Chapter 1
 La Pulizia
The bloodstain had a life of its own.
Vomica pressed her weight into the scrub brush, feeling the coarse bristles tear against the ancient wooden floor like fingernails on skin. The stain stretched before her like a crimson continent, its borders irregular and organic, as if it had grown rather than spilled. In the harsh morning light filtering through the shutters of the Lungaretta apartment, it seemed to pulse with a heartbeat all its own.
Maledizione. She pushed a strand of raven hair behind her left ear, revealing the crescent scar that traced from the corner of her eye to her jugular—a mark that, depending on the light and her mood, could appear as subtle as a shadow or as vivid as fresh blood. Today, in the Mediterranean heat already building despite the early hour, it glowed with an inner fire.
The apartment reeked of copper and cigarettes, that metallic tang that clung to the throat long after the initial assault. Vomica had grown to love that smell—it meant work, it meant purpose. She lit a Marlboro and let it dangle from her lips as she worked, smoke curling around her face like incense in some profane cathedral.
The brush made wet, obscene sounds against the wood. Scritch-scritch-scritch. Like flesh against flesh, like secrets being whispered in the dark. The bloodstain seemed to resist her efforts, its edges creeping back as soon as she cleaned them, a crimson tide that refused to recede. She had been at this for two hours now, her knees raw against the unforgiving floor, her hands cramped around the brush handle worn smooth by countless other women, countless other stains.
But none like this one.
Through the shutters, Rome awakened with its usual symphony of chaos—Vespas snarling through narrow streets, vendors calling their wares, the eternal percussion of heels on ancient cobblestones. The city had been bleeding for two thousand years, she mused, and would bleed for two thousand more. What was one more stain in the grand tapestry of violence that was Roma?
She paused to drag deeply on her cigarette, studying her work. The stain had a geography all its own—archipelagos of dark rust spreading into peninsulas of fresher crimson, with tributaries that seemed to flow toward some unseen delta. It reminded her of something, though she couldn't quite place what. A map, perhaps. Or a face seen in profile, mouth open in an eternal scream.
The apartment itself was a study in contradictions—expensive but cramped, fashionable but suffocating. The kind of place that drew tourists with more money than sense, Americans and Germans and French boys who thought Roma was their playground, never understanding that some games had rules written in blood centuries before they were born. The furniture was pushed against the walls now, creating an arena around the stain, as if it were the main attraction in some grotesque theater.
Her breath came harder now, not from exertion but from something else—a strange excitement that built in her chest like steam in a pressure cooker. Each stroke of the brush sent droplets flying, and she found herself imagining they were still warm, still fresh from whatever vessel had originally contained them. The rational part of her mind—the part that cleaned apartments for a living, that dealt with tourist filth and bachelor squalor—knew it was only dried blood, hours or perhaps days old.
But the other part, the part that had learned to see patterns in chaos, that understood the ancient rhythms that still pulsed beneath Roma's modern veneer, whispered different truths.
This blood remembers.
She worked with methodical precision now, her movements taking on an almost ritualistic quality. The cigarette ash fell like gray snow onto the stain, mixing with the cleaning solution to create a paste the color of old bone. Her scar began to throb in time with her heartbeat, a metronome of pain that somehow made everything sharper, more real.
The morning light shifted, and for a moment the stain seemed to move—not flowing like liquid, but breathing like something alive. Vomica blinked, and it was still again, just dried blood on old wood. But the impression lingered, along with something else: the certainty that she was not alone in the apartment.
She had felt this before, in other places, with other stains. The sense of watching eyes, of judgments being passed. The dead, she had learned, were rarely quiet. They whispered their stories to anyone willing to listen, painted their histories in rust and copper for those who could read the language.
What story are you telling me? she wondered, studying the stain's irregular borders. What secret are you keeping?
The scrub brush bit into the wood with renewed fury. Whatever had happened here, whoever had bled their last on this ancient floor, would not defeat her. She was Vomica—the cleaner, the eraser, the woman who made problems disappear. She had been doing this work for longer than she cared to remember, in apartments and villas across the city, always arriving after the fact, always cleaning up someone else's mess.
But always, always making it beautiful again.
The cigarette burned down to her fingers, and she stubbed it out against the windowsill, adding another small scar to the wood. Outside, a church bell tolled the hour—nine o'clock, time for the city to come fully alive, for the tourists to emerge blinking into the Roman sun with their cameras and their guidebooks and their blissful ignorance.
She rocked back on her heels, surveying her work. The stain was smaller now, its edges less defined, but still it persisted. Like a shadow that refused to fade, like a memory that wouldn't die. Her knees ached, her back protested, but something deeper drove her forward. An obsession, perhaps. Or simply pride in her craft.
The cleaning rag in her hand was once white; now it was the color of old wine, heavy with absorbed secrets. She lifted it to examine the pattern of stains, and froze. There, in faded letters across the cotton: "Spring Break - Ft. Lauderdale."
A tourist's shirt. An American boy's souvenir.
Turisti.
She spat the word like a curse, though something in her chest fluttered with dark satisfaction. So predictable, these foreigners who came to Roma thinking they were sophisticated, thinking they understood la dolce vita. They arrived in their pressed clothes and clean sneakers, ready to consume the city like some elaborate theme park, never realizing that in Roma, sometimes the city consumed you instead.
The bloodstain pulsed again—she was sure of it this time—and she pressed the ruined shirt against it like a compress against a wound. The cotton turned darker, drinking deeply, and for a moment she imagined she could hear it: a whisper, a sigh, the sound of life leaving flesh.
Finally, she breathed, and meant it in more ways than one.
The work was nearly done. Soon she would pack her supplies, collect her payment from the table where it always waited, and disappear back into the Roman morning. But first, there was the ritual. There was always the ritual.
She gathered the bloodied rags and tourist belongings into plastic bags, sealing them carefully. These would go to the roof, to the barbecue grill where evidence became ash became nothing. The money would go in her pocket—payment for services rendered, for silence maintained, for problems solved.
And the apartment would be clean again, ready for the next tourists, the next story, the next stain.
But as she stood to leave, Vomica felt that familiar certainty settle in her bones like winter cold: this stain would return. They always did, the important ones. The ones that meant something.
This blood had unfinished business.
She smiled then, a expression both beautiful and terrible, her scar catching the light like a blade. Let it return. She would be ready. She was always ready.
Praeclarum custodem ovium lupum, she whispered to the empty apartment, the ancient Latin rolling off her tongue like a prayer. An excellent protector of sheep, the wolf.
The bloodstain seemed to listen, seemed to understand.
And somewhere in the distance, a church bell tolled again, counting down the hours until the next cleansing would begin.
Chapter 2
 Turisti Stupidi
Alessandro Ribellino moved through the world like a shark through warm water—all predatory grace and barely contained hunger. Even his name rolled off the tongue with the kind of oily charm that made tourist girls weak in the knees and their boyfriends reach protectively for their wallets. He was handsome in that particular Roman way that suggested both ancient nobility and modern corruption, his features sharp enough to cut glass and twice as dangerous.
The morning heat had already begun its assault on the city, turning the narrow streets of Trastevere into furnaces lined with golden stone. Alessandro lit his third cigarette of the day as he climbed the stairs to the Lungaretta apartment, his leather shoes clicking against the worn marble with the confidence of a man who owned everything he touched. The sound echoed off the walls like gunshots in a cathedral.
He could smell them before he saw them—that particular cocktail of expensive cologne, nervous sweat, and American optimism that clung to tourists like cheap perfume. Fresh meat, he thought, and the smile that spread across his lips would have made Cesare Borgia proud.
The three French boys stood clustered in the hallway like sheep waiting for slaughter, their designer luggage arranged around them with the kind of precision that screamed bourgeois university students playing at bohemian adventure. Olivier, the pretty one with cheekbones that could model for Versace. Jean, darker and more nervous, already sweating through his expensive polo shirt. And Lex, the American exchange student with dreadlocks and the kind of laid-back California confidence that Alessandro found particularly amusing to destroy.
"Buongiorno, ragazzi!" Alessandro's voice boomed in the confined space, all false warmth and predatory charm. "Welcome to Roma! You ready to see your palace?"
The boys exchanged glances—that universal tourist look of excitement mixed with the dawning suspicion that they might be getting screwed. Alessandro fed on that look. It was better than wine, better than cocaine, better than the sound of his enemies weeping.
"We've been waiting about twenty minutes," Olivier said in accented English, his French politeness barely masking irritation. "The building seemed... quiet."
Quiet. Alessandro almost laughed. If only they knew what kind of quiet they were walking into. The kind of Roman silence that had been perfected over centuries, the kind that swallowed screams and digested secrets.
"Scusate, scusate," Alessandro gestured dismissively, fishing the keys from his pocket with theatrical flair. "You know how it is—business, always business. But now we focus on you, yes? Come, come, let me show you paradise."
He unlocked the door with the flourish of a magician revealing his greatest trick, then stepped aside to let them enter first. Always let the sheep lead themselves to slaughter—it saved energy and added to the poetry of the moment.
The apartment hit them like a slap across the face.
"Oh... che cazzo!" The curse escaped Alessandro's lips before he could stop it, his carefully maintained facade cracking like old paint. Where there should have been pristine floors and tourist-ready charm, there was instead a bloodstain the size of a small country, dark and glistening in the morning light streaming through the shutters.
The French boys stood frozen in the doorway, their faces cycling through expressions of confusion, horror, and dawning revulsion. Lex, the American, actually took a step backward, bumping into Jean with enough force to make the smaller boy stumble.
"Good lord!" Lex's voice cracked like a thirteen-year-old's. "What is that?"
"What is that blood?" Olivier demanded, his accent thickening with stress.
Jean had gone the color of old cheese, one hand pressed to his mouth as if he were fighting the urge to vomit all over his expensive sneakers. "I can't stay here."
Alessandro's mind raced like a Ferrari engine, calculating angles and possibilities. The cleaning woman had been here—he could smell the lingering ghost of cigarette smoke and industrial disinfectant. So how...?
The stain had returned.
For a moment, something cold and primitive crawled up his spine like a spider made of ice. But Alessandro Ribellino hadn't built his little empire by giving in to fear. He was Roman—heir to Caesar and Nero, citizen of a city that had been built on blood and ambition. A little mysterious red wouldn't break him.
"Tranquilli, tranquilli," he said, forcing his voice back into its practiced smoothness. "I'm sorry, guys. I'm using a new company to clean the place. Last time they get my business, credimi."
Lex stared at him with the kind of suspicious intensity that suggested the boy might have more brains than his surfer-dude appearance indicated. "No problem. It's not your fault."
But Alessandro could see the doubt creeping in around the edges, could smell the fear starting to mix with their cologne. Time to regain control, to turn this disaster into opportunity. He was a Roman, after all—masters of spin since before Christ learned to walk on water.
"Avanti, avanti," he gestured them deeper into the room with the confidence of a man selling snake oil to desert wanderers. "C'mon guys, make yourselves at home. Don't worry about the stain. It's nothing."
The boys remained clustered by the door like tourists photographing the Colosseum from the parking lot—close enough to see, too scared to really experience. Alessandro suppressed a snort of contempt. These were the barbarians who thought they could conquer Roma? These soft-handed children who probably called their mothers every night?
Time for a demonstration of Roman superiority.
Alessandro knelt beside the stain with the casual elegance of a priest taking communion, his expensive suit pulling tight across his shoulders. He extended his index finger—manicured, adorned with a gold signet ring that had belonged to his grandfather—and dipped it into the dark pool.
The blood was warm.
That stopped him cold for a moment, his finger suspended in the crimson like a paintbrush in red ink. Blood didn't stay warm this long, didn't keep that particular viscosity. Not unless...
But no. He was Alessandro Ribellino, king of Trastevere real estate, master of the tourist hustle. He didn't believe in ghosts or curses or any of that stronzate his grandmother used to whisper about the old city. This was just psychology, just power dynamics, just business.
He lifted his finger to his nose and inhaled deeply, aware that all three boys were watching him with the horrified fascination of people witnessing a car accident. The smell hit him like a physical blow—not just copper and iron, but something deeper, something that made his hindbrain scream warnings his conscious mind refused to hear.
"See, guys?" His voice only trembled slightly. "It smells like tomato sauce. Check it out for yourself. No big deal. It's sauce... all'Amatriciana."
Lex took a hesitant step forward, drawn by either curiosity or that peculiar American need to prove himself fearless. Alessandro beckoned him closer with his blood-stained finger, playing the role of friendly host even as something dark and predatory uncurled in his chest.
"No big deal," Alessandro repeated, his smile widening to show teeth that seemed sharper than they had moments before. "It's sauce."
Lex leaned in, his California-tanned face creased with concentration, trying to make sense of what his eyes were telling him. And in that moment of vulnerability, of tourist trust meeting Roman treachery, the universe decided to demonstrate its sense of humor.
Lex lost his balance.
It happened in slow motion, the way disasters always do—his sneaker sliding on something slick, his arms windmilling helplessly, his expression shifting from curiosity to panic to pure terror as he realized he was falling directly into the lake of blood that covered the apartment floor.
The sound he made when he hit was wet and final, like a side of beef dropped onto a marble slab. Blood splashed in every direction, painting the walls and furniture with abstract expressionist enthusiasm. Alessandro leaped backward with reflexes honed by years of avoiding angry husbands and jealous boyfriends, but even he couldn't escape the arterial spray completely.
Lex thrashed in the blood like a man drowning in wine, his dreadlocks soaking up crimson like organic sponges. His expensive clothes turned dark and heavy, clinging to his body as he struggled to find purchase on the slippery floor. The smell intensified—that metallic reek that made the back of the throat clench with primitive revulsion.
"Merda! Merda! MERDA!" The words exploded from Lex's mouth as he finally managed to roll over, his face now a mask of red that made him look like some ancient Roman war god. But instead of inspiring fear, he just looked ridiculous—a spoiled American boy covered in his own stupidity.
Olivier and Jean pressed themselves against the wall like they were trying to become part of the architecture, their faces reflecting the kind of horror usually reserved for natural disasters and tax audits. Alessandro could almost hear their mental calculations: How much will it cost to fly home early? How do we explain this to our parents? How do we get the bloodstains out of our luggage?
But underneath his annoyance, Alessandro felt something else stirring—a dark satisfaction that surprised him with its intensity. The boy's humiliation was... satisfying. More than satisfying. It was beautiful, in its way. Art, even.
What the hell is wrong with me?
"Basta! Basta!" Alessandro yanked his phone from his pocket, fingers sliding slightly on the screen as blood—real or imagined—made everything slippery. "I'm calling the agency."
He dialed with the theatrical fury of a man whose business reputation was being destroyed by incompetent cleaning ladies, aware that his performance was being watched and judged by three pairs of terrified eyes.
"Pronto? Yes, this is Alessandro Ribellino on Via della Lungaretta. One of your girls came over today and left my apartment a mess... sì, sì, aspetta... Wait just one minute—I run one of the finest hotels in Roma and her laziness is ruining my business!"
The lie flowed off his tongue like honey mixed with poison. He had no hotel, only a handful of overpriced apartments that he rented to tourists foolish enough to trust a man with his particular brand of predatory charm. But the French boys didn't need to know that. They just needed to believe that their temporary landlord was a man of substance, a man who could solve problems.
Even problems that defied the laws of physics and sanity.
"No, non importa! Send her back immediately... no, not a different girl... the one from before... I want to give her a piece of my mind! We'll be here waiting."
Alessandro snapped the phone closed with the finality of a man pronouncing sentence, then turned back to his audience. Lex was finally managing to get to his feet, leaving a perfect human outline in the blood like some grotesque crime scene chalk drawing. The other two looked like they were calculating the fastest route to the airport.
Time to close the deal before they bolted.
"Okay guys, this is the deal." Alessandro's voice shifted into pure business mode, the voice that had convinced hundreds of tourists to pay Roman prices for European promises. "The room costs eight hundred euros a week. You pay me cash when you leave or I bill your credit card for a thousand. Simple as that. Just leave the money on the table before you go."
He gestured to the small table where, he noticed with grim amusement, his cleaning lady had left her payment in a neat stack—apparently even supernatural bloodstains didn't interfere with proper business etiquette.
"No smoking cigarettes inside," he continued, building the familiar rhythm of rules and restrictions that made renters feel like they were getting something exclusive. "Hash is fine. Just do me a favor and go up to the terrace for cigarettes. It's nice up there anyway."
Olivier, still pressed against the wall like a butterfly pinned to a specimen board, managed to find his voice. "Shouldn't we get something for our inconvenience?"
Alessandro's laugh was sharp enough to cut diamond. "Life is an inconvenience. Be happy that you're in Roma. A bunch of guys like you will get a lot of figa this week. I'm sure of it."
He thrust his hips forward in the universal gesture of sexual conquest, and despite everything—the blood, the fear, the growing certainty that they had walked into something far beyond their understanding—the boys laughed. Because they were young and male and still believed that sex could solve any problem that money couldn't.
"Just be sure to fuck the girl 'come una pecora,'" Alessandro continued, warming to his theme. "You know, like a sheep. Once you meet some women here and you'll know what I mean."
He demonstrated with exaggerated hip thrusts, playing the role of the experienced local showing the naive foreigners the ropes. The boys laughed harder, nervous energy seeking any outlet, and Alessandro felt the familiar thrill of manipulation successfully executed.
But underneath the performance, something else was building. A hunger that had nothing to do with money or power or even sex. Something that looked at Lex's blood-soaked form and felt... aroused.
"Who knows?" Alessandro heard himself saying, the words coming from some deeper place than conscious thought. "Maybe we can hire the cleaning girl to fuck you? She obviously doesn't know how to clean, maybe she is better at other things. These girls are usually the biggest whores. She'll probably do it for free, but if she charges you, I'll subtract it from the rent."
The words hung in the air like incense in a church—sacred and profane, promising salvation and damnation in the same breath. The boys stared at him with expressions that mixed excitement with unease, as if they were beginning to understand that their vacation had taken a turn into territory their guidebooks hadn't prepared them for.
Alessandro's phone rang, cutting through the moment like a blade through silk. He answered without looking at the display, his voice automatically shifting into its business register.
"Pronto? Oh, perfetto. I'll be there in a few minutes. Ciao. Ciao."
He hung up and turned back to the boys with the kind of predatory smile that had been perfected by Roman politicians since before the Republic fell.
"Okay guys, the girl will be here in a few minutes. But I gotta go. I have some business to attend to. Make sure you give her a hard time."
He thrust his hips again, and this time the gesture felt less like performance and more like promise. Something was changing inside him, something that made the sight of blood on the walls seem less like disaster and more like decoration.
Alessandro shook hands with Olivier and Jean, noting how their palms were slick with nervous sweat. Since Lex was still covered in blood—or tomato sauce, he reminded himself, always tomato sauce—Alessandro pointed both index fingers at him like pistols, thumbs up in a gesture that could have been friendly farewell or execution.
The blood on his own finger had dried now, turning dark and flaky against his skin. But underneath, he could swear he felt it moving, pulsing with its own rhythm.
Time to go.
Alessandro strode from the apartment with the confidence of a man who had just closed another successful deal, but even he couldn't shake the feeling that something fundamental had changed in that blood-soaked room. Something that would alter the course of everything that followed.
Behind him, the French boys stood in the crimson aftermath of their Roman introduction, and somewhere in the distance, a church bell tolled the hour like a countdown to judgment day.
Chapter 3
Sangue nelle Vene
The Roman sun was a merciless god, and TJ worshipped at its altar with the devotion of a California girl who understood that golden skin was currency in any language. She lay spread across the terrace like a sacrifice to ancient deities, her bikini a slash of electric blue against honey-tanned flesh that seemed to glow with its own inner light.
The rooftop of the Lungaretta building was her private kingdom, a secret garden of terracotta tiles and forgotten laundry lines where the tourists never ventured. Below, the narrow streets of Trastevere pulsed with their eternal rhythm—Vespas growling like mechanical lions, vendors calling their wares in voices hoarse with wine and cigarettes, the endless percussion of heels on stones that had witnessed the rise and fall of empires.
But up here, TJ existed in a bubble of pure sensation. The sun painted copper highlights in her auburn hair, and sweat traced lazy paths down her spine like fingertips of phantom lovers. She breathed in the cocktail of Roman air—exhaust fumes and espresso, ancient dust and fresh bread, the green scent of the Tevere mixing with the perfume of jasmine that cascaded over nearby balconies.
This is living, she thought, adjusting the strings of her bikini top with the unconscious grace of a woman who had never doubted her power over the male gaze. This is what I came here for.
The sound of footsteps on the stairs below made her eyes flutter open, and she turned her head just enough to see two figures emerging onto the terrace. French boys, she could tell immediately—something about the way they moved, the careful casualness of their expensive clothes, the particular brand of European confidence that was both more sophisticated and more fragile than its American cousin.
The prettier one noticed her first. He was built like a Renaissance sculpture, all sharp cheekbones and elegant lines, with the kind of effortless style that made Italian men weep with envy. His companion was darker, more nervous, already lighting a cigarette with hands that trembled slightly in the afternoon heat.
TJ felt their eyes on her like physical touches, tracing the curves of her body with the hungry appreciation of men who understood beauty when they saw it. She let them look—it was one of life's simple pleasures, being desired by beautiful strangers in beautiful places.
The dark-haired one was rolling something in his hands, and TJ caught the sweet, familiar scent of hashish mixing with tobacco. Spinello, they called it here—she had learned that word from a Sicilian boy who had spent three memorable nights teaching her the finer points of Roman nightlife.
Without looking directly at them, TJ loosened the strings of her bikini top with deliberate slowness, letting the fabric fall away to reveal breasts that had been kissed golden by months of Mediterranean sun. She closed her eyes and arched her back, feeling the heat soak into her skin like liquid amber.
The sharp intake of breath from one of the boys made her smile.
"Oh. Oh my god. You startled me."
TJ opened her eyes to find both men staring at her with expressions of comical shock. The pretty one—Olivier, she would learn later—looked like he had been struck by lightning. His companion held a half-rolled joint frozen in his hands like he had forgotten how fingers worked.
