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  Lacey stepped out of the shower, grabbed a towel, and then stopped for a moment to look into the full-length mirror. She remained in shape—despite an insatiable appetite—possessing curvy hips and full breasts. Men found her attractive, but she shunned them, pouring time and energy into her job.


  She’d come to the Providence homicide unit a year ago, after serving in the Midwest, Atlanta, Los Angeles—as well as numerous town precincts throughout the United States. She’d teamed up with John Demmings, a cop who didn’t always follow procedure—a perfect addition to her own unorthodox style. Several arrests had been made during that year, including a drug dealer who’d killed several kids in drive-by shootings, a guy who’d killed and preyed on the elderly, and a man who’d shot and killed his girlfriend in a jealous rage.


  In August 2012 the team seemingly worked from dusk to dawn to catch a sadistic murderer who was maiming and torturing the city’s stable of working girls—beheading them and apparently eating their flesh. The prime suspect was a woman—an infamous pimp—named Ramsay Wolfe; a lady who ruled her stable with force and manipulation, and owner of a nightspot called Hell’s Door—a den of deviance. Police suspected Ramsay had an accomplice who remained in the city’s shadows—coming forward to assist the unscrupulous procurer in some of the city’s most heinous murders on record.


  “I’m taking you down, Ramsay,” whispered Lacey as the overhead light flickered above her, casting patches of light and shadow over her body, making her realize that every beautiful woman has flaws—things she’d like to change. She sighed deeply, and then wrapped the towel around her torso, as the effects of humidity and stifling heat began to plague her. She dressed quickly, choosing shorts and a thin button-down blouse—knowing death would be inevitable for those who chose to walk in the city’s darkest corners.


  Oppressive heat plagued Providence. Day three and temperatures soared to one hundred and two degrees Fahrenheit. A citywide blackout had afflicted the city for forty-eight hours. Local hospitals were inundated with heat-related maladies, and several elderly people did not survive the long, hot nights.


  But Mother Nature was not the only killer that summer. Someone preyed on women who worked on lonely street corners and frequented seedy bars, those forced to ignore extreme weather in hopes of scoring cash—and finding temporary comfort within an air-conditioned hotel room, or the backseat of a car.


  Gabriel sometimes watched those women as they slept, or spied on them as they engaged in unclean acts, loving them all. And some were exceptional women to be savored, enjoyed…and killed slowly. They were the prettiest, the youngest and the ones he cared about the most. He took them to a special place, chaining them in darkness, hanging them by their wrists. He’d embellish their beauty, stripping them of flawless skin, severing limbs and pouring blood in copper bowls. Later the bodies would be taken care of, maybe cemented into walls, or laid out in mourning by the ocean, or near a historic landmark. It would all come together with time…with patience…and with adoration.


  “I’m coming, my love,” Gabriel called out as he made his way to the basement. Rats scurried when he flicked on an overhead light. He moved slowly to a girl he’d left there two days before. She was beautiful. They were all beautiful, even though some bore the marks of years on the streets—scars from abusive pimps, skin dry and yellow from too much drink, poor sleep and horrific eating habits.


  But this one had been only a girl…wayward…used in a multitude of porn flicks produced on the South Side. He’d met her one afternoon, when she’d emerged from the old theater where she performed, asking if she wanted to do a private session, and he produced a wad of cash, watching as her eyes lit up. And he’d filmed her on the hotel bed he’d covered with colored feathers and roses… touching herself, smiling for him and screaming when he began to cut her.


  Now he stroked her flesh. The woman was cold. Her body stiff, but lovely from blonde curly hair to toes painted the color of cotton candy. She’d hung there for those two days. Her blood had dried, thickened in pools on the floor, and her eyes were swollen.


  He turned, and then rolled up his sleeves, removing bottles, filled with colored liquids, from utility shelves. He rummaged through perfumes, lotions and scented powders, lined up in neat rows.


  “You are loved, my dear. If you only knew how much…”


  He poured lotion into his palm, applying it to her skin, humming softly.


  He plucked a brush from the shelf, dipped it into the pan, and then he spun on his heels, painting her body, starting from her forehead, and quickly moving to her feet. He resembled a passionate artist, making frenzied brush strokes, leaving nothing untouched by the mixture.


  The body began to shudder, and then clear blue eyes opened and thin arms reached out.


  His voice was somber. “Sleep. In another day you’ll be free.” He kissed her, and then rubbed his hands together in anticipation. “I’ll be back later to strip you of that lovely skin. I’m so sorry. I’ve tried to stop, but my sister tells me what to do… and she brings me to the ones who need to be saved.” His eyes were moist. Each time it got easier, and it felt as though he truly gave each girl a gift.


  The woman sobbed. Her cries of anguish were joined by others who waited in the dark.


  He left them, remembering work that needed to be done. “Somebody else is waiting for me,” he whispered, and his footsteps echoed
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