up the photo to examine it more closely, but he didn’t have time to ask any questions before his more senior partner’s litany continued.

				‘Europol, another unsolved case. A local reporter died during the investigation. And this is the latest case. It happened here a week ago. Cause of death unknown. For me, this is not a medical case.’ Harju paused for emphasis and his finger rose to his temple once again. ‘It is a continuation of the case that’s been waiting here for thirty years.’

				Detective Hannula lifted the latest photo closer to his eyes. The victim was a young guy, and seemed to be in pretty good shape for a corpse. He wasn’t exactly sure how he should respond to Harju’s enthusiasm. On the other hand, the old guy was rarely wrong.

				‘So, are we taking this case over from the local team?’ Hannula asked.

				‘The local police are not investigating,’ Harju growled, tossing the file to his younger colleague. ‘Heikki, we’re taking on a case that doesn’t exist.’

				Hannula studied another photograph of Johannes Metso, one in which the kid was still among the living and clearly enjoying the company of his girlfriend, Didi Tiensuu. The girl was pretty, redheaded, and flirtatious in an innocent way, with her slightly too-short T-shirt that revealed a tattoo under her belly button. The tattoo was of a knot.

				Fuck me, Hannula thought, but he maintained his poker face.

				The younger detective’s thoughts took an immediate detour, but he threw a few routine questions Harju’s way in order to demonstrate an appropriate measure of interest. Then he left his older colleague reclining meditatively on the sofa, which was at least as world-weary as the detective himself.

				Hannula casually drained his Coke as if nothing were wrong, tossed it into the trash, and stepped into the corridor. But as soon as he was out of Harju’s sight, he leaned heavily against the wall. The girl in the photo had the tattoo he had hoped he would never see. He pulled out his cell phone, but couldn’t bring himself to dial the number just yet. He needed a minute to think about things. He knew he was just postponing the inevitable, but it still might be smartest to call from somewhere a little more private.

				Mitchell was gazing out the window, taking in the view of London sprawling beyond. Big Ben felt like it was so close he could reach out and touch it. The glass reflected back women in cocktail dresses, men in suits that cost as much as the average working stiff made in months, waiters serving champagne and hors d’oeuvres. You could practically smell the money. Even though he was no fan of conservative clothes, Mitchell melded perfectly into the crowd in his tightly cut midnight-blue suit. On the street, someone might have mistaken him for an extraordinarily clean-cut British pop star. He was a dandy, and he was perfectly happy to admit it. He glanced at his reflection in the window, supposedly unintentionally.

				Mitchell was ready to rejoin the revelers when he felt his cell phone vibrate in his pocket. He took a discreet glance at the screen and answered.

				‘Saltmann and Saltmann, this is Mitchell Brannegan.’

				It took a moment before the person at the other end said anything. Then he heard a nervous male voice. ‘Hello. This is Detective Heikki Hannula from Finland.’

				Mitchell’s eyes narrowed slightly as he signaled to Lucas, who was always within arm’s reach. Lucas was instantly at his side. He lowered a hand to Mitchell’s
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