She sat up slowly, making no effort to cover herself, and reached for her bikini top with the kind of unhurried grace that suggested this was all perfectly natural, perfectly innocent. But her eyes never left theirs, and the smile playing at the corners of her mouth held promises that would have made angels reconsider their career choices.
"I didn't know anyone was up here. I'm so embarrassed."
The lie tasted sweet on her tongue. She wasn't embarrassed—she was exactly where she wanted to be, doing exactly what she wanted to do. The embarrassment belonged to them, these beautiful French boys who had stumbled into her web like moths drawn to flame.
After a brief struggle with the bikini strings—a struggle that lasted exactly as long as she wanted it to—TJ managed to cover herself and took a few steps back, as if suddenly modest. But she stayed within their line of sight, adjusting the fabric with small, precise movements that drew attention to everything the bikini was meant to conceal.
"Let's try that again. I didn't know anyone was up here. I'm so embarrassed."
Olivier found his voice first, and when he spoke, his accent made even simple words sound like poetry. "Don't be. No difference than at the beach. We're harmless. I'm Olivier. That's Jean."
Harmless. TJ almost laughed. Men who looked like that were never harmless—they were walking declarations of war against female self-control. But she appreciated the politeness, the attempt at putting her at ease even as she could see the hunger burning in their eyes like embers in dark wine.
Jean had recovered enough to finish rolling his joint, and now he held it out to her with the shy gallantry of a knight offering his sword to a queen. "Would you like to smoke a little?"
TJ accepted the offering with a smile that could have launched a thousand ships and burned down Troy for good measure. The hashish was good—not the tourist-grade garbage they usually pushed on Americans, but something with real character, real bite. She took a long drag and felt the familiar warmth spread through her chest like honey mixed with fire.
"Where are you guys from?" she asked, passing the joint to Olivier and noting how his fingers brushed hers in the exchange. Even that small contact sent electricity racing up her arm—the kind of instant chemical attraction that poets wrote about and smart women usually ran from.
"Fra—" Jean started to answer, but Olivier cut him off with a look.
"Paris. How about you? Are you from Roma?"
TJ laughed, a sound like silver bells mixed with whiskey. "I'm American. I'm actually from California."
The admission hung in the air between them like a flag of surrender. American girl, Roman rooftop, two beautiful Frenchmen and the afternoon stretching endlessly ahead—it was the stuff of fantasies, the kind of moment that would be remembered and embellished until it became legend.
Jean was looking out over the streets below, his nervous energy finally finding an outlet in the sprawling view of Trastevere. Olivier, meanwhile, had moved closer to TJ, close enough that she could smell his cologne—something expensive and subtle that made her think of midnight walks through Parisian gardens.
"So what are you doing in Roma?" His voice had dropped to that intimate register that bypassed the brain and went straight to more primitive parts of the anatomy.
TJ took another hit from the joint, feeling the hashish smooth the edges of reality until everything seemed to glow with soft-focus perfection. "I met Alessandro in Hawaii this past winter. He told me he was a film producer. That has yet to be proven. What I do know is he owns an apartment in a pretty cool neighborhood."
She gestured toward the building beneath them, and something flickered across Olivier's face—recognition, perhaps, or concern. But it passed quickly, replaced by that focused attention that made her feel like the only woman in the world.
Jean was clearly trying to insert himself into the conversation, but TJ found herself increasingly focused on Olivier. There was something about him—the way he moved with predatory grace, the way his eyes seemed to see straight through her carefully constructed defenses to the wild creature underneath. It was dangerous and intoxicating and exactly what she had come to Roma to find.
"What was Hawaii like?" Jean asked, but TJ barely heard him. Her attention was fixed on Olivier's mouth, on the way his lips shaped words like they were crafting poetry.
"You're lucky you met me," she said, her voice dropping to match his intimate tone.
"Why?"
"You need someone to look out for you in this city."
Olivier's smile was sharp enough to cut diamonds. "That's very sweet of you, but I can handle myself... anywhere."
We'll see about that, TJ thought, feeling the familiar thrill of a challenge accepted. Men always thought they could handle themselves until they found themselves drowning in waters deeper than they had ever imagined. Roma was full of such waters, and TJ had learned to swim in all of them.
Jean was rolling his eyes in the way that suggested this wasn't the first time his prettier friend had monopolized female attention. "I'm going downstairs. Nice to meet you TJ. Olivier, I'll see you later."
But TJ and Olivier barely noticed his departure. They were locked in that peculiar dance of mutual seduction, circling each other like beautiful predators who couldn't decide whether to fight or fuck.
"Do you know the most important thing that I learned in Italy?" TJ asked, moving closer until she could feel the heat radiating from his skin.
"What?"
She was close enough now to see the flecks of gold in his dark eyes, close enough to count his eyelashes. "When in Roma..."
"Do as the..." Olivier started the familiar phrase, but TJ pressed a finger to his lips, silencing him with a touch that promised much more.
"No..."
"What then?"
TJ searched for the perfect words, the ones that would capture the intoxicating madness of this city, this moment, this beautiful stranger who had walked into her afternoon like a gift from pagan gods.
"When in Roma... always let the woman indulge in her darkest desires."
Olivier's laugh was low and rich, the sound of a man who appreciated both the wit and the warning. "That's... that sounds dangerous."
"Everything worthwhile is dangerous."
The afternoon stretched before them like an endless golden road, and TJ felt that familiar electricity building in her chest—the sensation of standing on the edge of a cliff, knowing that the only choice was between jumping and being pushed. Roma had a way of bringing out the reckless in people, of stripping away the careful layers of civilization until only the essential animal remained.
And looking at Olivier, seeing the hunger and fascination warring in his beautiful face, TJ knew she had found exactly what she had been searching for since the moment she first set foot in the Eternal City.
A beautiful man to destroy. Or be destroyed by.
In Roma, she was learning, the distinction was often purely academic.
Below them, the city pulsed with its eternal rhythms, and somewhere in the distance, church bells tolled the hour with the sound of bronze mixed with prophecy. The afternoon was young, and the night promised mysteries that would test the boundaries of desire and sanity.
TJ smiled and moved closer to Olivier, her body a weapon of mass seduction deployed in the service of whatever dark gods governed the intersection of beauty and ruin.
When in Roma, she thought, do as the Romans do.
And the Romans, she had learned, played for keeps.
Chapter 4
Il Primo Sangue
The mystery killer moved through the building like a whisper made flesh, dragging the apartment keys along the iron banister with deliberate precision. Each scrape of metal against metal sang a small song of violence—the sound of a razor gliding across skin, of promises being carved into the architecture of afternoon shadows.
Black gloves concealed the hands that held the keys, and a silk scarf wrapped around delicate fingers like a shroud protecting sacred relics. But even hidden, there was something unmistakably feminine about the way those hands moved—a dancer's grace, a surgeon's precision, an artist's love of her craft.
From inside the apartment came the sound of running water and masculine laughter, the easy camaraderie of young men who believed themselves masters of the world simply by virtue of being young and male and blessed with enough money to treat Roma like their personal playground.
Lex was taking a shower.
The thought brought a smile to lips hidden behind shadow. How perfectly, predictably American—to walk into a scene of inexplicable horror and respond by washing it away with hot water and expensive soap. As if violence were merely another tourist inconvenience, like bad wine or overpriced gelato.
The key slid into the lock with the whispered sigh of blade entering flesh. One turn, two, and the door swung open on well-oiled hinges that had been maintained for exactly this purpose. The apartment revealed itself like a theater set prepared for the final act—the bloodstain spread across the floor like a crimson stage, waiting for new performers to take their places.
Steam drifted from the bathroom, carrying with it the scent of American body wash and French optimism. Underneath those mundane aromas lurked something else—the metallic perfume of the stain, sweet and cloying as overripe fruit left too long in Mediterranean heat.
Perfect.
The mystery killer moved through the main room with the fluid grace of someone who belonged there, who had every right to be among the scattered luggage and tourist detritus. On the kitchen counter, a wooden mallet waited like a faithful servant—the kind used for pounding meat into submission, for breaking down the tough fibers that held flesh together.
How apropos.
The bathroom door stood slightly ajar, steam escaping through the gap like souls fleeing a burning building. Behind the frosted glass of the shower door, a masculine silhouette moved with the unconscious vulnerability of someone who believed himself safe, protected by nothing more substantial than hot water and ceramic tile.
The sound of the apartment door opening made the figure in the shower pause, head tilted in a gesture of listening that was almost animal in its alertness.
"Hey Lex! Open up! You wouldn't believe it. Olivier already ditched us for some American chick. I guess now it's just you and me brother."
Jean's voice carried the particular frustration of the perpetual third wheel, the friend who always found himself abandoned when more interesting prey appeared. His footsteps echoed in the hallway outside, and soon he would discover that his temporary isolation was about to become something far more permanent.
The mystery killer's hand reached for the lock above the doorknob, fingers moving with the precise economy of long practice. The metallic click of tumblers falling into place was lost beneath the sound of running water, but it sealed Jean's fate as effectively as a judge's gavel.
One turn to the left. Always to the left—the sinister side, the side of shadows and secrets.
The killer stepped carefully to the side, positioning herself in the blind spot that existed in every doorway, every entrance, every moment when prey made itself vulnerable. The mallet felt perfect in her grip—heavy enough to do serious damage, light enough for precise control. It was a tool for creation as much as destruction, for sculpting new realities from the raw material of human flesh.
The door swung open and Jean entered with the casual confidence of someone returning to his temporary home. His designer clothes—probably worth more than most Romans made in a month—marked him immediately as foreign, vulnerable, delicious.
But the confidence evaporated the moment his eyes found Lex lying facedown in the expanded bloodstain, arms spread wide in a grotesque parody of crucifixion. The American boy's dreadlocks fanned out around his head like seaweed in a crimson tide, and his expensive California surfer clothes had turned dark with absorbed horror.
"Lex..."
The word came out as a whisper, then a question, then the beginning of a scream that would never have the chance to fully form. The mallet caught Jean across the back of his skull with a sound like ripe melon hitting pavement, and he dropped to the bloodstained floor with the boneless collapse of a marionette with severed strings.
But the blow hadn't been meant to kill—only to stun, to prepare. Death was an art form that required proper appreciation, and art should never be rushed.
First, the canvas must be prepared.
The killer rolled Jean over so that his face was pressed into the center of the bloodstain, into the exact spot where the original violence had occurred. His features disappeared beneath the crimson mask, transforming him from French tourist into something more universal—victim, sacrifice, raw material for greater works.
The killer took Jean's head by his carefully styled hair—product-stiffened locks that had been arranged to suggest effortless sophistication—and began to use it like a paintbrush, dragging his face through the blood in slow, deliberate strokes. Back and forth, side to side, creating patterns that pleased the eye while serving the deeper purpose of complete humiliation.
A clump of hair came away in her gloved hand, sticky with blood and styling gel. She examined it for a moment with the critical eye of a sculptor studying clay, then tossed it carelessly into the expanding stain. Every element must serve the composition—even the waste had its purpose.
Jean stirred, consciousness returning at exactly the wrong moment. His eyes opened to find himself drowning in red, and the scream that had been building finally found its voice. But the sound was muffled by blood, weakened by shock, transformed into something that was more animal than human.
Perfect. Fear always improves the flavor.
The killer's hands moved with practiced efficiency, emptying the contents of her purse across the floor in a display that would have made any torturer proud. Lipstick and nail polish—tools of feminine beauty transformed into implements of artistic expression. A hypodermic needle gleaming with surgical precision. A garrotte of silk and wire that promised intimate strangulation. And finally, a chisel—sharp enough to carve marble, strong enough to penetrate bone.
From the hallway came the sound of footsteps and Olivier's voice calling for admission, but the killer felt no urgency. This was her time, her space, her moment of pure creation. The outside world could wait while art was being made.
Jean was fighting now, survival instincts overriding shock and civilized restraint. Every time he lunged for the mallet, she brought it down on him with the methodical patience of someone hammering nails—tap, tap, tap—each blow precise and purposeful. His struggles were becoming part of the performance, his pain and terror adding texture to the overall composition.
But the sound from the hallway was growing more insistent, and eventually even the most dedicated artist must acknowledge the demands of scheduling. Time to move to the finale.
The chisel slid between Jean's ribs with the whispered sigh of metal parting flesh, seeking the heart with the sure knowledge of someone who had performed this dance many times before. His blood was warm and vital, spurting in rhythmic jets that painted new patterns on walls already decorated with older violence.
But Jean's survival instincts weren't quite finished. As the life leaked out of him, his hands found the killer's throat in a grip powered by desperation and dying strength. For a moment—just a moment—the tables turned, and predator became prey in the eternal dance of violence.
Interesting.
The killer felt her breathing constrict as Jean's fingers pressed against arteries that carried her own vital fluids. Stars began to dance at the edges of her vision, and for the first time since entering the apartment, she felt something approaching genuine concern.
But desperation was no match for technique. Working with the calm precision of a chess master executing a predetermined combination, she peeled Jean's fingers away from her throat one by one, feeling the life fade from his grip as his blood pressure dropped below the minimum required for consciousness.
When his hands finally fell away, she sat back with a sigh of profound satisfaction. The apartment had been transformed from mere tourist accommodation into something approaching art—blood on the walls like abstract expressionist masterpiece, bodies arranged with the careful attention to composition that separated craft from true creativity.
And now, the cleanup.
But first, the practical matters. Bodies had to be moved, evidence arranged, the stage set for whatever would follow. The killer dragged Lex's lifeless form into the bedroom, noting with professional appreciation how his blood had soaked completely through the expensive hardwood floor. Stains like that would never come out—they became part of the building's history, adding character and depth to what had once been merely functional space.
Jean followed his friend into the bedroom closet, the two bodies arranged with the casual intimacy of tourists sharing accommodations. But the closet door wouldn't quite close with both corpses inside—an engineering problem that required creative solutions.
The silk scarf that had protected the killer's hands proved useful for more than concealment. Wrapped around the closet handles and tied with the kind of knots that sailors and dominatrixes learned for different but related purposes, it held the door shut against the pressure of awkwardly positioned limbs.
Perfect. A gift wrapped in silk.
But even as the killer surveyed her handiwork with the satisfaction of work well done, she could hear new sounds from outside—footsteps on stairs, voices calling in languages she recognized. The afternoon's entertainment was far from over.
In fact, it was just beginning.
The apartment waited in crimson silence, transformed from tourist trap into something far more honest—a place where the ancient appetites that lurked beneath civilization's thin veneer could finally feed without pretense or shame.
And somewhere in the distance, church bells tolled the hour with bronze voices that had been calling Roma to prayer and slaughter for longer than memory could hold.
Chapter 5 
Ombre di Sangue
The cocaine cut lines across the marble table like snow-white wounds, each one measured with the precision of a pharmacist dispensing salvation. Alessandro leaned over the powder with the reverence of a priest approaching the altar, his gold signet ring catching the dim light of the restaurant's back room as he rolled the hundred-euro note into a perfect cylinder.
"This Napoletane shit always makes me have to crap," he muttered, pressing one nostril closed and inhaling the first line with the practiced efficiency of a man who had made this particular transaction with the devil many times before.
Federico waited his turn with the patient hunger of an acolyte, his own rolled bill clutched between fingers that trembled slightly—whether from anticipation or withdrawal, Alessandro couldn't tell and didn't care. The back room of Da Augusto had seen its share of clandestine meetings over the decades, but few as precisely choreographed as this ritual of mutual destruction.
"It's cut with baby laxative," Federico replied, accepting the rolled euro with the solemnity of receiving communion. The powder disappeared up his nose like secrets being whispered to the darkness, and his eyes rolled back with the particular ecstasy of chemicals hitting brain tissue in exactly the right proportions.
Alessandro nodded as if this made perfect sense, though something felt different about today's high. Instead of the usual crystalline clarity that came with good cocaine, he felt a strange heaviness settling into his bones—as if the blood in his veins had turned to molten lead, as if every heartbeat was pumping something thicker and darker through his system.
Must be the heat, he told himself, wiping his nose with the back of his hand. Roman summers could fuck with anyone's chemistry.
Federico raised his head, a small constellation of white powder still clinging to his nostrils like fairy dust sprinkled by malevolent pixies. He was laughing—that particular cocaine giggle that suggested the drug was doing its job of turning reality into something more manageable, more entertaining.
Alessandro reached out to clean his friend's nose with one casual flick of his finger, the gesture as automatic as breathing. But when his fingertip made contact with Federico's skin, something impossible happened.
His finger appeared blood red.
Not flushed, not irritated—blood red, as if it had been dipped in fresh crimson and was now dripping with someone else's life force. Alessandro stared at the impossible digit, his cocaine-enhanced vision making every detail hyperreal, every drop of imaginary blood as vivid as a Renaissance painting.
He jerked his hand back as if Federico's face had burst into flames, hiding the traitorous finger from view while his mind scrambled for rational explanations. Hallucination. Drug reaction. Stress-induced psychosis. Anything except the growing certainty that something fundamental had changed inside him, something that had been triggered by his contact with that impossible bloodstain hours earlier.
Get it together, Alessandro. You're a Roman businessman, not some Sicilian peasant who believes in the evil eye.
But even as his conscious mind rejected the evidence of his senses, something deeper was stirring—a hunger that had nothing to do with food or sex or money. Something that looked at Federico's flushed face and wanted to see how much redder it could become.
The room around them seemed to respond to his inner turmoil. The fluorescent lights on the ceiling began to flicker with the irregular rhythm of a failing heart, casting shadows that moved independently of their sources. In the corner, an ancient fan clogged with years of cigarette smoke and kitchen grease rattled like bones in a tomb, its blades cutting the air with mechanical menace.
On the fuzzy television mounted near the ceiling, some old thriller played out its familiar choreography of suspense and violence—black and white figures moving through a plot that Alessandro's drug-addled brain couldn't quite follow. The mirror on the wall beside them caught and distorted their reflections, turning them into funhouse grotesques that leered back with faces that seemed to belong to different people entirely.
A drop of blood slid down from Federico's nose onto his lips, and his tongue shot out to lick it away with the automatic reflex of someone accustomed to nosebleeds. The sight sent a jolt of electricity through Alessandro's nervous system—not revulsion, but something far more disturbing.
Arousal.
Federico's cellphone rang, cutting through the moment like a blade through silk. He glanced at the display, grunted with annoyance, and let it go to voicemail. Whatever was happening outside their chemical sanctuary wasn't important enough to interrupt the sacred ritual of getting properly fucked up.
Alessandro's phone followed suit, its electronic bleating adding to the symphony of urban noise that formed the soundtrack to Roman afternoons. He looked at the number, recognized it as one of his rental properties, and felt his face twist into a grimace of pure irritation. Some tourist problem, no doubt—probably those French boys complaining about the cleaning service.
Let them wait. Let them all wait.
The cocaine was working its magic now, turning every surface sharp-edged and brilliant, every sound into music, every sensation into something approaching religious experience. But underneath the chemical euphoria, something else was building—a restlessness that felt almost predatory, a need to move, to hunt, to feed.
"You wouldn't believe what happened to me today at the Lungaretta apartment," Alessandro heard himself saying, the words tumbling out before his conscious mind could stop them.
"What?" Federico's pupils were dinner-plate wide, his attention scattered like light through a prism.
"A few kids show up to rent the place... you know, dressed like idiot tourists. I bring them inside and the place is a fucking mess. I take that back—it was all immaculately clean, except for a huge bloodstain on the floor."
Federico's laugh was sharp and ugly, the sound of cocaine mixing with native Roman cynicism. "A bloodstain! From what? How do you know it was blood? What do you think, your cleaning lady had her period on the floor and took off on a scooter?"
The image struck Alessandro as grotesquely funny, and he began to laugh—a sound that started normal but quickly spiraled into something darker, more unhinged. Federico stared at him with growing unease, recognizing the particular quality of madness that sometimes emerged when good drugs mixed with bad mental chemistry.
"You're an asshole," Alessandro managed between bursts of manic laughter. "It wasn't that type of blood."
"What's the difference? Blood is blood."
And suddenly, Alessandro wasn't laughing anymore. His fist slammed down on the marble table with enough force to make the remaining cocaine jump like startled snow, scattering the careful lines they had crafted into abstract chaos.
"There's a difference!" The words exploded from his throat with volcanic fury. "I told the kids that it was pasta sauce."
Federico jerked backward as if he had been slapped, his chair scraping against the floor with a sound like fingernails on chalkboard. The easy camaraderie of shared intoxication evaporated in an instant, replaced by something far more dangerous—the recognition that his friend had crossed some invisible line into territory where normal rules no longer applied.
"What the fuck—?" Federico started to protest the waste of expensive cocaine, but something in Alessandro's manner made him swallow the complaint. There was a quality to his friend's stillness that reminded Federico of predators he had seen in nature documentaries—the moment of perfect calm that preceded the strike.
Federico found himself staring at Alessandro's face with the horrified fascination of someone watching a car accident in slow motion. Beneath the skin, he could see the network of blood vessels pulsing with their own rhythm, creating a road map of violence that seemed to shift and change as he watched.
"I don't think they're stupid," Alessandro continued, his voice dropping to a conversational tone that was somehow more frightening than his earlier outburst. "You know it's hard to find a good place to stay in this city. I bet they're just trying to pretend it didn't happen. You know... enjoy their holiday."
"They sound stupid to me," Federico replied carefully, trying to navigate back to safer conversational waters. "Maybe they've never eaten pasta before."
Alessandro's hands began to move as he spoke, gesturing with the theatrical flair that was second nature to all Romans. But as his fingers cut through the air, the transparent skin seemed to reveal the blood flowing beneath—not metaphorically, but literally, as if his flesh had become a window into the darker workings of his cardiovascular system.
"Eh... what's a little blood on your linguine?" Alessandro asked, and his smile was sharp enough to cut glass.
Federico tried to laugh, tried to pretend this was still just another afternoon of drugs and bullshit between friends. But the pretense was becoming harder to maintain with each passing moment. Something fundamental had changed in Alessandro—something that made every joke sound like a threat, every gesture seem like the prelude to violence.
The room around them had taken on a surreal quality that went beyond chemical enhancement. The air itself seemed thicker, more viscous, as if it were slowly being replaced by something else—something that carried the metallic tang of fresh blood and the sweet corruption of old secrets.
Alessandro's phone rang again, and this time he answered it with the mechanical precision of someone following a script written by madness itself.
"Pronto?" His voice was perfectly normal, perfectly controlled—which somehow made it even more terrifying. "Oh great. I'll be there in a few minutes. Ciao. Ciao."
He hung up and turned back to Federico with that same predatory stillness, and Federico realized with growing horror that his friend was no longer entirely human. Whatever had happened at the Lungaretta apartment had triggered some kind of fundamental transformation—a chrysalis of blood and cocaine and ancient Roman violence that was turning the man he had known into something else entirely.
Something hungry.
"I have to go," Alessandro said, standing with fluid grace. "Business calls."
Federico watched him leave with the numb fascination of prey recognizing its predator, and only when the door closed did he allow himself to breathe again. But even then, even in the relative safety of solitude, he couldn't shake the feeling that something had been released into the Roman afternoon—something that had been sleeping in the city's ancient stones for centuries, waiting for the right combination of blood and madness to wake it up.
Outside, church bells tolled the hour with bronze voices that sounded suspiciously like warnings, and somewhere in the distance, sirens began their eternal song of urban violence.
The shadows were growing longer, and the day was far from over.
Chapter 6 
La Donna Americana
The Tevere moved like liquid amber in the afternoon light, carrying with it the accumulated secrets of two millennia—the blood of gladiators and emperors, the tears of conquered peoples, the dreams of lovers who had walked these banks when the world was younger and perhaps more honest about its appetites.
TJ and Olivier descended from the rooftop like beautiful predators claiming new territory, their bodies still humming with the electricity of mutual attraction and high-grade hashish. The narrow streets of Trastevere embraced them with medieval intimacy, cobblestones worn smooth by countless feet and slick with the eternal moisture that seeped from ancient stones like sweat from living skin.
"Nice night for a drink on the river," TJ said, her voice carrying that particular California confidence that made European men weak in the knees. The way she moved through the Roman streets suggested ownership, as if her beauty alone granted her citizenship in any city bold enough to appreciate it.
Olivier walked beside her with the fluid grace of a Renaissance prince, his dark eyes taking in everything—the way afternoon light caught the copper highlights in her hair, the hypnotic sway of her hips, the dangerous promise in her smile that suggested she was capable of absolutely anything.
"It is," he agreed, his accent turning even simple words into poetry. "Let me tell my friends and we'll go."
But TJ's hand on his arm stopped him with gentle authority, her touch electric enough to short-circuit rational thought. "Cool. I'll freshen up a bit and meet you downstairs."
"You look fine just the way you are."
The compliment hung between them like incense in a church, sacred and intoxicating. TJ's smile could have launched ships or toppled governments, and Olivier felt something fundamental shift in his chest—the sensation of falling without a parachute into waters deeper than any he had ever imagined.
"I think I'll change into something a little more comfortable," she said, her voice dropping to that intimate register that bypassed the brain and went straight to more primitive control centers. "I'll meet you out front in ten minutes."
She moved away from him with the calculated grace of a dancer leaving the stage, knowing that every eye in the audience was following her movement. But she paused at the building's entrance, turning back to catch him watching her with the hungry intensity of a man discovering religion.
"Ten minutes," she repeated, and the words sounded like both promise and threat.
Olivier stood alone on the cobblestones, feeling as if he had just signed a contract written in a language he didn't quite understand. The hashish had left reality soft around the edges, but his attraction to the mysterious American girl was sharp enough to cut glass. There was something about her—a wildness barely contained beneath California sophistication—that called to parts of himself he had never known existed.
When in Roma, he thought, let the woman indulge in her darkest desires.
The phrase echoed in his mind like a mantra as he waited, watching the eternal theater of Roman street life unfold around him. Vespas snarled past carrying lovers pressed together like puzzle pieces, their faces hidden behind designer sunglasses and clouds of cigarette smoke. Vendors called their wares in voices hoarse with wine and summer heat, while tourists wandered past with the glazed expressions of people drunk on beauty and ancient stones.
But Olivier's attention was caught by something else—a flash of movement on the rooftop barbecue where he and TJ had spent their golden afternoon. A piece of clothing fluttered in the evening breeze, charred and twisted but still recognizable as denim. He could make out the ghost of a zipper, blackened by fire but still intact, moving up and down in the wind like a mouth trying to speak.
Strange. Who burns clothes on a rooftop grill?
But the thought was swept away by TJ's return, and when she emerged from the building, Olivier forgot how to breathe.
She had changed into something that managed to be both elegant and predatory—a black dress that hugged her curves like liquid shadow, cut low enough to suggest vast territories of golden skin waiting to be explored. Her hair cascaded over her shoulders in waves that caught the dying light like molten copper, and her eyes held secrets that could keep a man awake for centuries.
But it was the necklace that made Olivier's breath catch in his throat.
The chain was delicate silver, but the pendant was something else entirely—a small clay charm that seemed to pulse with its own inner life. Even from a distance, he could see that it was carved in the likeness of a woman's face, beautiful and terrible in equal measure. Most disturbing of all was the scar that traced across the clay features—a crescent-shaped mark that seemed to glow with its own crimson light.
"You look..." Olivier began, but words failed him. She looked like trouble and salvation wrapped in silk, like every fantasy he had never dared admit to having.
"Dangerous?" TJ supplied, her smile sharp enough to draw blood.
"Perfect."
They walked through the golden maze of Trastevere like figures from a Renaissance painting come to life, their bodies moving in unconscious synchronization as if they had been dancing together for years. The narrow streets embraced them with architectural intimacy, leading them past churches older than most civilizations and wine bars that had been serving liquid salvation since before Columbus dreamed of distant shores.
The street vendor appeared as if conjured from the evening shadows, his tarp spread across ancient cobblestones like an altar dedicated to the gods of commerce and seduction. Jewelry glittered in the fading light—silver chains and golden rings, earrings that caught fire in the sunset, and necklaces that promised to transform their wearers into creatures of myth and legend.
But TJ's attention was immediately captured by one piece in particular.
"Look at that! Hypnotic."
The necklace seemed to call to her with silent voices, its clay charm somehow more compelling than all the precious metals surrounding it. The vendor noticed her fascination with the practiced eye of someone who had been reading human desire since before she was born.
"Everyone notices this one first," he said in accented English, his weathered hands lifting the necklace with reverence usually reserved for religious relics. "But nobody takes it home with them."
Olivier studied the charm more closely, and what he saw made something cold crawl up his spine. The face carved into the clay was undeniably beautiful, but there was something about its expression—a cruel satisfaction, a hunger that went beyond mere physical appetite—that suggested it had been modeled after someone real. Someone dangerous.
"Who's head is that?" he asked, though part of him didn't want to know the answer. "A Roman goddess?"
The vendor shrugged with the universal gesture of someone who trafficked in mysteries he didn't pretend to understand. "I don't know who the lady is. Try it on."
Before TJ could protest—before she could even think to protest—the vendor's hands were at her throat, fastening the delicate chain with the practiced efficiency of someone who had performed this ritual many times before. The clay charm settled against her skin with a weight that seemed disproportionate to its size, and for a moment, her reflection in the vendor's mirror showed something that made Olivier's breath catch.
Two faces looking back—TJ's, and something else. Something older, hungrier, infinitely more dangerous.
But when he blinked, there was only TJ, beautiful and radiant as ever, admiring her reflection with the satisfied vanity of a woman who knew she looked extraordinary.
"She looks so evil," TJ said, running her fingers over the clay features with unconscious sensuality. "I have to have it. It's wonderful."
"How much?" Olivier asked, though money seemed irrelevant when dealing with objects that pulsed with their own malevolent life.
"Twenty euros."
"What?"
"One of a kind. Look how happy she is."
Olivier looked at TJ, seeing the way the necklace seemed to complete some transformation that had begun the moment she walked into his afternoon. She looked radiant, dangerous, absolutely irresistible—and somehow no longer entirely human.
But he was already reaching for his wallet, already surrendering to the inevitable. In Roma, he was learning, desire was a currency more powerful than euros, and some purchases couldn't be avoided no matter what the ultimate cost.
"Twenty euros," he repeated, handing over the money with the resignation of a man who knew he was buying more than jewelry—he was purchasing admission to a game whose rules he didn't understand and whose stakes were higher than he could imagine.
The vendor's smile was ancient and knowing as he pocketed the money, and when he spoke, his words carried the weight of prophecy wrapped in casual conversation.
"Enjoy your evening in Roma," he said. "The city has many gifts for those brave enough to accept them."
TJ turned to Olivier with eyes that seemed to hold flecks of crimson in their depths, and when she smiled, her teeth looked sharper than they had moments before. The necklace pulsed against her throat like a second heartbeat, and somewhere in the distance, church bells tolled the hour with bronze voices that sounded suspiciously like warnings.
"When in Roma," TJ whispered, her voice carrying harmonics that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than her throat, "indulge your darkest desires."
Olivier felt something fundamental shift in the space between them—reality becoming more fluid, boundaries dissolving like sugar in blood-warm wine. The city around them seemed to approve of their transaction, ancient stones whispering encouragement as shadows grew longer and the night prepared to claim its due.
They walked toward the river hand in hand, two beautiful predators who had just discovered they were perfectly matched. The Tevere waited for them like a dark mirror, ready to reflect whatever they were brave enough to become.
And somewhere in the labyrinthine streets of Trastevere, other forces were stirring—drawn by the scent of blood and the promise of violence, ready to add their own notes to the symphony of beautiful destruction that was about to begin.
The necklace pulsed once more against TJ's throat, and the city held its breath in anticipation.
Chapter 7
 Battaglia sul Ponte
The Ponte Garibaldi stretched across the Tevere like a stone spine connecting the ancient heart of Roma to its sprawling modern flesh. Alessandro crossed it with the restless energy of a predator stalking prey, his expensive shoes clicking against Roman travertine with mechanical precision. Each step sent small vibrations through the ancient stones, as if the bridge itself were responding to the violence building in his blood.
His hand throbbed where he had punched Federico's mirror, small shards of glass still embedded in his knuckles like glittering accusers. He picked at them absently as he walked, flicking the bloody fragments into the muddy waters below where they disappeared with tiny splashes that sounded almost like screams.
"Fucking idiot Federico," he muttered to the evening air, his voice carrying the particular venom that Romans reserved for friends who disappointed them. "One day I'll turn him into a bloody shadow."
The words tasted strange on his tongue—sweeter than they should have, more promising than threatening. Something was changing in Alessandro's chemistry, something that made violence seem not just possible but inevitable, beautiful, necessary.
Ahead of him, three university students shared gelato and laughter, their young voices carrying across the bridge with the careless confidence of people who had never encountered real danger. They wore the uniform of their class—expensive casual clothes that screamed bourgeois rebellion, carefully disheveled hair that cost more to maintain than most people earned in a week, faces unmarked by any experience more traumatic than disappointing exam results.
Fresh meat.
The thought appeared in Alessandro's mind unbidden, and with it came a surge of hunger that had nothing to do with food. He could smell their youth like expensive cologne, could almost taste the iron-rich blood flowing through their pristine arteries. The sensation was intoxicating, more powerful than any drug he had ever sampled.
"What's so funny?" Alessandro's voice cut through their laughter like a blade through silk. "I'm sick and tired of people laughing at me."
The students turned toward him with the startled expressions of gazelles suddenly aware they were in lion territory. The first boy, with the kind of classical Roman features that belonged on ancient coins, instinctively clutched his gelato closer to his chest.
"What are you little pussies eating... strawberry gelato?" Alessandro's eyes had taken on a predatory gleam that made the evening shadows seem deeper, more threatening.
He lunged for the boy's gelato with movements that were too fast, too fluid to be entirely human. But the student's reflexes were sharp enough—honed by years of dodging angry professors and jealous boyfriends—and he managed to dance backward, keeping his frozen treat just out of reach.
"What's wrong with gelato?" the first student asked, trying to inject some bravado into his voice while simultaneously calculating the distance to the nearest exit.
His companion, darker and more serious, stepped forward with the misguided courage of someone who had read too many books about standing up to bullies. "It's blood orange you stoned fascist."
Blood orange.
The words hit Alessandro like a physical blow, sending electricity racing through his nervous system. Blood orange—the color of sunset over the Colosseum, the color of wine mixed with hemoglobin, the color of secrets painted on ancient walls by hands that had been dust for centuries.
His transformation accelerated.
Alessandro could feel his features sharpening, becoming more predatory, more fundamentally dangerous. His nostrils flared as he caught scents that had been invisible moments before—the metallic tang of fear-sweat, the sweet corruption of expensive cologne trying to mask the animal musk underneath, the particular aroma of young blood pumping through arteries that had never known violence.
Time to change that.
"I'm going to throw you off the bridge and you can tell me how the water is," Alessandro said, and his voice carried harmonics that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than his throat—somewhere ancient and hungry and utterly without mercy.
The students finally understood they were in genuine danger. The second boy backed away with hands raised in the universal gesture of surrender, while the first clutched his gelato like a talisman against evil.
"You're too slow," the second student said, but his voice cracked with fear.
"And too stupid," the first added, though he was already looking for escape routes with the desperate efficiency of prey recognizing its predator.
Alessandro smiled, and the expression would have made Caesar's assassins proud. These soft university boys thought they could mock him, thought their youth and education made them superior to a real Roman businessman who had built his empire with blood and cunning. Time to educate them about the true hierarchy of power.
But the universe, as always, had its own sense of humor about human plans.
A car came screaming around the corner with the mechanical fury of Roman traffic at its most apocalyptic. Student #1, focused entirely on the human threat advancing toward him, stepped backward directly into the vehicle's path.
Brakes shrieked against ancient stone as the car fought physics and momentum, its driver laying on the horn with the desperate fury of someone watching disaster unfold in slow motion. The sound echoed off the bridge's stone walls like the screams of the damned, adding to the symphony of urban violence that formed the eternal soundtrack of Roman life.
Student #1 froze like a deer in headlights, his gelato forgotten as he realized he was about to become an abstract art installation painted in blood and chrome across the Ponte Garibaldi.
But the distraction was exactly what Alessandro had been waiting for.
With movements that belonged more to myth than reality, he lunged forward and seized the blood orange gelato from the student's paralyzed grip. The frozen dessert felt supernaturally cold against his fevered skin, and when he brought it to his lips for a taste, the flavor exploded across his tongue like liquid fire.
Blood orange.
It tasted like violence and summer afternoons, like ancient coins mixed with Mediterranean sunshine. But underneath the familiar sweetness lurked something else—something that made his transforming nervous system sing with dark recognition.
This is what power tastes like.
Alessandro took off running toward Trastevere with the gelato clutched in his fist like a weapon, his feet pounding against stone with inhuman rhythm. In his mind, he was an Olympic athlete carrying the torch toward some ancient stadium where sacrifices were made to gods who demanded blood and beautiful destruction.
Behind him, the students gave chase with the futile determination of people who still believed in justice and fair play. Their shouts echoed off the bridge walls, but they were already falling behind—their soft university conditioning no match for the supernatural endurance that was flooding through Alessandro's transforming body.
The gelato began to melt in his grip, sticky orange syrup running between his fingers like blood from a fresh wound. He brought it to his mouth and licked the sweetness from his skin, tasting iron and citrus and something else—something that made his pupils dilate with predatory satisfaction.
But even as the flavor filled his mouth with liquid ecstasy, Alessandro felt the compulsion building in his chest like steam in a pressure cooker. This wasn't about the gelato anymore—it was about control, about demonstrating his dominance over these soft children who thought they could challenge a true Roman.
With theatrical flair that would have made Nero himself applaud, Alessandro hurled the remains of the gelato into the muddy waters of the Tevere. It disappeared beneath the surface with a splash that sounded like applause, leaving only concentric ripples to mark its passing.
The gesture was pure Roman theater—wasteful, dramatic, and absolutely devastating in its casual contempt for what others valued. The students watching from the bridge could only stare in stunned silence as their frozen treat became fish food, their righteous anger transformed into the kind of helpless fury that came from encountering someone who played by entirely different rules.
But Alessandro's triumph was short-lived.
The transformation that had been building in his blood finally reached critical mass, and suddenly he could feel every heartbeat in a three-block radius. The students' terror was like wine in his veins, their youth and vitality calling to something in him that was older than civilization and infinitely hungrier.
More. Need more.
He turned back toward the bridge with movements that were too fluid, too predatory to be entirely human. The students saw him coming and scattered like sheep before a wolf, their expensive sneakers slapping against stone as they fled toward whatever sanctuary they could find.
But Alessandro was already beyond their reach, carried by currents that had nothing to do with the physical world and everything to do with the ancient appetites that had been awakening in Roma's bones since the first blood was spilled on the seven hills.
He plunged into the Tevere with a splash that sent ripples racing toward both shores, the muddy water closing over his head like a baptism performed by demons. For a moment, he disappeared entirely beneath the surface, and the only evidence of his presence was a spreading darkness that might have been shadow or might have been something else entirely.
When he emerged, dragging himself onto the far bank with movements that belonged more to serpent than man, Alessandro Ribellino was no longer entirely human. The river had washed away the last of his civilized pretenses, leaving something primal and hungry and utterly without mercy.
His clothes clung to his transformed body like funeral shrouds, and his eyes reflected light with the cold brilliance of polished obsidian. The students were long gone, fled back to their safe university world where violence was theoretical and monsters existed only in books.
But Alessandro no longer cared about students or gelato or any of the petty concerns that had occupied his merely human existence. Something larger was calling to him now—a symphony of blood and screaming that was just beginning to play across the eternal stage of Roma.
He stood dripping on the riverbank as the sun set behind the seven hills, painting the sky the color of fresh arterial spray. Somewhere in the distance, church bells tolled the evening hour with bronze voices that sounded like applause.
The night was young, and Alessandro had work to do.
Chapter 8
La Macellaia Torna
Steam rose from the large metal pot like incense in a pagan temple, carrying with it the rich aroma of tomatoes and garlic and something else—something darker that made the air itself seem thick with promises. The apartment had been transformed into a kitchen of the gods, where sustenance and sacrifice danced together in an eternal waltz of appetite and satisfaction.
Vomica moved through the space with the fluid grace of someone who belonged there, who had every right to cook and clean and create in this blood-soaked sanctuary. Her scar caught the afternoon light streaming through the shutters, pulsing with that familiar crimson glow that seemed to intensify with her mood. Today, it burned like a brand against her olive skin.
The cheese grater rested in her hands like a weapon blessed by ancient deities—its surface gleaming with metallic hunger, its countless sharp teeth promising to reduce anything they touched to perfect, uniform fragments. Parmigiano-Reggiano fell like snow from its blade, each delicate curl a small masterpiece of destruction made beautiful.
She had been expecting Alessandro's return.
The apartment door opened with the careful quiet of someone who knew he had entered sacred space, and Alessandro stepped into the transformed room like a penitent approaching an altar. His clothes still clung to his body with river water and supernatural transformation, and his eyes held the particular gleam of someone who had crossed fundamental boundaries and found the journey intoxicating.
But he stopped short when he saw her—this beautiful woman who moved through his property like she owned it, who filled his kitchen with aromas that made his newly awakened senses sing with dark recognition.
"Who are you?" The question came out rougher than he intended, his voice still carrying harmonics from his recent metamorphosis.
Vomica looked up from her cooking with the serene expression of someone who had been waiting for this moment for longer than memory could hold. "I clean your place."
Alessandro's gaze traveled over her with the hungry appreciation of a predator recognizing its equal. She was magnificent—all dangerous curves and lethal grace, with the kind of beauty that belonged in Renaissance paintings and cautionary tales. Her movements were precise, economical, perfect—the gestures of someone who understood that every action had consequences and every consequence had its price.
"Nice to meet you. You seen the boys? I'm Alessandro."
"No. What boys? Not a living soul other than you and I are in this apartment." Vomica's smile was sharp enough to cut diamond. "What's wrong with your clothes?"
Alessandro glanced down at his river-soaked garments, suddenly aware that his transformation had left visible marks—not just water stains, but something else, something that suggested he had traveled through territories where normal rules no longer applied.
"Nothing. Don't worry about it. Why are you cooking?"
Her laugh was like silver bells mixed with broken glass. "You're soaking wet. If you mess up the place again... you better not ask me to clean it. I'm done for today."
There was something in her tone—a casual authority that suggested she was accustomed to being obeyed, to having her wishes treated as commands. Alessandro felt something stir in his chest that was part arousal, part recognition, part primitive fear.
"Don't worry about it. I'm not asking you to clean anymore."
But even as he spoke, Alessandro's enhanced vision was beginning to play tricks on him. The bloodstain—the impossible, eternal bloodstain—flickered in and out of existence like a film reel with missing frames. One moment the floor was clean, pristine, ready for tourists. The next, it was awash with crimson that seemed to pulse with its own heartbeat.
He stared at the floor, then at Vomica, his mind struggling to process what his eyes were telling him. She continued cooking with serene efficiency, as if supernatural bloodstains were just another housekeeping challenge.
"Something wrong?" she asked without looking up from her work.
"I don't know what's wrong with me... I'm seeing things."
Vomica's hands stilled on the cheese grater, and when she looked at him, her eyes held depths that seemed to stretch back through centuries. "Do you see something you like?"
The question hung in the air between them like a challenge, like an invitation, like a trap wrapped in silk. Alessandro felt his newly awakened predatory instincts responding to something in her voice—a recognition that went deeper than attraction, deeper than lust, deeper than anything his merely human existence had prepared him for.
"No... uhh... blood. It's nothing."
But Vomica's smile suggested she knew exactly what he was seeing, exactly what was happening to him. "Blood isn't nothing. It's the intermediary of all life."
"Intermediary?"
"Whose blood do you see?"
The question hit Alessandro like a physical blow, and suddenly he was seeing not just the bloodstain but everything—the patterns hidden in the crimson, the stories written in iron and hemoglobin, the terrible beauty of violence transformed into art.
Without warning, Vomica struck.
The cheese grater swept across Alessandro's face in a wide, devastating arc, its countless teeth finding flesh with the hungry precision of a predator finally allowed to feed. The left side of his face opened in parallel lines of red, each cut perfectly spaced, perfectly deep, perfectly beautiful in its geometric precision.
Alessandro didn't flinch.
The reaction—or lack thereof—surprised them both. Pain should have sent him reeling, should have triggered every survival instinct evolution had bred into human bone. Instead, he stood perfectly still, letting the blood flow down his cheek like tears of crimson appreciation.
Vomica stared at him with eyes that held centuries of experience in reading human reactions, and what she saw in Alessandro's face made something deep in her chest flutter with dark satisfaction. This was not merely human anymore. This was something else—something that could appreciate beauty in all its forms, even when that beauty involved personal dismemberment.
"I had my suspicions about you..." she murmured, her voice dropping to that intimate register that bypassed the brain and went straight to more primitive control centers.
The cheese grater swept across Alessandro's face again, this time catching the right side, opening fresh geography of pain and pleasure across features that had been merely handsome moments before. Blood flowed in crimson tributaries that mapped new territories of sensation, and still Alessandro didn't move, didn't flee, didn't even blink.
Instead, something like enlightenment spread across his shredded features.
Both sides of his face were now decorated with parallel lines of red, and in the afternoon light streaming through the shutters, he looked like some ancient god of war painted for ceremony. The transformation that had begun in the Tevere was finally complete—he was no longer Alessandro Ribellino, small-time real estate predator. He was something older, hungrier, infinitely more dangerous.
Vomica stepped closer, close enough that he could smell the cigarette smoke in her hair, the metallic tang of old blood on her clothes, the particular perfume of violence that clung to her like expensive cologne. When she grabbed him and pulled him into a kiss, it was with the violent passion of two predators recognizing their perfect match.
The kiss tasted like copper and promises, like ancient appetites finally allowed to feed. When they separated, Alessandro's blood and shreds of his skin decorated Vomica's lips like the most expensive lipstick money couldn't buy. She licked them clean with the delicate appreciation of a connoisseur sampling vintage wine.
"Perfect," she whispered against his ruined mouth. "Absolutely perfect."
Alessandro stared at her with eyes that now held depths to match her own, and when he smiled, the expression was sharp enough to cut reality itself. The pain in his face had transformed into something else entirely—a baptism by blade that had finally shown him what he truly was.
In the kitchen, the tomato sauce continued to bubble with liquid contentment, and somewhere in the bedroom, the closet door strained against its silk bindings as the dead settled into more comfortable positions.
The apartment had found its perfect inhabitants at last—two beautiful monsters who understood that love and violence were merely different words for the same eternal hunger.
Outside, Roma pulsed with its ancient rhythms, and somewhere in the distance, church bells tolled the hour with bronze voices that sounded suspiciously like wedding bells.
The ceremony was just beginning.
Chapter 9
Cena di Sangue
Alessandro sat on the couch like a king surveying his newly conquered territory, the glass coffee table spread before him like an altar prepared for some dark communion. The bowl of pasta steamed with aromatic promise, and the fork felt perfectly weighted in his transformed hand—an instrument of consumption that would serve purposes beyond mere nourishment.
The apartment had taken on an otherworldly quality in the dying afternoon light. Everything seemed sharper, more defined, as if reality itself had been focused through some supernatural lens. The bloodstain flickered in and out of visibility beneath the glass table, sometimes there, sometimes not, like a film projector with damaged celluloid.
Vomica stood above him with the patient grace of a priestess overseeing a sacred ritual, her dark eyes watching every movement of the fork as it twisted through the pasta. Her scar pulsed with that familiar red glow, keeping time with some internal rhythm that matched the thrumming in Alessandro's transformed blood.
He stabbed the fork into the pasta and brought it to his mouth, the flavors exploding across his heightened senses—tomato and garlic and basil, and underneath, something richer, more complex. Something that made his newly awakened appetites sing with dark recognition.
"Buona," he said, the word carrying more weight than simple appreciation.
Vomica's hand found his head, her fingers stroking through his hair with the possessive tenderness of someone claiming property. "Buona?"
"Buona."
The repetition felt like a vow, like a commitment to appetites that went far beyond food. Alessandro plunged the fork back into the bowl, twisting another perfect bite while Vomica's touch sent electricity racing through his scalp.
She moved toward the door with the fluid grace of someone whose work was finished, at least for now. The apartment door slammed behind her with finality, leaving Alessandro alone with his meal and the shadows that seemed to grow longer with each passing moment.
But as he raised the next forkful to his mouth, something caught his eye.
Under the glass coffee table, half-hidden in the space where the bloodstain flickered in and out of existence, something round and pale stared back at him with accusatory intensity.
An eyeball.
Alessandro froze, the fork suspended halfway to his mouth, as his enhanced vision focused on the impossible object. It was perfectly spherical, perfectly white except for the iris that seemed to track his movements with the persistence of a living thing. The optic nerve trailing behind it looked like a small tail, giving it the appearance of some obscene aquatic creature.
Jean's eye. The one that popped out when the chisel found its mark.
The knowledge came to him unbidden, as if the apartment itself were whispering its secrets directly into his transformed consciousness. He could see it all now—the methodical violence, the artistic arrangement of bodies, the careful cleanup that had missed this one small detail.
Alessandro stood up slowly, his movements predatory and fluid, and began to circle the room like a hunter stalking prey. The eyeball watched his progress with that unblinking intensity that only the dead could maintain, and something about its persistence began to irritate him.
He went to the window, still holding the fork, and stared out at the eternal theater of Trastevere—tourists and locals moving through their daily choreography of desire and commerce, completely unaware that death had taken up residence just floors above their heads.
But the eye's stare was becoming intolerable.
Alessandro turned back to the coffee table with the sharp movements of someone who had reached a decision. He jabbed the fork into the eyeball with the casual precision of someone spearing an olive, lifting it up to examine his prize in the fading afternoon light.
The eye felt heavier than it should have, denser, as if it contained not just vitreous humor but accumulated memories of everything it had witnessed. Alessandro turned it this way and that, studying its construction with the clinical interest of someone discovering a new species.
Something about the organ suddenly irritated him beyond all rational measure—perhaps its accusatory stare, perhaps its stubborn refusal to decompose properly, perhaps simply the fact that it represented evidence of messiness in what should have been a perfect crime.
Alessandro made a face at the eyeball, his shredded features twisting into an expression of pure contempt.
Then he popped it into his mouth.
The texture was unlike anything he had ever experienced—firm on the outside, liquid in the center, with a burst of flavor that was part ocean, part iron, part something indefinable that made his transformed nervous system light up like a Christmas tree. He chewed it slowly, methodically, savoring each sensation as the eye's final visions dissolved against his tongue.
When he swallowed, the eyeball went down his throat like a fresh cherry tomato, and Alessandro released a loud belch that echoed through the apartment with the satisfaction of a man who had just consumed the perfect meal.
He tossed the fork out the window with casual abandon, listening to the distant clatter as it struck cobblestones below. Some tourist would probably find it tomorrow and wonder at its story, never guessing that it had just served as the instrument for the consumption of human remains.
The room began to spin around Alessandro like a carousel designed by madmen, and he rubbed his head as dizziness washed over him in waves. The eyeball sat heavy in his stomach, and with it came a flood of memories that weren't his own—flashes of Jean's final moments, the terror in his face as the chisel found its mark, the strange intimacy of dying in a foreign country far from everything familiar.
Overcome by the vertigo, Alessandro staggered toward the bedroom, his hand reaching out to grab whatever was in reach. His fingers found the silk scarf that bound the closet doors, and as his weight pulled against it, the careful knots that Vomica had tied began to give way.
The scarf unraveled with the whispered sigh of silk against wood.
The closet doors burst open like floodgates giving way to pressure, and the bodies of Jean and Lex spilled out onto the bedroom floor in a cascade of lifeless flesh and tourist clothing. They hit the ground with the wet thud of meat dropped from a great height, their limbs arranged in the grotesque intimacy of lovers sharing a bed.
Alessandro looked down at the corpses with the detached interest of someone studying abstract art in a museum. These had been the French boys—young, beautiful, full of plans and dreams and credit cards. Now they were simply raw material, components in a larger work that was still being composed.
He released a sound that was part moan, part roar, part something else entirely—the vocalization of a creature that had just discovered its true nature and found the revelation intoxicating beyond all measure.
The apartment waited in crimson silence as Alessandro stood over his predecessors, understanding finally that he was no longer tenant or landlord but something else entirely—curator of a gallery where the exhibits were made of flesh and the admission price was paid in blood.
Outside, Roma pulsed with its eternal rhythms, and somewhere in the distance, church bells tolled vespers with bronze voices that sounded like applause.
The evening was young, and the real performance was about to begin.
Chapter 10
La Notte della Lama
The Tevere caught the last light of evening like molten gold flowing between ancient banks, and TJ felt the promise of Roman night settling into her bones like wine. She and Olivier walked along the river with the easy intimacy of lovers who had found their perfect match, their bodies moving in unconscious synchronization as shadows grew longer and the city prepared for its nocturnal transformation.
"Good drink. Good company. I have to say... I couldn't be happier," Olivier said, his voice carrying that particular satisfaction of a man who had discovered paradise in unexpected places.
TJ turned to him with eyes that seemed to catch fire in the dying light, and when she kissed him, it was with the hungry passion of someone who understood that in Roma, every pleasure carried its price and every moment of beauty balanced on the edge of violence.
Their lips met with electric intensity, and for a moment the world dissolved around them—no tourists, no ancient stones, no weight of history pressing down from above. Just two beautiful predators who had recognized something essential in each other's nature.
But even as they lost themselves in the kiss, the city was preparing to remind them that in Roma, love and death had always been intimate partners.
The narrow streets of Trastevere welcomed them back with medieval embrace, leading them through a labyrinth of shadow and golden stone toward the apartment building where their separate fates would finally converge. TJ felt the necklace pulse against her throat with each heartbeat, and something deep in her chest whispered that the night was about to reveal its true intentions.
They climbed the stairs with the anticipation of lovers claiming their private kingdom, but when Olivier tried the apartment door, his key stuck in the lock with the particular resistance that suggested someone had recently been inside, rearranging the internal geography of safety and danger.
"Hey guys open up! Let me in," Olivier called through the door, his voice carrying the easy confidence of someone who still believed the world was a place where doors opened when you knocked and friends answered when you called.
He pressed his ear to the wood, listening for the familiar sounds of masculine camaraderie—television, conversation, the comfortable noise of young men sharing space. Instead, he heard something else: the wet, rhythmic sound of metal striking flesh, punctuated by breathing that was too heavy, too excited to belong to anything entirely human.
But tourists, TJ had learned, possessed an almost supernatural ability to rationalize away evidence that didn't fit their vacation plans. Olivier shrugged and headed downstairs with the casual dismissal of someone who had more interesting things to do than worry about his friends' social activities.
If only he knew.
Inside the apartment, Alessandro had discovered the meat cleaver with the joy of an artist finding the perfect brush. The blade caught the overhead light with hungry gleam as he brought it down again and again into the wooden floorboards, trying to excise the bloodstain that seemed to mock his every effort.
Thunk. Thunk. THUNK.
Each blow sent splinters flying like shrapnel, but the stain remained—darker now, more persistent, as if his violence was feeding it rather than destroying it. Sweat poured down his ruined face as he worked, his transformed muscles pumping with inhuman endurance.
The sound of the key in the lock made him pause, cleaver raised above his head like an executioner's axe.
TJ entered first, her black dress flowing around her like liquid shadow, Olivier close behind with the satisfied expression of a man about to claim his reward for an evening of perfect seduction. The apartment welcomed them with the particular silence that follows recent violence—thick, expectant, pregnant with possibilities.
Alessandro's first swing came without warning.
The meat cleaver cut through the air where Olivier's head had been a split second earlier, close enough that the displaced air ruffled his carefully styled hair. TJ's scream shattered the evening quiet like crystal breaking against stone.
But Olivier's reflexes were sharper than Alessandro had anticipated. Years of university rugby had taught him to read aggressive movement, and he threw himself sideways, grabbing a lamp from the side table and hurling it at his attacker with the desperate precision of someone fighting for his life.
The lamp caught Alessandro in the chest, sending him staggering backward but not down. His transformed physiology absorbed impacts that would have felled a normal man, and his smile never wavered—if anything, it grew wider, more predatory, as if violence was exactly the entertainment he had been hoping for.
TJ found herself backed against the stove, her hands reaching instinctively for anything that could serve as a weapon. Her fingers closed around the handle of the large pot still bubbling with tomato sauce, and without thinking, she lifted it above her head and prepared to douse Alessandro with scalding liquid.
But the universe, as always, had its own sense of timing.
At the last second, the two men switched positions in their deadly dance, and instead of catching Alessandro with the boiling sauce, TJ watched in horror as the liquid cascaded over Olivier's back and shoulders. His scream was pure animal agony as the sauce found every gap in his clothing, searing flesh with the intimate cruelty of heated metal.
But pain, TJ discovered, could be transformed into fuel.
Olivier's howl of anguish became something else—a burst of adrenaline-fueled fury that turned him from victim into predator in the space between heartbeats. He grabbed the metal pot that had just branded him and began swinging it like a medieval mace, catching Alessandro across the skull with enough force to dent the heavy gauge steel.
CLANG.
The sound echoed through the apartment like a church bell announcing midnight mass, and for a moment Alessandro's predatory grin flickered with something approaching genuine surprise. Blood ran down his scalp in crimson tributaries, but instead of falling, he seemed to grow stronger, more focused, as if violence was a drug that his transformed system craved.
TJ scanned the room with the desperate efficiency of someone who understood that survival often depended on improvisation. No phone visible. No obvious weapons within reach. Just the apartment door, and beyond it, the possibility of escape into Roman streets where screaming was just another form of urban noise.
She made her choice and ran.
Alessandro and Olivier crashed to the floor in a tangle of limbs and fury, rolling through the bloodstain that seemed to welcome their violence with the hunger of something that had been waiting too long between meals. The cleaver clattered across the wooden planks as they fought, just out of reach but close enough to promise that their struggle would end with one of them opened like a letter from hell.
Alessandro's hands found Olivier's throat with the precision of someone who had studied anatomy from a predator's perspective. His fingers pressed against arteries that carried life to the brain, and his smile returned as he felt the Frenchman's pulse hammering against his palms.
But Olivier wasn't finished. His knee found Alessandro's ribs with the sharp economy of someone who understood that in a fight to the death, there were no rules except victory or extinction. The blow drove the air from Alessandro's lungs in a whoosh of expelled breath, loosening his grip just enough for Olivier to tear free.
They circled each other like gladiators in some perverse arena, both bleeding, both breathing hard, both understanding that only one of them would leave the apartment alive.
The cleaver lay between them like a metallic snake waiting to strike.
TJ's voice echoed from the hallway, calling for help that would never come, her cries dissolving into the Roman night like prayers offered to indifferent gods. The sounds of struggle continued behind the apartment door—grunts of effort, the wet slap of flesh striking flesh, the occasional crash as furniture became casualties in their personal war.
And somewhere in the bedroom, the bodies of Jean and Lex bore silent witness to the eternal truth that in Roma, every story ended the same way—with blood on ancient stones and new corpses to feed the city's insatiable appetite for beautiful destruction.
The night was young, and the real violence was just beginning.
Chapter 11
Il Veleno della Strada
Alessandro stood over Olivier's writhing form like a Roman emperor surveying a fallen gladiator, the meat cleaver dangling from his grip with casual menace. Blood dripped from the blade in a steady rhythm—drip, drip, drip—each drop hitting the wooden floor with the sound of time running out.
Olivier's abdomen had opened like a crimson flower, his expensive tourist clothes now serving as bandages for wounds that spoke of amateur butchery performed with expert enthusiasm. He pressed his hands against the gash, trying to hold his intestines inside his body through sheer force of will, but physics and anatomy were working against him with the patient cruelty of natural law.
The apartment had become a slaughterhouse decorated with tourist luggage, and Alessandro moved through it with the satisfied air of someone who had finally found his true calling. This was better than real estate, better than cocaine, better than any pleasure his merely human existence had offered. This was art.
TJ's screams echoed from the stairwell like an opera singer warming up for her death aria, each cry bouncing off ancient stones that had heard similar sounds for centuries. "Help! Police!" But in Trastevere, screams were just another form of street music, and the neighbors had long ago learned the Roman art of selective deafness.
The sound of footsteps on the stairs made Alessandro pause, cleaver raised like a conductor's baton waiting for the next movement to begin. Someone was coming—drawn by the noise, perhaps, or simply unfortunate enough to be returning home at exactly the wrong moment.
Federico appeared in the doorway with the casual confidence of someone expecting to find his friend in normal circumstances—perhaps drunk, perhaps with a woman, perhaps conducting some minor business transaction that required discretion. Instead, he found himself staring into what looked like the final scene of a particularly artistic massacre.
But Federico's cocaine-addled brain struggled to process the impossible tableau before him. Alessandro covered in blood, cleaver in hand, standing over a gutted Frenchman while a beautiful woman fled screaming into the Roman night. It was the kind of scene that required mental gymnastics to rationalize, and Federico's chemical-enhanced neurons weren't quite up to the challenge.
"Sandro... I thought I'd find you here," he said, his voice carrying the forced casualness of someone pretending that walking into a charnel house was perfectly normal behavior.
Alessandro turned toward his old friend with eyes that no longer held any trace of human warmth. "Your blood, my friend, is everywhere."
The words came out with the matter-of-fact tone of someone commenting on the weather, but they carried undertones that made Federico's survival instincts scream warnings his conscious mind couldn't quite decode. Something fundamental had changed in Alessandro—something that turned their friendship into a potential death sentence.
Federico looked down at his right hand and saw what Alessandro meant. Blood was indeed everywhere—dripping from his wrist where his hand used to be, spraying from the stump in rhythmic arterial jets that painted abstract patterns on the wall behind him.
The severing had happened so quickly, so cleanly, that his nervous system hadn't yet caught up with the reality of his new anatomy. The hand lay on the floor near the doorway like a discarded glove, fingers still twitching with phantom purpose.
"I'm okay. It's just a cut. I'm okay." Federico's voice carried the desperate optimism of someone trying to convince himself that massive blood loss was just a minor inconvenience. Shock was a merciful anesthesia, at least temporarily.
But as the seconds ticked by and his blood continued its enthusiastic exit from his cardiovascular system, reality began to assert itself with increasing insistence. Federico's face went through a spectrum of expressions—confusion, disbelief, dawning horror—before settling on the kind of primal rage that evolution had designed specifically for life-or-death situations.
"WHAT THE FUCK?" The scream exploded from his throat as his nervous system finally processed the catastrophic damage Alessandro's cleaver had inflicted. "MY FUCKING HAND!"
Federico launched himself at his former friend with the desperate fury of someone who had nothing left to lose, using his spurting stump like a weapon. Blood flew in every direction as he swung the ruined appendage at Alessandro's face, painting the walls with crimson graffiti that would have made Jackson Pollock weep with envy.
But Alessandro only laughed.
The sound was rich and dark, like wine aged in crypts, and it filled the apartment with the kind of mirth that belonged in asylums and execution chambers. He dodged Federico's wild swings with supernatural grace, treating the assault like an amusing dance rather than a fight for survival.
"You make me so violently angry," Alessandro said, but his tone suggested he was discussing the weather or perhaps commenting on a particularly interesting piece of sculpture. The cleaver moved through the air with casual precision, opening new geography across Federico's chest and arms.
From the floor, Olivier watched the carnage through eyes glazed with pain and approaching unconsciousness. His hands still pressed against his opened abdomen, but his strength was fading with each heartbeat that pumped his life onto the ancient wooden planks. The apartment was becoming a gallery of the dying, and he was just another exhibit in Alessandro's expanding collection.
Federico's rage burned bright but brief. Blood loss was a more efficient killer than violence, and his wild swings grew weaker, slower, more desperate as his cardiovascular system struggled to maintain pressure with a major leak in the system. His knees buckled, sending him crashing to the floor beside Olivier in the growing lake of mingled blood.
"My friend," Alessandro said, kneeling beside Federico with the tender concern of someone visiting a sick relative. "You should have stayed away tonight. This is my time now."
Federico tried to respond, but words required energy he no longer possessed. His stump continued to leak life onto the floor while his severed hand twitched nearby like a dying spider. The cocaine that had seemed so important hours earlier was now just another chemical being diluted by blood loss.
Alessandro stood and surveyed his work with the satisfaction of an artist completing a masterpiece. Two bodies decorating his floor, a third cooling in the bedroom closet, and somewhere in the Roman night, a beautiful American girl running through ancient streets with stories that no one would believe.
But the evening wasn't over yet.
Through the broken apartment windows came the sound of TJ's voice, no longer screaming for help but speaking in the lower tones of someone who had found assistance. Multiple voices now—concerned citizens, perhaps, or maybe just other tourists drawn by the drama.
Alessandro moved to the window and looked down at the street scene unfolding below. A small crowd had gathered around TJ, their faces upturned toward the apartment building with the morbid fascination that humans reserved for disasters and public executions.
A baker, still in his flour-dusted apron. A florist clutching stems like weapons. A young man with the kind of switchblade that suggested he was looking for an excuse to play hero. And holding TJ in protective embrace, a woman with dark hair and a familiar crescent-shaped scar that caught the streetlight like a blade.
Vomica.
Alessandro's smile widened until it threatened to split his face. His partner had arrived to collect the evening's final prize, and the real performance was about to begin.
He hefted the meat cleaver and headed for the door, leaving behind a apartment that had been transformed from tourist accommodation into something approaching religious art—a shrine to the ancient truth that in Roma, all beauty eventually revealed its violent heart.
Outside, the crowd waited with the patient hunger of Romans who understood that the best entertainment always came free and always ended with someone bleeding on ancient stones.
The night was young, and Alessandro had promises to keep.
Chapter 12
La Seduzione dell'Ago
The street erupted into chaos as Alessandro emerged from the apartment building like some ancient god of war descending from Olympus with blood on his hands and murder in his heart. The meat cleaver caught the streetlight with hungry gleam, its blade still decorated with Federico's arterial spray like some grotesque work of abstract art.
The small crowd that had gathered around TJ scattered in all directions—tourists and locals alike suddenly remembering urgent appointments elsewhere as survival instincts overrode curiosity. But flight was a luxury that required space and time, and Alessandro was offering neither.
The baker was closest, his flour-dusted apron making him an easy target in the Roman twilight. He raised his hands in the universal gesture of surrender, but Alessandro's first swing with the cleaver came without negotiation or mercy. The blade caught the man across the neck with the wet sound of metal parting flesh, and his head hung at an impossible angle, connected to his body by little more than stubborn sinew.
The florist tried to use his flower stems as weapons, but roses and carnations offered little defense against surgical steel wielded by supernatural strength. Alessandro's second swing opened the man's chest like a blooming flower, revealing the wet red garden that had been growing inside him all his life.
But it was the vigilante youth who provided the evening's most dramatic moment.
The boy had pulled his switchblade with the theatrical flair of someone who had learned about violence from movies and street corner braggadocio. But when faced with genuine homicidal fury, his bravado evaporated like morning mist in Roman sunshine. He fell to his knees with hands clasped in prayer, his voice breaking into Latin phrases learned in childhood catechism.
"O precious blood, infinite price of sinful man's redemption, both drink and laver of our souls..."
The prayer was cut short by Alessandro's cleaver finding the exact center of the boy's skull with the precision of someone splitting kindling. The blade buried itself so deep that extracting it required the kind of leverage usually reserved for pulling weeds from stubborn earth.
Blood soaked into the ancient cobblestones with the eager absorption of stones that had been drinking similar libations for centuries. Roma had always been a city that understood the relationship between beauty and violence, and tonight she was being reminded why the empire had lasted so long.
But in the midst of this carnival of destruction, another drama was unfolding with quieter deadliness.
Vomica held TJ in what appeared to be protective embrace, her arms wrapped around the shaking American girl with maternal tenderness. To any observer, she looked like a Good Samaritan comforting a victim of random urban violence—exactly the kind of scene that played out nightly in cities around the world.
"Let me take care of you honey. Are you hurt?" Vomica's voice carried the soothing tones of someone accustomed to dealing with trauma, but underneath the compassion lurked something else—a predatory satisfaction that had nothing to do with helping and everything to do with harvesting.
TJ was trembling like a leaf in earthquake wind, her eyes wide with the kind of shock that came from watching civilized reality collapse into something primal and bloody. She had come to Roma looking for adventure, for experiences that would expand her California-girl horizons. She had found more than she bargained for.
"Ow! What was that?" The pain was sharp and sudden—a small sting in her forearm that felt like an insect bite magnified. TJ looked down to see a tiny puncture wound beading with blood, and when she looked back up, Vomica was casually disposing of a hypodermic needle with the efficient movements of someone who had performed this particular magic trick many times before.
"Nothing dear. Just something for that bump on your head. Come with me and everything will be all right."
The lie flowed off Vomica's tongue like honey laced with arsenic. The drug—whatever cocktail of chemicals now coursed through TJ's bloodstream—began its work immediately. The sharp edges of reality softened into watercolor impressions, and the screaming chaos around them transformed into something almost dreamlike.
TJ tried to protest, tried to maintain some grip on rational thought, but the injection was stronger than willpower. Her legs turned to water, and only Vomica's supporting arms kept her upright as consciousness began its slow fade to black.
Behind them, Alessandro continued his artistic demonstration with the dedication of someone who understood that great performances required commitment to craft. The vigilante youth's head split like overripe fruit, revealing the pink-gray complexity of human brain tissue. The baker's blood formed expanding pools that reflected streetlight like dark mirrors. The florist's scattered stems mixed with spilled arterial spray to create compositions that would have made Caravaggio weep with envy.
But Vomica's attention was focused entirely on her prize.
TJ was beautiful even in her drugged stupor—all golden skin and California curves, with the kind of unconscious sensuality that drew predators from across continents. But more than her physical appeal, there was something else about her that called to Vomica's ancient appetites. Youth, perhaps. Vitality. The particular flavor of innocence that could only be properly appreciated through violation.
"Come with me," Vomica whispered against TJ's ear, her breath warm and somehow intimate despite the carnage surrounding them. "I know exactly what you need."
The scooter waited like a mechanical chariot, its engine purring with anticipation. Vomica helped TJ onto the seat behind her, arranging the girl's limp arms around her waist with the tender care of someone positioning a lover for maximum intimacy.
The last thing TJ saw before consciousness fled entirely was Alessandro standing triumphant among the corpses, the meat cleaver raised above his head like some barbaric scepter. Blood dripped from the blade in steady rhythm, each drop hitting cobblestone with the sound of applause.
Then the scooter's engine roared to life, and Rome became a blur of ancient stone and modern neon as Vomica carried her prize through streets that had witnessed similar abductions since before Christ learned to walk on water.
The night air rushed past them like liquid darkness, carrying the scents of exhaust and espresso, ancient dust and fresh blood. TJ's head lolled against Vomica's back, her drug-clouded mind registering fragments of sensation—the vibration of the engine, the warmth of another woman's body, the growing certainty that she was traveling toward something that would change her forever.
Behind them, sirens began their eternal song of urban violence, but the sounds grew fainter with each passing block. Roma was a large city with many dark corners, and Vomica knew them all.
The scooter disappeared into the labyrinthine streets of Trastevere like a predator returning to its lair, leaving behind only the echo of its engine and the lingering scent of perfume mixed with pharmaceutical chemistry.
On Via della Lungaretta, Alessandro stood among his masterpieces while police sirens grew closer. But he felt no urgency, no fear. This was his city now, his stage, his gallery of beautiful destruction.
The night was young, and he had so much more art to create.
Chapter 13
 Sanguinamento Antico
The ocean breathed like a living thing beyond the windows of the Ostia apartment, its rhythm hypnotic and eternal. TJ floated somewhere between consciousness and dream, her mind drifting on chemical tides that made reality shimmer at the edges like heat waves rising from summer pavement.
She found herself in water—warm, embracing, the color of wine left too long in Mediterranean sun. The liquid supported her body with intimate familiarity, lapping against her skin like the tongues of invisible lovers. Overhead, stars wheeled across a velvet sky that seemed close enough to touch.
This is beautiful, she thought drowsily. This is what drowning feels like.
But the dream shifted, as dreams do, and suddenly she was no longer floating but sitting in something much smaller, much more confining. The warm liquid came only to her waist now, and when she looked down, she saw that it wasn't water at all.
Blood. Dark, rich, viscous with promises she didn't want to understand.
TJ tried to move and discovered her wrists and ankles were bound with rope that felt soft as silk but held with iron strength. The bonds didn't hurt—if anything, they felt almost comfortable, like jewelry designed by someone who understood that restraint could be its own form of caress.
The sound of female voices drifted from somewhere above, weaving in and out of her consciousness like threads in an ancient tapestry. Laughter, conversation, the particular cadence of women sharing secrets that men weren't meant to hear. But underneath the social pleasantries lurked something else—a rhythmic chanting that seemed to come from much deeper in the building, much deeper in time.
"Bacchanalia... Bacchanalia... Bacchanalia..."
The word repeated like a prayer, like a summons, like an invitation to appetites that civilization had spent centuries trying to forget. TJ felt something respond to the chanting deep in her chest—a recognition that went beyond conscious thought into territories where blood called to blood and ancient hungers stirred in modern flesh.
Footsteps on stone stairs. The whisper of silk against skin. The particular scent of cigarette smoke mixed with something else—something metallic and intimate that made TJ's drugged senses flutter between revulsion and arousal.
Vomica emerged from the shadows like a priestess approaching her altar, wine glass in hand, moving with the fluid grace of someone who belonged in this place of ceremony and sacrifice. In the candlelight that seemed to flicker from no visible source, her scar pulsed with that familiar crimson glow.
"Don't worry. Most pain you can withstand with little problem. Any pain greater than that, will last, but a moment."
The words carried the authority of someone who had extensive experience with both inflicting and measuring suffering. TJ tried to speak, tried to demand explanations, but the drug still held her tongue captive, allowing only whispers where she meant to scream.
"Cicero," she managed, recognizing the quote despite her chemical haze.
Vomica's smile was sharp enough to cut moonlight. "Yes. I'm paraphrasing, of course. Despite Cicero's practical philosophy, many believe him to have been a hedonist. He was rumored to be one of the first men to attend these festivals."
She gestured toward the ceiling, where the chanting continued with rhythmic insistence. "The bacchanal were secret gatherings where the great female minds let loose with the great bodies. Masters and slaves drunk on wine and fertility. It's a feast. An orgy of life's simple pleasures."
TJ found her voice, though it came out rougher than she intended. "And I'm invited?"
"You're the guest of honor."
Without warning, Vomica's hands found TJ's head and pushed down, submerging her in the wine-dark liquid that filled the tub. The fluid rushed into her nose and mouth with the taste of iron and fermentation, and for a terrifying moment she thought she might drown in someone else's blood mixed with ancient vintages.
When she surfaced, gasping and choking, Vomica was gone.
But TJ wasn't alone.
Another woman descended the stone steps—familiar somehow, though the flickering light made recognition difficult. She carried an empty wine glass and moved with the slightly unsteady gait of someone who had been sampling the evening's libations with professional dedication.
"Somebody wasn't very nice to you," the woman said, and TJ's drug-clouded mind finally placed the voice.
Luciana. The nurse from the hospital.
But how was that possible? The hospital felt like something from another lifetime, another reality entirely. Yet here was Luciana, untying the silk ropes with practiced efficiency, helping TJ out of the blood-wine bath with hands that shook only slightly from whatever chemicals were flowing through her own system.
"Come," Luciana whispered, pulling a thin cotton gown over TJ's dripping body. "We don't have much time."
She dipped her wine glass in the tub and took a long drink, her eyes never leaving TJ's face. The liquid stained her lips the color of fresh wounds, and when she offered the glass to TJ, her expression held the desperate intensity of someone sharing communion with the damned.
TJ shook her head, some survival instinct overriding the drug's chemical persuasion. Whatever was in that tub—blood, wine, or something worse—she wanted no part of it in her system.
But even as Luciana helped her toward the stairs, TJ could feel the apartment above them pulsing with its own dark life. The chanting had grown louder, more urgent, and underneath it came the sounds of celebration—laughter, conversation, the particular music that humans made when they gathered to worship appetites older than civilization.
"Where are we going?" TJ managed to ask.
"Up," Luciana replied, and her smile held secrets that would have made angels reconsider their career choices. "The party's just getting started."
Behind them, the tub continued to hold its cargo of wine and blood, waiting for the next ceremony, the next sacrifice, the next beautiful victim to discover that some invitations couldn't be declined.
The ancient stones of Ostia had seen many such gatherings over the centuries, and they would see many more. The appetites that drove them were older than Rome itself, older than civilization, older than the weak moral structures that modern humans used to pretend they were different from their ancestors.
TJ climbed toward whatever waited above, her feet leaving wet prints on stone steps that had been worn smooth by countless others who had made the same journey. The drug sang in her veins, the blood-wine stained her skin, and somewhere in the building above, the bacchanal continued its eternal celebration of beautiful destruction.
The night was far from over, and the real ceremony was about to begin.
Chapter 14
Roma Sanguina
One week later, Rome was drowning in its own blood.
The sirens had become the city's new soundtrack—an endless symphony of emergency vehicles racing through streets that had turned into arteries hemorrhaging violence. Police cars, ambulances, fire trucks, all moving with the desperate urgency of medical personnel trying to stop bleeding in a patient too far gone to save.
TJ opened her eyes in the hospital bed to the sound of multiple sirens wailing outside her window, their electronic screams weaving together into a chorus that spoke of civilization collapsing one emergency call at a time. Her head felt like it had been split open and reassembled by someone who had lost the instruction manual, and her arm throbbed where an IV line fed clear fluid into her bloodstream.
Hospital. How did I get to a hospital?
Memory came back in fragments—the scooter ride through Roman streets, Vomica's hands arranging her unconscious body, the basement tub filled with wine and blood. But between then and now stretched a week-long gap that felt like falling through darkness.
"So you finally decided to come back to us?"
The voice belonged to a woman in scrubs who moved with the efficient grace of someone accustomed to dealing with trauma on an industrial scale. Her name tag read LUCIANA, and TJ felt a jolt of recognition mixed with confusion. This was the woman from the basement, the one who had helped her escape the blood-wine bath. But here she was in full nurse regalia, as if the nightmare in Ostia had been just another shift at work.
"How do you feel?" Luciana asked, offering TJ a cup of water with the professional kindness that medical personnel used to mask their own exhaustion.
"Tired... very tired." The words came out as whispers, TJ's throat feeling like it had been scoured with sandpaper and regret.
"You took quite a smack on the head and you lost a lot of blood. Now I need you to listen to me, okay?"
TJ nodded, though the movement sent lightning bolts through her skull. Outside, another siren joined the chorus, and through the window she could see smoke rising from multiple points across the city like incense from a dozen burning churches.
Luciana reached for a newspaper from the windowsill and held it out for TJ to see. The headline screamed across the front page in letters the color of dried blood: ROME IS BLEEDING!
Below the banner, photographs told the story that words couldn't quite capture—riots in the streets, crime scenes photographed from multiple angles, mugshots of ordinary citizens whose eyes held the particular gleam of people who had discovered appetites they never knew they possessed. Every story was about violence, every photograph showed blood, every article detailed the systematic collapse of civil order in the Eternal City.
"You've been asleep nearly a week," Luciana continued, her voice carrying the weary tone of someone who had seen too much in too short a time. "There are blood-crazed maniacs running rampant across the city."
TJ traced the newspaper headlines with trembling fingers, reading stories that sounded like dispatches from a war zone. Multiple homicides in Trastevere. Mass violence near the Colosseum. Unexplained attacks on tourists throughout the historical center. Each incident described perpetrators who seemed to have lost all human restraint, as if some fundamental switch had been flipped in their brains.
"It's like the end of the world," TJ whispered.
"Let's hope it's just gone temporarily insane."
But even as Luciana spoke the words, her expression suggested she didn't believe them. This wasn't temporary madness—this was something deeper, older, more fundamental. Roma had always been a city built on blood and ambition, but now those ancient appetites were surfacing with a vengeance that made the fall of the empire look like a minor administrative hiccup.
"I was attacked," TJ said, fragments of memory beginning to coalesce into something approaching narrative. "Then that woman... And Olivier—!"
"It's okay. Your French friend survived the assault and is in the intensive care unit." Luciana's voice carried the particular gentleness that medical professionals used when delivering news that was technically good but came with significant asterisks. "Most of the patients and hospital staff have been relocated to facilities outside of the city, but we're going to get you out of here."
The hospital itself felt like a ship taking on water—understaffed, overwhelmed, operating on emergency protocols that suggested normal procedures had been abandoned in favor of simple survival. Through the walls came the sounds of chaos barely contained: shouting voices, equipment being moved with desperate urgency, the particular brand of controlled panic that emerged when trained professionals found themselves dealing with situations their training hadn't anticipated.
"This is my uncle, Dr. Rino Rossi," Luciana said as a man in a white coat entered the room. "He's one of the most prominent men in the medical community. You will be safe in his hands."
Dr. Rossi moved with the careful precision of someone who had spent decades learning to project calm authority even when the world was ending outside his windows. But TJ could see the strain in his eyes—the look of someone who had been treating symptoms of something he didn't understand and couldn't cure.
"Hello, dear," he said, his voice carrying the weight of professional experience mixed with personal exhaustion.
Behind him, Luciana was staring at something only she could see, her face cycling through expressions that suggested she was fighting her own internal battle. TJ watched with growing unease as the nurse's eyes glazed over, her pupils dilating as if she were seeing horrors that existed just beyond the visible spectrum.
She's infected too, TJ realized with growing horror. Whatever's happening to the city, it's happening to her.
"Have you told her everything?" Dr. Rossi asked his niece.
"Just a little. I thought you'd better explain."
Luciana's voice sounded strained, as if each word required significant effort to produce. She was fighting something—some internal compulsion that wanted to express itself in ways that medical school had never covered.
"Everything about what?" TJ asked, though part of her didn't want to know the answer.
Dr. Rossi settled into the chair beside her bed with the careful movements of someone who had learned to conserve energy for the battles that mattered. When he spoke, his words carried the authority of someone who had spent years studying phenomena that existed at the intersection of medicine and nightmare.
"Let's start by you telling me what happened to you. Okay?"
And so TJ began to tell her story—the apartment, the bloodstain, the beautiful woman who cleaned with such precision, the man who had transformed from charming landlord into something that belonged in cautionary tales. As she spoke, she could see recognition flickering in Dr. Rossi's eyes, the look of someone whose worst theoretical fears were being confirmed by empirical evidence.
Outside, Rome continued its descent into beautiful madness, and somewhere in the distance, church bells tolled the hour with bronze voices that sounded less like calls to prayer and more like funeral dirges for civilization itself.
The infection was spreading, and TJ was beginning to understand that her week in unconsciousness hadn't been recovery—it had been preparation for whatever came next.
Chapter 15
Il Dottore e la Nipote
Dr. Rino Rossi leaned forward in his chair with the careful attention of someone who had spent decades listening to patients describe symptoms that existed at the boundaries of medical science. His hands were steady, his voice calm, but TJ could see something flickering behind his eyes—the look of a rational man forced to confront irrational truths.
"I know what I'm about to tell you will sound insane, but I'm asking you to trust me, alright?"
TJ nodded, though every survival instinct was screaming warnings about trusting anyone in this blood-soaked city. Outside, another siren wailed past the hospital windows, adding its voice to Rome's new symphony of violence.
"I believe the woman you speak of is an occultist who practices a very unique version of bloodletting..."
The word hung in the air like incense in a cathedral—bloodletting. Ancient medicine, medieval superstition, the kind of practice that belonged in museums and history books, not in modern Roman apartments. But as Dr. Rossi spoke, TJ felt fragments of memory clicking into place like pieces of a puzzle she didn't want to complete.
"She had these horrible tools and pictures all over the walls," TJ said, her voice barely above a whisper. "She made me feel so uneasy and yet so comfortable at the same time."
"You were probably drugged. I suspect this woman is ageless, surviving on a cocktail of human blood. She performs transfusions on herself, allowing her body to run on the blood of others. In a way, she is on to a new form of human sustenance—a supernatural genius that the medical field refuses to acknowledge."
The explanation should have sounded like the ravings of someone who had spent too much time reading gothic novels and medieval texts. Instead, it felt like the missing piece of a equation that finally made sense of everything TJ had experienced. The woman's impossible beauty, her predatory grace, the way she moved through violence like it was just another household chore.
TJ's hand went instinctively to her inner thigh, where the bandage covered the wound that had produced the vase of blood she remembered carrying through Ostia's morning streets. The memory felt surreal, like something from a fever dream, but the physical evidence was undeniable.
"Impossible. It sounds impossible..."
But even as she spoke the words, TJ knew they weren't true. Nothing was impossible in a city where bloodstains grew back like living things, where charming landlords transformed into supernatural predators, where entire populations could be infected with violent madness in the space of a week.
"It does. But Luciana here and I are first-hand witnesses to the strange phenomena that surrounds this woman. We've found that most people that come in contact with her work and survive suffer from these homicidal hallucinations. My niece and myself are no exception. We accidentally came in contact with one of that woman's victims. Things haven't been the same for us since."
Dr. Rossi looked at Luciana with the particular sadness of someone watching a loved one fight a losing battle against forces beyond human comprehension. TJ followed his gaze and saw what she had missed before—the way Luciana's hands trembled slightly, the way her eyes would lose focus for seconds at a time, the way she seemed to be listening to voices that only she could hear.
As if summoned by their attention, Luciana's face began to change. Her pupils dilated until her eyes looked like black holes, and her skin took on a waxy pallor that suggested she was seeing things that existed in dimensions adjacent to reality. When she looked at Dr. Rossi, her expression mixed love with something much darker—a hunger that had nothing to do with affection and everything to do with appetite.
Dr. Rossi shook his head with sharp violence, as if trying to dislodge images that had taken root in his brain like parasitic vines. When he looked back at TJ, his face was composed but his hands were shaking.
"Anyway, it's time for us to all get out of here. That woman's curse has infected people in this building and there are madmen wandering the halls."
The hospital around them had taken on the atmosphere of a ship in a storm—emergency lighting casting everything in harsh shadows, the sound of rushing footsteps and urgent voices echoing through corridors that should have been sanctuaries of healing. Instead, they had become hunting grounds for whatever Rome's infected population had become.
"It's okay honey. Hang in there. You'll be okay. Breathe," Luciana said, but her voice carried harmonics that suggested she was speaking to someone other than TJ—perhaps to the voices in her own head, perhaps to whatever was growing in her blood like some beautiful cancer.
"TJ, it may be a little rough out here. Just close your eyes and let us get you out of here. It will all be over in a few minutes."
Dr. Rossi and Luciana moved with the practiced efficiency of medical professionals who had learned to function under extreme conditions. They transferred TJ to a wheelchair with gentle competence, but she could feel the tension radiating from both of them—the sense of people operating on borrowed time in a building that was no longer safe for anyone.
The corridors they wheeled her through looked like something from a war zone. Gurneys lined the hallways, their occupants covered by blood-stained sheets that did little to disguise the violence that had brought them here. The skeleton crew of remaining medical staff moved with the hollow-eyed determination of people who had seen too much and understood too little.
Bodies everywhere. Not just patients, but staff members who had succumbed to whatever infection was spreading through Rome's population like wildfire through dry grass. Some showed obvious signs of violence—wounds that spoke of blade and blunt force trauma. Others simply looked like they had been drained, as if something vital had been extracted from their bodies along with their blood.
"You said my friend Olivier is here?" TJ asked, though part of her wasn't sure she wanted to see what had become of the beautiful Frenchman who had kissed her on the Tevere's banks just a week earlier.
"Don't worry, we haven't forgotten him," Luciana replied, but her voice carried the particular tone that medical professionals used when the news was complicated.
"Here's the plan, TJ. We're going to go to your friend's room, pick him up, and all go somewhere safe."
Dr. Rossi pulled a sheet over TJ's head with the gentle authority of someone who had learned that sometimes the best medicine was simply not seeing what was happening around you. Under the improvised shroud, she felt like a corpse being transported to the morgue—which, given the state of the hospital, might not have been far from the truth.
The wheelchair rolled through corridors that echoed with sounds that had no place in a medical facility—screaming that was too feral to be human, the wet sounds of violence being conducted with surgical precision, and underneath it all, a rhythmic chanting that reminded TJ of the voices she had heard in the Ostia basement.
Bacchanalia. Bacchanalia. Bacchanalia.
The curse was spreading, and Rome was bleeding not just from its wounds but from something much deeper—some fundamental corruption that turned healing into hunting and medicine into madness.
They were wheeling her toward Olivier, but TJ was beginning to suspect that whatever they found in his room would be something that had once been her French lover but was no longer entirely human.
The hospital's PA system crackled to life with announcements that spoke of evacuation procedures and emergency protocols, but the voices delivering them sounded strained, desperate, as if the speakers themselves were fighting to maintain their sanity.
Rome was dying, and they were all trapped in its death throes.
Chapter 16
Caccia nell'Ospedale
The hospital room looked like every other medical chamber TJ had seen in the past week—sterile white walls stained with evidence of violence, equipment pushed aside to make room for emergency procedures, the particular smell of antiseptic trying to mask older, more primitive odors. But something felt wrong the moment they wheeled her through the doorway.
Dr. Rossi and Luciana moved with the practiced efficiency of medical professionals retrieving a patient, sliding the figure from the hospital bed onto the gurney with gentle competence. In the dim lighting, wrapped in hospital blankets, the body looked exactly like what TJ expected—injured, unconscious, but alive and ready for transport to safer ground.
TJ wrapped herself around the figure with relief so profound it felt like a physical weight lifting from her chest. Olivier was alive. Damaged, perhaps, but breathing and warm and real. Under the sheet that covered them both, she pressed her face against his neck, feeling for the pulse that would confirm he had survived whatever violence had brought him here.
"Olivier... Olivier..." she whispered against his skin, her lips finding the familiar geography of his throat. But something was wrong with the texture, wrong with the scent, wrong with everything her senses were telling her about the body she held.
And then the figure beneath the sheet spoke.
"Alessandro!"
The name exploded from TJ's throat like a scream torn from her soul, but it was already too late. The body she had embraced with desperate relief belonged not to her French lover but to the monster who had turned the Lungaretta apartment into an abattoir.
Alessandro threw off the hospital blankets with the theatrical flair of someone revealing his masterpiece, and in his hand gleamed a surgical saw that caught the fluorescent lighting with hungry precision. His face bore the geometric scars that Vomica's cheese grater had carved into his flesh, but instead of disfiguring him, they seemed to have completed some fundamental transformation—turning him from merely handsome into something approaching beautiful divinity.
The saw swept toward Luciana in an arc designed to open her from sternum to spine, but years of emergency medicine had given her reflexes sharp enough to save her life. She threw herself backward as the blade tore through her uniform, missing flesh by margins measured in heartbeats.
TJ found herself falling from the gurney as Alessandro rose like some malevolent resurrection, her body tangling with Luciana's as they both scrambled for safety in a room that had suddenly become an execution chamber. The surgical saw gleamed with promise as Alessandro tested its weight, his movements predatory and fluid.
"Go!" Dr. Rossi's voice cut through the chaos as he positioned himself between the women and the predator who had been waiting for them like a spider in his web. His medical training had taught him to face crisis with calm authority, but nothing in his education had prepared him for supernatural violence wielded by someone who no longer followed human rules.
Luciana grabbed TJ and hauled her onto the gurney with strength born of desperation and adrenaline. The wheels rolled beneath them as she shoved with everything her infected nervous system could provide, sending them careening down the hospital corridor like passengers on some nightmare carnival ride.
Behind them, Dr. Rossi's brave stand lasted exactly as long as it took Alessandro to demonstrate that surgical instruments in supernatural hands could cut through more than tissue. The sounds that followed them down the hallway spoke of medical training meeting artistic violence, and the results were painted in arterial spray across walls that had seen too much death already.
The gurney crashed into the corridor wall with enough force to send both women sprawling onto linoleum that was slick with various fluids that hospital maintenance had given up trying to identify. TJ felt her knee crack against the floor, but pain was a luxury she couldn't afford when survival required immediate movement.
"Come on," Luciana gasped, hauling TJ to her feet with hands that shook from infection, trauma, and the particular adrenaline that came from understanding you were prey in someone else's hunting ground.
They ran through corridors that had become a maze of medical equipment and abandoned gurneys, emergency lighting casting everything in harsh shadows that turned every corner into a potential ambush. Behind them, Alessandro's footsteps echoed with mechanical precision, neither hurried nor slow—the pace of someone who understood that his quarry had nowhere to run and all the time in the world to savor the hunt.
The hospital's PA system crackled with announcements about evacuation procedures, but the voices delivering them sounded increasingly strained, as if the speakers themselves were fighting to maintain their humanity against whatever infection was spreading through Rome's population like a beautiful plague.
TJ's mind raced as they fled, trying to process the implications of finding Alessandro where Olivier should have been. Had they moved him? Had he escaped? Or was the truth something darker—that the French boy she had kissed by the Tevere was now just another body cooling in Rome's expanding morgue?
The questions would have to wait. Survival was a full-time occupation, and Alessandro was gaining ground with the inexorable patience of someone who understood that this game would end only one way.
Somewhere in the building's labyrinthine depths, other sounds echoed—screams that were too feral to be entirely human, the wet sounds of violence being conducted with surgical precision, and underneath it all, that rhythmic chanting that seemed to rise from the hospital's foundation like some architectural prayer.
Bacchanalia. Bacchanalia. Bacchanalia.
The infection was spreading, Rome was bleeding, and TJ was beginning to understand that escape from this nightmare might require more than simply running fast enough to stay ahead of the monsters.
It might require becoming something monstrous herself.
The hospital stretched before them like a concrete maze designed by someone who understood that the most effective prisons were the ones where the inmates never realized they were trapped until it was far too late to matter.
Chapter 17
Fuga dalla Città
The blood bank had been transformed into something that belonged more in medieval torture chambers than modern medical facilities. Olivier hung suspended in a chair like a piece of performance art, his body arranged with the careful precision of someone who understood that suffering could be elevated to aesthetic experience when properly composed.
Rubber tourniquets bound his wrists and ankles with medical efficiency, their bright yellow color a cheerful contrast to the crimson that flowed from the surgical incision in his thigh. A glass container positioned at the foot of the chair collected his blood with the patient hunger of something that had been waiting too long between meals.
But Olivier was conscious, and consciousness in his situation was both blessing and curse.
He struggled against the bonds with the desperate strength of someone who understood that his survival depended on immediate action, but the tourniquets had been applied by someone who knew exactly how much pressure was required to ensure cooperation without causing permanent damage. Too tight to escape, too loose to cut off circulation entirely—the perfect balance of restraint and preservation.
His violent thrashing sent the glass container crashing to the floor, blood and broken glass spreading across linoleum in patterns that would have made Jackson Pollock weep with artistic envy. The sound of shattering seemed to unlock something in his nervous system, and he began rocking the chair with methodical fury, each movement calculated to break free or die trying.
The chair toppled backward, sending Olivier crashing into the shelves behind him like a human wrecking ball. Medical supplies rained down in a cascade of sharp metal and pharmaceutical chaos—scalpels, needles, syringes, all the instruments that modern medicine used to heal now transformed into weapons by gravity and desperation.
Olivier's scream as the needles found his flesh was pure animal agony, the sound of someone discovering that pain had depths he had never imagined. But pain, he was learning, could be transformed into fuel when survival was the only alternative to extinction.
The struggle sent vials of blood cascading from the refrigerated storage units, their contents mixing with his own on the floor to create an abstract expressionist masterpiece painted in every shade of red that human veins could produce. The blood bank had become exactly that—a financial institution where the currency was hemoglobin and the interest rates were measured in heartbeats.
Olivier managed one final, desperate lurch that sent him toppling sideways onto the floor, his body landing in the sea of glass and medical debris with wet finality. More needles and scalpel blades found their targets, turning him into a human pincushion decorated with the tools of his own potential salvation.
But he was alive, and in Rome's current condition, that counted as victory.
The door burst open to reveal Valentina, the blood bank clerk, her face cycling through expressions of horror, confusion, and dawning understanding as she took in the devastation. Years of working in medical facilities had prepared her for many kinds of emergencies, but finding patients bound and drained like livestock wasn't covered in any manual she had studied.
"What are you doing in here?" Her voice carried the particular authority that hospital staff used when confronting situations that didn't fit standard protocols.
Olivier gestured frantically toward the tourniquets still binding his limbs, his mouth working soundlessly as he tried to form words through the haze of pain and blood loss. The evidence of his ordeal was painted across every surface of the room in crimson abstractions.
Valentina's trained eye immediately assessed the wound in his thigh, recognizing the precision of the cut and the careful placement designed to maximize blood flow while minimizing immediate danger. Someone with medical knowledge had done this—someone who understood anatomy from a predator's perspective.
"My God, you're really bleeding. Lie still."
She moved with the practiced efficiency of someone accustomed to emergency medicine, tearing open packets of gauze and applying pressure to wounds that spoke of systematic torture conducted with surgical precision. Her hands worked automatically while her mind struggled to process the implications of what she was seeing.
"This should stop the bleeding, but you're going to need stitches. What happened to you?"
Olivier's response came out as a whisper, his voice carrying the hollowed-out quality of someone who had stared into abysses that most people never imagined. "I'm not sure."
But even as Valentina worked to stabilize his condition, both of them could hear the sounds of chaos spreading through the hospital's corridors. Screams that were too feral to be entirely human, the wet sounds of violence being conducted with increasing frequency, and underneath it all, that rhythmic chanting that seemed to rise from the building's foundation like architectural prayer.
The infection was spreading, and the hospital was no longer a place of healing but a hunting ground where the staff had become indistinguishable from the predators they were supposed to treat.
Valentina untied the tourniquets with hands that shook slightly—whether from the horror of what she was witnessing or from whatever was growing in her own bloodstream, neither of them could tell. But as she worked, Olivier could see something changing in her eyes, a hunger that had nothing to do with medical compassion and everything to do with appetites that civilization had spent centuries trying to suppress.
Rome was bleeding, and the infection was spreading through every artery of the city's body politic. What had begun in a single apartment with an impossible bloodstain was now a plague that turned healing into hunting and medicine into madness.
Outside the blood bank's reinforced windows, sirens continued their eternal song of urban violence, and somewhere in the hospital's labyrinthine depths, Alessandro continued his methodical hunt for prey that had dared to escape his artistic vision.
The night was far from over, and the real horror was just beginning to reveal its true scope.
Chapter 18
 Trasfusione di Speranza
The parking garage beneath the hospital felt like a concrete tomb, its fluorescent lights flickering with the irregular rhythm of a dying heartbeat. TJ and Luciana moved through the shadows between abandoned cars, their footsteps echoing off oil-stained concrete that bore witness to Rome's decay from the foundation up.
Above them, the hospital continued its transformation from place of healing to hunting ground, but here in the automotive catacombs, they had found temporary sanctuary. The air tasted of exhaust fumes and desperation, but it was free of the metallic tang that had begun to permeate every surface of the building above.
"What about your uncle?" TJ asked, though she already knew the answer from the sounds they had left behind in the corridor.
Luciana's face moved through expressions of grief and pragmatic acceptance with the speed of someone who had learned that in Rome's current condition, mourning was a luxury that could get you killed. "My job is to look after my patients. That means you. Rino will be okay. He's the smartest man I know."
But her eyes betrayed the lie even as her voice maintained professional composure. They both understood that Dr. Rossi's sacrifice had bought them time, not salvation, and that his medical expertise would be no match for Alessandro's artistic vision of violence.
The car Luciana led them to was a small Fiat that looked like it had been designed for navigating Rome's medieval street plan rather than escaping supernatural predators. But when she turned the key, the engine responded with mechanical reliability that felt almost miraculous in a city where nothing else was functioning according to normal parameters.
They pulled out of the garage at breakneck speed, tires squealing against concrete as Luciana drove with the desperate efficiency of someone who understood that every second of delay increased their chances of becoming another exhibit in Alessandro's expanding gallery of beautiful destruction.
But Rome had one final surprise waiting for them.
As they emerged onto the street level, a figure appeared directly in their path—moving with inhuman speed, arms spread wide as if embracing their arrival. In the split second before impact, TJ saw Olivier's face, but not as she remembered it. His features had been rearranged by violence and infection, his eyes holding depths that spoke of appetites he had never possessed during their romantic afternoon by the Tevere.
The car struck him with the wet sound of metal meeting flesh at high velocity, but instead of flying away from the impact, Olivier's body seemed to absorb the collision, his transformed physiology rolling with the force rather than being destroyed by it. He clung to the hood like some automotive parasite, his face pressed against the windshield in a grotesque parody of their earlier intimacy.
"Olivier!" TJ's scream was equal parts recognition and horror.
But this wasn't the beautiful Frenchman who had kissed her with wine-stained lips while Roman sunset painted everything gold. This was something else—something that wore his face but moved with predatory grace that belonged to creatures that hunted in darker territories than tourist guidebooks acknowledged.
The car lurched to a stop as Luciana fought for control, and in that moment of automotive vulnerability, the thing that had been Olivier spoke:
"TJ... I made a mess in there. A real mess."
His voice carried the particular hollowness of someone whose humanity had been drained along with his blood, replaced with appetites that had been growing in Rome's stones since before Christ learned to walk on water. He mumbled the words against the glass, his breath fogging the windshield with exhalations that tasted of hemoglobin and madness.
"I see blood in the sky!"
The revelation hit TJ like a physical blow. Whatever had been done to Olivier in the hospital's depths had completed his transformation from tourist to predator, from lover to hunter, from human to something that belonged in cautionary tales told around fires that had burned out centuries ago.
"It's not fresh blood," Luciana said, her voice carrying the authority of someone who had studied the infection's progression with professional interest. "Only a stain from the past."
But even as she spoke, both women understood that past and present had become indistinguishable in Rome's current condition. The city was bleeding not just from fresh wounds but from ancient injuries that had never properly healed, and the stains were spreading with each passing hour.
They managed to pry Olivier from the car and transfer him to the trunk with the gentle efficiency of medical professionals who understood that sometimes the most compassionate treatment involved restraint. His struggles were weaker now, more confused than violent, as if the infection had consumed his aggression along with his humanity.
"Don't worry we'll get you out of here soon," TJ whispered through the metal, though she wasn't sure if she was comforting him or herself.
The trunk closed with metallic finality, sealing away what remained of her French lover like evidence of a crime that had consumed an entire city. From inside came the sound of movement—not violent thrashing, but the careful exploration of someone learning the dimensions of his new reality.
As they drove through Rome's empty streets, TJ felt the weight of what they carried in the car's metal belly. Not just Olivier, but all the promise he had represented—romance, adventure, the possibility that beauty could exist without violence, that love could survive in a city built on blood and ambition.
Behind them, the hospital receded into the Roman night like a fever dream made of concrete and surgical steel. Ahead lay the uncertain promise of escape, though both women were beginning to understand that in Rome's current condition, there might be nowhere left to run.
The infection was spreading, the city was bleeding, and somewhere in the trunk, the thing that had been Olivier whispered secrets in languages that had been dead longer than memory could hold.
When in Roma, TJ thought with bitter irony, do as the Romans do.
And the Romans, she was learning, had always been very good at turning love into violence and beauty into something that fed on blood.
Chapter 19
Cena con i Lupi
Luciana's apartment in Testaccio felt like a medical bunker designed by someone who understood that in Rome's current condition, healing and warfare had become indistinguishable professions. The space was functional, barely lived-in, with the sterile efficiency of someone whose real life happened in hospital corridors rather than domestic spaces.
But it was clean, it was secure, and most importantly, it was equipped for the kind of emergency medicine that their situation required.
TJ, Luciana and the thing that had been Olivier entered the apartment like refugees from a war that most people didn't yet realize was being fought. The sounds of the city's continuing collapse drifted through the windows—sirens, screams, the particular cacophony that emerged when civilization's veneer wore thin enough to reveal the appetites underneath.
"I'm so hungry I could eat a small child," Olivier said, his voice carrying the casual tone of someone discussing the weather rather than expressing cannibalistic urges. The infection had transformed not just his appetites but his relationship to expressing them—making the monstrous seem mundane.
"I don't have any food or children, but I have something better in mind," Luciana replied, moving toward the kitchen with the purposeful stride of someone who had been preparing for this moment longer than circumstances would suggest.
TJ watched the exchange with growing unease. Something in Luciana's tone suggested that her medical training had taken paths that weren't covered in standard nursing school curricula, and the "something better" she had in mind might involve procedures that existed at the intersection of healing and harm.
"Are you sure it's safe to have him with us?" TJ asked, though the question felt inadequate given that safety had become a relative concept in a city where hospitals doubled as hunting grounds and medical professionals practiced techniques that belonged in medieval texts.
"I'm not sure of anything. You must understand I changed the way I think about life. I changed the way I act. You must do the same."
Luciana's words carried the weight of someone who had crossed fundamental boundaries and found the journey both liberating and terrifying. She moved through her apartment with predatory efficiency, gathering equipment that spoke of preparations made long before their arrival.
From a kitchen drawer, she produced a stun gun and what looked like a small pharmaceutical ampule. The juxtaposition of household utility and medical intervention felt appropriate for Rome's current condition—a city where the line between domestic life and supernatural violence had dissolved entirely.
The stun gun found Olivier's flesh with the precision of someone who understood exactly how much electrical current was required to incapacitate without causing permanent damage. His howl was pure animal agony, his body convulsing as electricity rearranged his nervous system's priorities.
"Hold him down!" Luciana commanded, and TJ found herself restraining what had once been her lover while medical science was practiced with the kind of authority that belonged in emergency rooms and execution chambers.
The morphine that followed the electrical assault worked with pharmaceutical efficiency, transforming Olivier from struggling predator into something approaching docile compliance. His eyes remained open but unfocused, as if he were watching movies projected on the inside of his skull.
"Olivier is a step away from his death—and ours," Luciana explained, checking his pulse with the clinical detachment of someone who had learned to separate professional responsibility from emotional attachment. "Since he is your friend, I will do my best to change his blood. We will see the result."
The explanation felt both reassuring and terrifying. Blood transfusion as exorcism, medicine as magic, the idea that whatever had infected Rome's population could be treated with techniques that existed somewhere between science and superstition.
"He seems so peaceful," TJ observed, watching Olivier's face relax into an expression that reminded her of the man she had kissed by the Tevere before violence had claimed him for its own purposes.
"He's a shadow of a beast. Please get me my handcuffs. They're on top of the pillow on my bed."
TJ moved through the apartment with the strange sensation of being inside someone else's preparation for apocalypse. The handcuffs she retrieved were covered in pink fur—a detail that spoke of lives lived in the spaces between professional necessity and personal pleasure.
"I don't know if these are strong enough," TJ said, examining the restraints that looked more appropriate for recreational activities than medical procedures.
"They're strong enough. Trust me."
Luciana's confidence carried the weight of experience that TJ didn't want to examine too closely. She handcuffed Olivier to the iron legs of a heavy marble table with movements that suggested this wasn't the first time such restraints had been necessary.
"I bought this table for only this reason," she admitted, and the revelation painted her apartment in an entirely different light—not just a living space, but a laboratory designed for experiments that existed at the boundaries of medical ethics.
The blood transfusion equipment emerged from medical cases with the organization of someone who had been practicing techniques that weren't taught in conventional nursing programs. IV lines, bags of blood, monitoring equipment—all the apparatus required to change someone's fundamental chemistry in hopes of changing their fundamental nature.
"It's best to be sure. I will take a quick test of your blood types," Luciana said, pricking TJ's finger before she had time to process the implications of voluntary participation in whatever procedure was about to unfold.
"Don't worry I have every type in the icebox. And I am a nurse. Get comfortable."
But comfort, TJ was learning, was another luxury that Rome's current condition had rendered obsolete. They were about to attempt something that existed somewhere between medical procedure and supernatural intervention, and the only guarantee was that the results would be irreversible.
Outside, the city continued its transformation from tourist destination to hunting ground, and somewhere in the Roman night, forces were stirring that understood exactly what Luciana was attempting—and had their own opinions about whether such interventions should be allowed to succeed.
Chapter 20
 La Villa del Dottore
The blood flowed between them like liquid communion, TJ's AB-positive mingling with Olivier's O-negative in the plastic tubing that connected their arms with intimate precision. Luciana worked with the focused efficiency of someone who understood that salvation often required techniques that existed at the boundaries of medical ethics and supernatural intervention.
"He is O negative and you are AB positive, the universal recipient. Wonderful," she announced, adjusting the IV lines with hands that moved with practiced certainty despite the tremors that suggested her own infection was progressing with each passing hour.
The transfusion apparatus spread across Luciana's living room like some modernist sculpture dedicated to the circulation of life itself. Bags of blood hung from improvised stands, tubing snaked across furniture with surgical precision, and monitoring equipment beeped with the mechanical rhythm of hearts that were learning to beat with borrowed blood.
"Now we sit for some time," Luciana said, settling into a chair positioned to observe all three of them simultaneously. Her eyes moved between the monitors with the clinical attention of someone who had learned that in Rome's current condition, medical procedures could turn lethal without warning.
"How long?" TJ asked, feeling the strange sensation of her blood leaving her body and traveling toward whatever Olivier had become. The process felt both intimate and violating—a sharing of essence that went deeper than any physical contact they had experienced during their brief romance.
Luciana checked their vital signs with the methodical thoroughness of someone who had performed similar procedures under conditions that weren't covered in standard medical texts. "If we have the time, I have the blood."
But time, they all understood, was a luxury that Rome's current condition might not provide. Somewhere in the city's labyrinthine depths, Alessandro continued his artistic demonstration of violence as aesthetic expression, and other forces were stirring that had their own opinions about medical interventions designed to reverse supernatural infections.
"Guilt often racks my conscience," Luciana admitted, her voice carrying the weight of someone who had crossed lines that couldn't be uncrossed. "Rino and I stole a lot of blood over the last year. Sometimes I can't sleep at night."
The revelation painted their current procedure in an entirely different light—not emergency medicine, but the culmination of months of preparation for exactly this kind of supernatural medical crisis. TJ found herself wondering what other procedures Luciana and her uncle had practiced, what other boundaries they had crossed in preparation for Rome's descent into beautiful madness.
"We all have to survive," TJ said, though the words felt inadequate given the scope of what they were attempting. "Some people steal money. Some people steal flesh. It's human nature to take what life demands of you."
"So even this is human nature," Luciana replied, but her tone suggested she was no longer entirely certain what human nature encompassed in a city where ancient appetites had been awakened by supernatural blood.
Olivier lay chained to the marble table like some sacrifice to medical science, his face peaceful in morphine-induced unconsciousness. The drug had quieted whatever predatory impulses the infection had awakened, but TJ could see something moving behind his closed eyelids—dreams or nightmares that belonged to creatures that hunted in territories beyond human imagination.
The blood exchange continued with mechanical persistence, each heartbeat pumping TJ's uninfected cells into Olivier's contaminated system while simultaneously introducing her to whatever trace elements of supernatural corruption remained in his plasma. It was a calculated risk—using her blood to dilute his infection while hoping that the concentration wasn't sufficient to contaminate her own system.
But as the hours passed and the bags of blood emptied and refilled with the patience of medical equipment designed for long-term procedures, something remarkable began to happen. The monitors showed Olivier's vital signs stabilizing into patterns that looked almost human, and the predatory tension that had characterized his movements began to fade into something approaching normal relaxation.
"I feel like a completely different person," TJ admitted, and meant it in ways that went beyond the simple fatigue of blood loss. The transfusion had changed her on levels that she couldn't quite articulate—as if sharing blood with someone who had been infected and possibly cured had introduced her to antibodies that existed at the intersection of medicine and magic.
"Fresh blood is reason alone to live. What started as a necessity turned into... an addiction," Luciana said, her voice carrying the particular satisfaction of someone who had discovered pleasures that existed beyond conventional understanding.
But even as they sat in the temporary sanctuary of Luciana's apartment, conducting their medical experiment in supernatural intervention, the sounds from outside suggested that Rome's condition was deteriorating with each passing hour. Sirens, screams, the particular cacophony that emerged when a city's population discovered appetites they had never known they possessed.
The infection was spreading, and their small island of medical rationality was surrounded by an ocean of beautiful madness that showed no signs of receding. Whatever they had accomplished with their blood transfusion might be temporary at best—a brief respite in a war that was being fought in the streets, in the hospitals, in the very stones of a city that had always understood the relationship between beauty and violence.
Outside, church bells tolled the hour with bronze voices that sounded less like calls to prayer and more like funeral dirges for civilization itself. Rome was bleeding, and they were all swimming in currents that had been flowing since before Christ learned to walk on water.
The night was far from over, and the real test of their medical intervention was about to begin.
Chapter 21
 Pastori nella Notte 
The restaurant felt like the last outpost of civilization in a city that had forgotten the meaning of the word. TJ and Luciana sat across from each other at a small table, surrounded by the familiar rituals of dining—white tablecloths, wine glasses, the comforting weight of silverware in hands that had grown accustomed to holding weapons instead of utensils.
For a brief moment, it was possible to pretend that Rome hadn't descended into beautiful madness, that the blood transfusion had been successful, that they were simply two women sharing a meal and conversation like millions of others across the world who had never heard the wet sound of meat cleavers finding flesh or witnessed the artistic arrangement of corpses in apartment buildings.
"What's your first impression of Roma?" TJ asked, trying to recapture some sense of normalcy even though both women understood that normal had become a relative concept in a city where hospitals doubled as hunting grounds.
Luciana's smile was sharp enough to cut moonlight. "I can tell you're a good person by the way you look."
But the words carried undertones that suggested she was seeing things in TJ's face that hadn't been there before the transfusion—changes that went deeper than simple fatigue or stress, alterations that spoke of blood shared with someone who had been touched by supernatural corruption.
The wine helped, warming their throats and stomachs with liquid courage that made the sounds from outside seem less immediate, less threatening. But even as they talked and ate and performed the ancient rituals of human fellowship, both women were aware of being watched.
It started as a feeling—the particular prickle between the shoulder blades that evolved humans felt when predators fixed them in their sights. TJ found herself glancing toward the restaurant's windows, where shadows moved with purpose that seemed too coordinated to be accidental.
Through the glass, a figure stood motionless in the doorway of a building across the street. Distance and darkness made identification impossible, but something about the silhouette's posture suggested familiarity—the particular way someone held their body when they were comfortable with violence, when they had learned to see other humans as raw material for artistic expression.
"Strange how these people track us, toy with us, torture us," TJ said, her voice dropping to the intimate register that people used when discussing survival in the presence of predators. "They could have killed me any time while I was in that woman's house or in that hospital bed. If they don't want us dead, what do they want?"
Luciana's response carried the authority of someone who had spent considerable time studying the infection's progression, both in others and in herself. "Probably just that. They want to track us, toy with us, and torture us."
The explanation was both terrifying and oddly comforting—the idea that their survival wasn't accidental but rather part of some larger performance in which they were simultaneously audience and entertainment. Roma had always been a city that understood theater, and whatever was happening in its streets seemed to follow dramatic principles that prioritized aesthetic satisfaction over simple efficiency.
"There must be more to it... these things we see..." TJ insisted, though she wasn't sure whether she was trying to convince Luciana or herself.
"Rino believes we are magnetized to specific proteins and enzymes in certain blood. If his calculations are right, the transfusion should set our pursuers off course."
The scientific explanation felt both reassuring and inadequate. Blood as magnetic field, infection as altered chemistry, the idea that whatever had been done to them could be undone through careful manipulation of their cardiovascular systems. But science had never fully explained why some people were drawn to violence while others fled from it, why certain combinations of chemistry and circumstance created predators while others produced prey.
"I don't think anything can shake them, especially calculations," TJ replied, glancing again toward the window where the shadow had been joined by another figure, then another, as if their conversation was being broadcast to an audience that was gathering for the evening's entertainment.
They finished their meal with the particular intensity of people who understood that simple pleasures might soon become luxury items in a city where appetite had taken on meanings that extended far beyond food. The wine left them both slightly intoxicated, but the alcohol's warmth couldn't quite dispel the growing certainty that their temporary sanctuary was about to be tested.
As they prepared to leave, Luciana's expression grew thoughtful, almost melancholy. "Oh my poor uncle... he's been so lonely since my aunt died."
The admission carried weight that extended beyond simple family concern. In Rome's current condition, loneliness had become a form of vulnerability that predators could smell from considerable distances, and Dr. Rossi's sacrifice at the hospital suggested that his professional dedication might have made him particularly susceptible to forces that fed on isolation and grief.
"What if Olivier doesn't get better by the time we get back?" TJ asked, though part of her suspected that the blood transfusion's effects might be temporary at best—a brief reprieve rather than permanent cure.
"We call the nuthouse. They take him away."
"What if he attacks us?"
"I shoot him..." Luciana's response was immediate, practical, carrying the authority of someone who had already made the necessary calculations about survival versus sentiment.
"No..."
"In the leg."
"How about the foot?"
"Fine, the foot."
The negotiation over where to shoot TJ's former lover would have been absurd under normal circumstances, but in Rome's current condition it felt like the kind of practical planning that separated survivors from statistics. They were learning to think like predators while trying to maintain enough humanity to distinguish themselves from the things that hunted them.
But as they left the restaurant and stepped into Roman night air that tasted of exhaust fumes and ancient secrets, both women understood that their evening of normal human interaction had been observed, catalogued, and evaluated by forces that had their own opinions about medical interventions and blood transfusions.
The shadows were moving with more purpose now, and somewhere in the labyrinthine streets of a city that had been built on blood and ambition, the real performance was about to begin.
Rome was bleeding, and they were all swimming in currents that had been flowing since before memory began.
Chapter 22
Casa del Formaggio
Headlights carved twin tunnels through darkness thick as velvet. The autostrada unwound beneath them, white lines pulsing past like heartbeats on an EKG monitor. TJ watched olive groves blur into black smears while Luciana's cigarette glowed red in the driver's seat—a moving ember against her profile.
"What's our destination?"
Luciana's hand dove into her pocket. Empty. Again. "Do you have any money on you?"
TJ patted down the borrowed clothes. "These are your pants, remember?"
"Nothing. Shit."
"How about you?"
"Nothing. Shit."
The fuel gauge needle trembled near empty. In the rearview mirror, Rome's glow flickered orange on the horizon—a city burning with more than streetlights.
Italian pop crackled through static. TJ's head rolled against the passenger window as sleep took her, her reflection dissolving into countryside that scrolled past like frames from some pastoral film reel.
She woke to silence.
The engine had died. Outside her window: black hills carved with silver moonlight. Vineyards stepped down slopes in geometric precision. A medieval tower pierced the skyline like a stone finger pointing at stars.
Clock: 22:30. Fuel gauge: empty.
"Where...?"
"Middle of nowhere."
TJ stepped onto gravel that crunched beneath her feet. No streetlights. No neon. Just darkness so complete it felt solid, broken only by fireflies that pulsed in the grass like tiny yellow heartbeats.
"I think this is the darkest place I've ever been in my whole life."
Above them, the Milky Way spilled across the sky like spilled milk on black marble. The silence pressed against her eardrums—not empty, but full of small sounds. Insects. Wind through olive leaves. Something else.
"The country always makes my skin crawl. It feels haunted."
Luciana lit another cigarette. The flame illuminated her face for one second—hollow cheeks, bright eyes scanning the darkness like a predator's.
"Now you sound like an old lady."
"Everyone has superstitions."
The grass rustled. Not wind—something heavier, moving with purpose. TJ's hand found the scalpel's handle as shapes materialized from the darkness. White wool caught moonlight. Black legs moved with mechanical precision.
Sheep. Dozens of them, flowing around the car like a woolly river.
Dogs barked—sharp, aggressive sounds that cut through the night air like knife blades. TJ jumped backward as shapes moved between the sheep. Shepherds' dogs, eyes reflecting moonlight like yellow coins.
"Scared the shit out of me."
A whistle pierced the air. The dogs fell silent instantly.
"Quiet!"
From behind the flock came a man built like a Renaissance statue—broad shoulders, hands that could break bones or birth lambs with equal skill. Behind him, headlights cut through darkness as a pickup truck navigated the narrow road with the confidence of someone who knew every stone and pothole.
"Ladies... what a place to set up camp! Is everything alright? Do you need help?"
TJ's hand tightened on the scalpel. Luciana's pistol emerged from her jacket with practiced smoothness. Two women with weapons, standing beside a dead car in the middle of Italian nowhere, facing strangers who moved with the easy confidence of people who belonged to this landscape.
Lucio's laughter rolled across the hillside like distant thunder. "Do you always travel so heavily armed? Put the pistol away. What is that some kind of razor?"
The truck's engine rumbled to idle. In the driver's seat, Dario leaned out his window, studying them with the calm attention of someone evaluating livestock at market.
"The sheep couldn't sleep tonight. Something strange is in the air."
The words hung between them like smoke from Luciana's cigarette. In the truck bed, sheep bells clinked with metallic softness. The smell of wool and lanolin mixed with diesel exhaust and something else—wild herbs, ancient earth, the particular scent of places where time moved differently.
"Only a pair of beautiful women could keep the whole town awake. Not even the animals can sleep."
Dario's eyes caught the moonlight as he spoke. Behind him, the radio crackled with distant voices speaking in rapid Italian. News from the world they'd left behind. Reports from Rome. Words like sangue and violenza bleeding through the static.
The exchange felt like negotiation between different worlds—urban refugees seeking sanctuary in territories governed by older rhythms, agricultural people evaluating whether these strangers carried the kind of trouble that could contaminate communities that had survived by maintaining careful balances between hospitality and self-preservation.
"We need a ride," TJ said, making the decision that survival sometimes required trusting people whose connection to the land might offer protection against forces that fed on urban anonymity and disconnection.
"There's room for both of you, no problem. We're heading to Pintura, the top of the mountain across the valley. There's an inn there. Perfect for two women of your class."
The offer of transportation toward higher ground felt like salvation wrapped in shepherd's clothes, and both women understood that in Italy's current condition, sanctuary might be found in places where ancient protections still functioned according to rules that predated whatever infection had claimed Rome's population.
The truck's cabin smelled of sheep and honest work, tobacco and the particular earth-scent that clung to people who spent their lives in direct contact with landscapes that had been shaped by centuries of careful cultivation. As they climbed toward the mountain inn, TJ felt something loosening in her chest—the first sense of safety she had experienced since the nightmare began.
But even as the truck carried them toward higher ground and the promise of sanctuary, the radio crackled with news from the world they had left behind—reports of violence spreading beyond Rome's borders, of infections that seemed to follow transportation routes like viruses jumping between host populations.
They were climbing toward safety, but the question remained whether any elevation would be sufficient to escape the appetites that had been awakened in the heart of the empire and were now spreading outward like ripples from a stone dropped in blood-dark water.
Chapter 23
Acqua di Sangue
The truck climbed mountain roads that twisted like serpents carved from stone, headlights sweeping across terraced hillsides where grapevines clung to slopes that had been cultivated since before Rome learned to write laws in blood. TJ pressed against the passenger window, watching darkness flow past like liquid shadow punctuated by brief glimpses of medieval villages perched on distant peaks like clusters of amber stars.
"We need a ride," she had said, and now they were climbing toward sanctuary that might or might not exist, carried by strangers whose kindness felt both genuine and loaded with the particular weight that came with rural hospitality in a world gone mad.
Lucio's hands moved on the steering wheel with the easy confidence of someone who had been navigating these roads since childhood. "There's room for both of you, no problem. We're heading to Pintura, the top of the mountain across the valley. There's an inn there. Perfect for two women of your class."
The truck's interior smelled of sheep and tobacco, honest work and the particular earth-scent that clung to men who spent their lives in direct contact with landscapes older than memory. Outside, the road wound upward through chestnut forests where shadows moved with purposes that might have been wind or might have been something else entirely.
"Don't worry. This is the busy season. These sheep don't look like much, but their milk is pure gold," Lucio continued, counting out euros with hands that bore the calluses of someone whose wealth was measured in more fundamental currencies than urban banking systems understood.
TJ watched his fingers move across the bills—weathered skin against paper that represented abstract value in a world where blood had become the most reliable medium of exchange. The money felt both necessary and irrelevant, payment for services that went deeper than simple transportation.
"Thank you, but no thank you."
"Don't insult me. Take the money! If you have any left, you can buy me a coffee at the bar tomorrow."
The headlights caught something ahead—a building that looked like it had grown from the mountainside itself, stone walls that seemed to pulse with their own internal warmth despite the alpine chill that made their breath visible in silver clouds.
The inn sat like a medieval fortress against the sky, windows glowing with yellow light that promised warmth and safety and all the comforts that civilization had invented to keep the darkness at bay. But as the truck approached, TJ felt something cold settle in her stomach—a recognition that even here, even at this elevation, the infection might have found ways to spread.
"Thanks for everything. Good night," she said as they climbed from the truck's cabin, her feet finding stone steps worn smooth by centuries of pilgrims and travelers and people fleeing from troubles that had been following humanity since it first learned to build cities.
The truck's taillights disappeared down the mountain road like red eyes winking out, leaving them alone with the inn and whatever waited inside its stone walls. Above them, stars wheeled across a sky so clear it felt like looking through crystal, but the beauty carried undertones that suggested even celestial bodies might be infected with whatever madness had claimed Rome's population.
TJ knocked on the heavy wooden door with knuckles that had learned to hit hard enough to demand attention but not so hard as to suggest aggression. The sound echoed through stone corridors with the hollow resonance of churches and crypts.
When the door opened, the innkeeper's face appeared like something carved from the same stone as his building—weathered, permanent, marked by years of mountain weather and the particular wariness that came from dealing with strangers who arrived after midnight carrying stories that were better left untold.
"Hotel closes at midnight."
"What time is it?"
"After midnight. You're too late. Come back in the morning."
TJ felt desperation claw at her throat with fingers made of fatigue and fear and the growing certainty that there might be nowhere left in Italy where safety could be purchased with money or charm or any of the currencies that had worked in the world before Rome started bleeding.
"We can pay extra. How much is a room?"
"No exceptions. I'm sorry. It's not about money."
But money had never been the real issue. The innkeeper's eyes held the particular caution of someone who had learned to recognize infection by signs that went beyond obvious symptoms—a wariness that suggested he understood exactly what kind of troubles might follow beautiful women who traveled without luggage through mountain roads after midnight.
"My boyfriend was murdered today," TJ said, the words coming out with desperate honesty that surprised her with its rawness.
"What a rotten lie."
"We're not lying. Look at us. We've been through hell."
The innkeeper's gaze moved over their faces with the clinical attention of someone evaluating livestock for signs of disease. Whatever he saw there—exhaustion, trauma, or something deeper that spoke of blood shared and violence witnessed—made him step back from the doorway with the reluctant gesture of someone granting asylum to refugees he wasn't entirely sure deserved it.
"I don't know what you girls are up to, but it seems you're in some trouble. If I let you stay here... you must give me your word not to cause any problems and keep quiet."
"You have my word."
But even as TJ spoke the promise, she felt something shift in her peripheral vision—a movement that didn't belong to wind or shadows or any of the natural phenomena that populated mountain nights. When she turned to look, the space was empty, but the impression lingered like the afterimage of something that had been watching from the darkness with eyes that reflected more than starlight.
The innkeeper followed her gaze, his face cycling through expressions that suggested he had seen similar disturbances before. "Forget it. You can sleep in the cheese house."
TJ's laugh came out sharp and brittle, carrying harmonics that didn't belong in her throat—sounds that spoke of infection spreading through vocal cords like vines growing through abandoned buildings. The laughter felt foreign, uncontrolled, as if something else were using her respiratory system to express amusement at jokes she didn't understand.
The sound made the innkeeper's face turn sour with recognition. "Prostitutes! Get out of here! Sleep in the cheese house."
The door slammed with finality that echoed across the mountainside like a gunshot, leaving them alone with the alpine darkness and whatever watched from the spaces between the stars.
But TJ's laughter continued, and Luciana joined in with sounds that belonged more to predators than prey, their voices mixing with the mountain wind to create harmonics that would have made angels reconsider their career choices.
"Jesus, I don't know what came over me," TJ said when the laughter finally died, but her voice carried undertones that suggested she was beginning to understand exactly what had come over her—and that the understanding was both terrifying and intoxicating.
"We just need to get some rest. Come on, let's find this cheese house."
They walked up the mountain path toward whatever sanctuary could be found in buildings designed for purposes that had nothing to do with human habitation, their footsteps echoing against stone that had been witness to centuries of similar flights from troubles that followed travelers through landscape that looked pastoral but carried its own ancient hungers.
Above them, the stars continued their eternal dance, but tonight their light seemed tainted with the particular red tinge that suggested even celestial bodies might be bleeding from wounds that had been inflicted in territories beyond human understanding.
Chapter 24 
L'Ultimo Paese
The cheese house squatted against the mountainside like a stone tomb carved from living rock, its walls thick enough to store wheels of pecorino through alpine winters that could freeze blood in veins and dreams in sleeping minds. TJ pressed her palm against the wooden door, feeling it swing open with the whispered creak of hinges that had learned to move silently through decades of mountain weather.
"Hello... anyone there?" Luciana's voice echoed through the interior darkness, but the only response was the sound of their own breathing amplified by stone walls that had been shaped to hold more than cheese.
The scalpel slid from TJ's belt with metallic whisper. Inside, darkness pressed against them like velvet made solid, broken only by shafts of starlight that filtered through gaps in the roof to paint silver rectangles on the dirt floor.
Luciana's hand found the light switch with the blind efficiency of someone accustomed to navigating medical facilities in emergency lighting. The single bulb bloomed to life, revealing a space that looked like an ancient laboratory—large metal cauldrons that could have been used for rendering more than milk, long wooden sticks that might have stirred substances other than cream.
"It'll be okay to sleep here. It's empty."
But empty wasn't the same as unoccupied. The cheese house held echoes of purposes that went beyond simple dairy production—scents that spoke of processes older than pasteurization, tools that could serve functions beyond their obvious agricultural applications.
Wind began to pick up outside, howling through the mountains with voices that sounded almost human. TJ felt the building illuminate against the darkness like a beacon broadcasting their location to whatever moved through the alpine night with purposes that had nothing to do with shepherding or tourism.
"I need to go to the bathroom," she said, though the admission felt inadequate for the growing pressure in her bladder and the more fundamental need to escape the building's confining walls for a few moments of privacy beneath stars that seemed increasingly hostile.
"I'll light a fire. Maybe find something to eat."
The door closed behind TJ with a wooden sigh, leaving her alone with mountain darkness that felt both liberating and terrifying. She dropped her pants with the mechanical efficiency of someone whose body continued to function according to biological imperatives even when the mind was processing stimuli that belonged in fever dreams.
The stream of urine hit the earth with sounds that seemed amplified by the silence—intimate percussion that connected her to landscape in ways that civilization usually prevented. But as she relieved herself, TJ became aware of how exposed they were on the mountainside, how the lit cheese house advertised their presence to anyone or anything that might be watching from the forests that crowded around the clearing like dark audiences.
"This place is so lit up, you can see it for miles," she said, bursting back through the door with urgency that had nothing to do with completing her bathroom business.
Luciana looked up from the stove she had managed to ignite, flame dancing beneath metal in patterns that cast shifting shadows on walls designed to hold secrets older than recorded history. "It's only one light."
"It's like a beacon in this darkness."
"Okay. No light. No stove. No food."
The flame died with a whispered pop, plunging them back into darkness broken only by starlight that filtered through the roof in geometric patterns. TJ felt her way to a space on the dirt floor where generations of cheese-makers had probably slept during production seasons, her body finding comfort in earth that had been compressed by human habitation.
"No food?"
"I could only find salt and cigarettes."
"Cigarettes are food."
Luciana's laugh was sharp enough to cut moonlight. She produced a half-empty pack of cigarettes from somewhere in the darkness, the paper crinkling with sounds that belonged to late-night conversations and intimate confessions. Using the stove's pilot light, she ignited two cigarettes simultaneously, the brief flame illuminating her face in classical chiaroscuro—light and shadow playing across features that looked increasingly predatory in the mountain darkness.
They lay on the dirt floor smoking cigarettes that tasted of tobacco and mountain air and something else—a metallic tang that might have been altitude or might have been the particular flavor that blood acquired when it had been exposed to supernatural influences for extended periods.
TJ felt sleep approaching with the weight of exhaustion that went beyond simple physical fatigue. The day had contained enough trauma for several lifetimes, and her nervous system was finally beginning to shut down non-essential functions in favor of the kind of unconsciousness that might provide temporary escape from a reality that had become too strange for sustained consciousness.
But even as sleep claimed her, part of her mind remained aware of sounds outside the cheese house—footsteps that moved with too much purpose to belong to animals, breathing that suggested lungs designed for purposes that went beyond simple respiration, and underneath it all, a rhythmic chanting that seemed to rise from the mountains themselves.
Bacchanalia. Bacchanalia. Bacchanalia.
The infection was spreading beyond Rome's borders, following transportation routes and human contact like some beautiful virus that transformed hosts into works of art while consuming their fundamental humanity. Even here, in this alpine sanctuary that should have been protected by elevation and isolation, the ancient appetites were stirring with hunger that had been building for centuries.
TJ's dreams were filled with images of shepherds who moved like predators, cheese wheels that bled when cut, and mountain paths that led not to safety but to territories where different rules applied and beauty was measured in currencies that had nothing to do with conventional aesthetics.
The cigarette burned down to her fingers, waking her with pain that felt both sharp and oddly distant, as if her nervous system were processing sensory input through filters that hadn't been there before the blood transfusion. When she opened her eyes, the cheese house was filled with shadows that moved independently of any light source, and through the gaps in the roof, stars gleamed with the particular red tinge that suggested even celestial bodies might be bleeding from wounds that had been inflicted in dimensions adjacent to human understanding.
Outside, something was moving with deliberate purpose, and TJ understood with growing clarity that their sanctuary had become a trap, their beacon a signal fire that had attracted exactly the kind of attention they had been trying to escape.
The night was far from over, and the real test of their mountain refuge was about to begin.
Chapter 25
Maschere di Terra
Morning light filtered through the cheese house roof like golden honey, but when TJ opened her eyes, she tasted blood in her mouth—metallic and warm, as if she had been chewing on ancient coins throughout the night. Her dreams had been filled with shepherds and sheep, but in the daylight, the pastoral images felt contaminated with something that made her stomach clench with unspecified dread.
"I think I'm going to get some air," she said, though Luciana and Lucio were too occupied with each other to pay attention to her departure.
The morning had revealed what darkness had hidden—Lucio sprawled across Luciana with the satisfied exhaustion of someone who had found exactly what he had been seeking in the mountains. Their clothes lay scattered across the dirt floor like evidence of surrender, and the scents of sex and sweat mingled with the lingering aroma of aged cheese and something else that TJ couldn't quite identify.
Outside, the sun was merciless despite the alpine elevation, turning the mountaintop into a furnace lined with stone and sparse vegetation. TJ walked through fields dotted with purple wildflowers that looked beautiful until she noticed how their petals seemed to pulse with their own rhythm, like tiny hearts beating in the morning light.
The trail led downhill toward what should have been a peaceful mountain stream, but as TJ approached the water, something was wrong with the color. Instead of the clear mountain runoff she expected, the stream ran dark and viscous, with the particular consistency of liquid that had been thickened with substances that didn't belong in natural water systems.
She knelt beside the stream and cupped the water in her palms, bringing it close to her face with the instinct of someone who needed hydration despite growing concerns about what she might be consuming. The smell hit her before the taste—metallic, organic, familiar in ways that made her nervous system scream warnings her conscious mind was still processing.
Blood.
The water wasn't just tinted with blood—it was blood, flowing down from higher elevations where something had turned mountain streams into arteries that carried life force instead of simple H2O. TJ's throat closed against the liquid even as her body craved hydration, and she stumbled backward from the stream with the horror of someone who had just discovered that even the most fundamental elements of survival had been contaminated.
Behind her, voices called out with increasing urgency. Lucio and Luciana were awake and searching for her, their voices carrying across the mountainside with the particular tone that people used when they had discovered something that required immediate attention.
TJ ran back up the trail toward the cheese house, her feet slipping on stones that seemed slicker than morning dew could account for. When she reached the building, she found Lucio and Luciana standing beside the pickup truck with expressions that mixed confusion with growing alarm.
"TJ! We were looking all over for you. What a beautiful morning! I feel our luck changing for the better," Luciana called out, but her voice carried forced optimism that suggested she was trying to convince herself as much as anyone else.
"Today is going to be a good day, I know it," Lucio added, but his eyes were scanning the mountainside with the wariness of someone who had noticed details that didn't fit the pastoral setting.
"We're off to get some breakfast. Lunch is more like it! But first we need to get my sheep. Dario is waiting for me at a wonderful spot in the valley. There's a nice little stream that supplies the local towns with the best water in Italy!"
TJ wanted to warn them about what she had discovered in the stream, but the words stuck in her throat like shards of glass. How could she explain that the water supply had been contaminated with blood without sounding like someone whose mind had been affected by trauma and elevation?
"Hop in!"
They drove down mountain roads that twisted through landscapes that looked increasingly wrong as they descended toward lower elevations. The trees seemed too dense, their shadows too dark, and the birdsong that should have provided pleasant soundtrack to their journey was absent—replaced by silence that felt expectant rather than peaceful.
The valley opened before them like a wound carved into the earth's flesh, and at its center, the stream that should have been clear mountain water ran dark with substances that caught sunlight like liquid obsidian. But it was the scene around the water that made TJ's breath catch in her throat.
Sheep lay scattered across the banks like white flowers that had been trampled by giants. Some were half-submerged in the bloodstream, their wool turned crimson by immersion in liquid that was too thick to be natural water. Others lay on the grass with wounds that spoke of systematic slaughter conducted with artistic precision.
"Somebody massacred my sheep. Where is my friend? Dario! Dario!"
Lucio's voice cracked with emotion that went beyond simple economic loss. These animals had been his responsibility, his livelihood, his connection to traditions that stretched back through generations of mountain shepherds who had learned to read weather and wolves and all the other dangers that threatened pastoral life.
But this wasn't wolves. This was something else entirely.
"Stay in the car," TJ said, though she knew the warning was pointless. Lucio was already climbing from the truck with movements that belonged to someone who had crossed from grief into territory where violence became not just possible but inevitable.
"Lucio, wait."
But he was beyond hearing, beyond rational thought, moving toward the carnage with the focused intensity of someone who needed to understand exactly what had been done to his animals and why. His hands found the machete that had been resting in the truck bed with the automatic efficiency of someone whose work had always required tools that could serve multiple purposes.
Down by the stream, Dario sat in water that came up to his waist, his hands moving with gentle precision around the last living sheep. From a distance, it looked like he was providing comfort to the sole survivor of whatever massacre had claimed the rest of the flock.
"This one's still alive," Dario called out, his voice carrying the hollow quality of someone who had witnessed more than human minds were designed to process.
"It's okay, my friend. We'll find more sheep."
But as Lucio approached his partner, the truth of the situation became clear. Dario's hands weren't providing comfort—they were holding the sheep in place while blood flowed from wounds that had been precisely placed to maximize drainage while minimizing immediate fatality.
And when Dario finally released the animal and turned toward them, his shirt opened to reveal wounds in his own abdomen that spoke of the same systematic precision that had been applied to the livestock.
"Who did this?"
"A maniac. I tried to stop him. He wouldn't stop until everything was covered in blood."
Dario's words came out in gasps that suggested his lungs were filling with fluids that didn't belong in respiratory systems. He collapsed face-down into the stream with the boneless finality of someone whose body had finally acknowledged what his mind had been trying to deny.
Lucio reached his friend too late, lifting him from water that had been contaminated with substances far more complex than simple mountain runoff. When he checked for pulse, his fingers came away stained with liquid that looked black in the morning light.
"Let's go," he said, his voice carrying the mechanical tone of someone whose emotional systems had shut down in favor of basic survival protocols.
They loaded Dario's corpse into the truck bed with movements that had been stripped of ceremony by necessity and shock. The body left dark stains on metal that had been designed to transport agricultural products, not human remains, but in Italy's current condition, such distinctions had become meaningless.
As they drove away from the valley of dead sheep and contaminated water, TJ understood that their mountain refuge had been an illusion. The infection had followed them beyond Rome's borders, transforming pastoral landscapes into hunting grounds where predators moved with purposes that had nothing to do with simple survival.
Behind them, the stream continued to flow with liquid that caught sunlight like spilled wine, and somewhere in the mountains above, forces were stirring that understood exactly what they had accomplished and were already planning the next movement in a symphony that would transform all of Italy into a gallery of beautiful destruction.
The day was young, and the real horror was just beginning to reveal its scope.
Chapter 26
Bacchanalia
The pickup truck carved its way through mountain roads that descended toward valleys where civilization had learned to hide from alpine weather and ancient appetites. Lucio drove with the mechanical precision of someone whose emotional systems had been temporarily shut down by trauma, while Dario's corpse rode in the truck bed like cargo that had been mislabeled for a delivery route that ended in territories beyond human understanding.
TJ sat pressed against the passenger window, watching medieval villages scroll past like film frames from some pastoral documentary that had been edited by someone with a taste for beautiful destruction. The landscape looked peaceful from a distance, but up close she could see details that didn't belong in tourist brochures—windows that had been boarded shut too recently, streets that were empty despite the morning hour, the particular silence that settled over places where normal human activity had been interrupted by forces that operated according to different rules.
"It's impossible... Where is everyone?" Lucio's voice carried the hollow quality of someone who had been expecting to find familiar landmarks but instead discovered territories that felt like movie sets after the actors had gone home.
"Bleeding," Luciana said, her response carrying the clinical authority of someone who had developed professional expertise in recognizing symptoms that existed at the intersection of medicine and supernatural intervention.
The town of Bolognola spread before them like a Renaissance painting that had been abandoned midway through completion. Buildings stood with architectural integrity intact, but the absence of human activity made them feel like monuments to some mass evacuation that had been conducted with efficiency that suggested prior planning.
They drove through streets designed for foot traffic and donkey carts, the truck's engine echoing off stone walls with metallic percussion that seemed amplified by the silence. No shopkeepers arranging displays, no children playing in piazzas, no elderly residents conducting the morning social rituals that kept Italian communities functioning according to patterns that had been established over centuries.
Just emptiness that felt expectant rather than peaceful.
Finally, a bar appeared with lights that suggested occupancy, though the lack of visible customers made the illumination feel more like a trap than an invitation. Through windows that had been cleaned recently enough to suggest ongoing maintenance, a solitary figure moved behind the marble counter with movements that belonged to someone conducting business despite the absence of obvious clientele.
"Someone's looking for you," said Tano, the Bolognola barman, when they entered the establishment. His greeting carried the particular wariness of someone who had been expecting visitors but wasn't entirely pleased about their arrival.
"Who? I haven't seen anyone in the entire town," Lucio replied, his voice cycling through confusion and growing alarm as he tried to process information that didn't fit the patterns he had been expecting.
"Haven't you heard what happened? The water supply has been contaminated."
The explanation felt both adequate and insufficient. Water contamination could explain evacuation, but it didn't account for the particular quality of abandonment that characterized Bolognola's empty streets—the sense that departure had been motivated by more than simple public health concerns.
"Where are the police?"
"I am the police."
"And the firemen?"
"You're looking at him. I'm the last man in town. A captain goes down with his ship."
Tano's response carried the grim satisfaction of someone who had made peace with circumstances that would have driven less committed individuals to seek sanctuary in territories where normal rules still applied. But his eyes held depths that suggested his decision to remain hadn't been motivated entirely by civic duty.
"Okay guys, the girl will be here in a few minutes. But I gotta go. I have some business to attend to. Make sure you give her a hard time," Lucio said, his voice carrying echoes of conversations that belonged to different contexts, different realities, different versions of himself that had existed before trauma had rearranged his priorities.
But the words felt wrong as soon as they left his mouth, as if his vocal cords were being controlled by someone else's nervous system. TJ watched his face cycle through expressions that didn't match the casual tone of his speech, and she began to understand that whatever had contaminated Bolognola's water supply had affected more than simple hydration.
The machete appeared in Lucio's hand with the fluid efficiency of someone whose muscle memory had been reprogrammed for purposes that went beyond agricultural applications. Tano responded by producing a bottle of grappa that he wielded like a club, and suddenly the bar had been transformed from place of hospitality into an arena where different rules applied.
Glass shattered against skull with the wet sound of crystal meeting bone, and Lucio went down with the boneless collapse of someone whose nervous system had been temporarily disconnected from its control center. But consciousness was a luxury that Italy's current condition didn't allow, and he was moving again before the grappa had finished dripping from his scalp.
The corkscrew that Tano pulled from behind the bar gleamed with surgical potential, and when he drove it into Lucio's ear with the precision of someone who understood anatomy from a predator's perspective, the sound was both wet and final—metal penetrating cartilage and finding the soft tissues that controlled higher brain functions.
TJ and Luciana ran from the bar like refugees from a reality that had become too strange for sustained observation, but even as they fled, they could hear sounds behind them that spoke of violence being conducted with the kind of artistic precision that belonged in galleries rather than drinking establishments.
The streets of Bolognola welcomed them with silence that felt both protective and menacing, and as they ran through medieval alleys designed for different kinds of emergencies, TJ understood that their mountain refuge had been another illusion in a series of illusions that stretched back to the first bloodstain in a Roman apartment.
Whatever was spreading through Italy's population had found ways to contaminate even the most isolated communities, turning pastoral sanctuaries into hunting grounds where predators moved with purposes that had been refined over centuries of practice.
Behind them, the bar continued to serve its last customers, and somewhere in the mountains above, forces were stirring that understood exactly what had been accomplished and were already planning the next movement in a symphony that would transform all of Italy into a stage for beautiful destruction.
The day was far from over, and the real performance was just beginning to reveal its scope.
Chapter 27
 Il Sacrificio Finale
The forest swallowed them like a mouth lined with bark and leaves, ancient trees that had been witness to centuries of violence closing around TJ and Luciana as they fled through undergrowth that caught at their clothes with fingers made of thorns and shadows. Behind them, the sounds of Bolognola's final death throes echoed off mountain stone—breaking glass, metal striking flesh, the particular percussion that emerged when civilization's thin veneer finally shattered completely.
TJ's lungs burned with the effort of maintaining pace through terrain that seemed designed to slow refugees while providing perfect hunting grounds for whatever pursued them. Branches whipped across her face with stinging precision, drawing thin lines of blood that mixed with sweat and fear to create war paint that belonged on primitive warriors rather than California tourists fleeing supernatural predators.
"This way," Luciana gasped, leading them deeper into forest that felt increasingly hostile with each step. Trees pressed closer together, their trunks twisted into shapes that suggested malevolent intelligence, while overhead the canopy blocked sunlight with such efficiency that they moved through perpetual twilight broken only by occasional shafts of golden light that illuminated clearings like natural spotlights.
But when TJ looked back to check their progress, Luciana had vanished.
The forest had absorbed her with the efficiency of something that had been practicing such disappearances for longer than human memory could hold. One moment she was there, machete glinting in her hand as she cut through vegetation with clinical precision. The next, TJ was alone among trees that seemed to close ranks against her like soldiers defending territory that belonged to older, hungrier forces.
"Luciana?" Her voice echoed through the woods with the hollow resonance of someone calling into spaces that had learned to swallow sound along with more substantial offerings. "Luciana!"
Silence. Then, from somewhere behind her, the sound of metal cutting through air with the particular whistle that blade made when wielded by someone who understood its potential for artistic expression.
TJ dropped to the forest floor with reflexes honed by a week of surviving in territories where hesitation meant becoming someone else's masterpiece. The machete passed through the space where her head had been a split second earlier, close enough that she could feel displaced air ruffling her hair like the breath of something that had been hunting her across half of Italy.
Above her, Luciana stood with eyes that no longer held any trace of the medical professional who had performed blood transfusions with scientific precision. The infection had completed its work, transforming healer into predator with the efficiency of something that understood exactly how to corrupt the tools of salvation into instruments of beautiful destruction.
"Luciana, it's me."
But recognition was a luxury that the infection didn't allow. The machete swept down again with mechanical precision, its blade cutting through air that had been thickened with the metallic scent of old violence and newer hunger. TJ rolled sideways, feeling the weapon bite into earth that had been softened by centuries of decomposing leaves and the occasional corpse.
The forest floor around them was littered with objects that spoke of other travelers who had sought sanctuary in these woods and found something else entirely. TJ's hand closed around something smooth and curved—ceramic that had been shaped by human hands for purposes that went beyond simple utility.
A mask. Terra-cotta features that had been carved with the kind of precision that suggested the artist had been working from a living model. The face was beautiful in the way that only Italian artists could achieve, but there was something about the expression—a cruel satisfaction, a hunger that went beyond mere physical appetite—that made TJ's nervous system scream warnings her conscious mind was still processing.
The same face as the necklace charm.
The realization hit her like physical blow as she understood that she had been carrying this image against her throat since her first evening in Rome, that whatever forces had been pursuing them had been marked by jewelry that served as both protection and invitation to exactly this kind of encounter.
Luciana struck again, the machete cleaving through the mask with force enough to shatter ceramic that had survived mountain weather for longer than most civilizations endured. Fragments of terra-cotta exploded like shrapnel, some of them finding TJ's face and hands with stinging precision that drew blood in patterns that resembled ritual scarification.
But the destruction of the mask seemed to trigger something fundamental in the forest around them. The trees began to creak with sounds that had nothing to do with wind, their branches reaching toward each other with movements that suggested coordination rather than random botanical activity. The air itself thickened with scents that belonged to ceremonies older than Christianity, older than Rome itself.
TJ caught the machete blade in her hands as Luciana brought it toward her throat with the mechanical precision of someone whose muscles were being controlled by nervous system that had been reprogrammed for purposes beyond simple survival. The metal cut into her palms with edges sharp enough to part flesh like warm butter, but pain had become just another form of information in a world where sensory input arrived through channels that hadn't existed before the infection spread.
Blood flowed between her fingers as she fought for control of the weapon, her life force mixing with steel that had been used for agricultural purposes before being conscripted into service as artistic implement. The struggle sent them rolling through undergrowth that had been fertilized by similar encounters over the centuries, and TJ could taste earth that had been enriched by substances more complex than simple decomposition.
The shard of broken mask found Luciana's face with the precision of something guided by forces that understood exactly how much damage was required to incapacitate without causing immediate death. The terra-cotta opened a line across her cheek that mirrored the crescent-shaped scar that marked Vomica's features, and for a moment TJ saw recognition flicker in her eyes—as if the wound had temporarily disconnected whatever was controlling her nervous system.
But the moment of clarity lasted only seconds before the infection reasserted control, and Luciana resumed her attack with renewed fury that spoke of something that had been momentarily thwarted but not defeated. The machete found TJ's shoulder with force enough to open fabric and flesh in parallel lines, and she understood that their struggle would end with one of them feeding the forest floor with blood that had been seasoned by supernatural influences.
The sound of barking saved her life.
Through the trees came shapes that moved with predatory efficiency—shepherd dogs whose loyalty had been redirected toward purposes that went beyond protecting livestock. But instead of attacking TJ, they focused their attention on Luciana with the particular intensity of creatures that had been trained to recognize infection when they encountered it.
The first dog hit Luciana with enough force to drive her backward into a tree trunk that received her impact with the solid indifference of something that had absorbed similar collisions over the centuries. The machete flew from her grip, disappearing into undergrowth that welcomed it like an offering to whatever gods governed these particular hunting grounds.
What followed belonged more in nature documentaries than human experience—pack behavior refined over millennia of evolution, applied to prey that fought back with supernatural strength and artistic precision. TJ watched from her position on the forest floor as Luciana was torn apart with efficiency that suggested the dogs understood exactly what they were doing and why it was necessary.
When the feeding was finished, the surviving dog looked at TJ with eyes that held intelligence beyond simple animal cunning. It studied her for long moments, as if evaluating whether she carried the same infection that had transformed Luciana from healer into predator. Whatever it saw in her face or scented in her blood apparently satisfied its criteria for distinguishing between prey and something that might be allowed to continue existing.
The dog melted back into forest shadows, leaving TJ alone among trees that resumed their patient observation of human drama played out on stages they had been providing for longer than recorded history. Blood soaked into earth that had been drinking similar libations since before Rome learned to build roads, and somewhere in the distance, church bells tolled the hour with bronze voices that sounded less like calls to prayer and more like applause for performances that had exceeded audience expectations.
TJ stood on unsteady legs, her hands still bleeding from contact with the machete, her face decorated with lines of blood that had been drawn by fragments of an ancient mask. The forest stretched around her in all directions, offering paths that led toward unknown destinations where different rules might apply.
But as she chose a direction and began walking, TJ understood that she was no longer the same person who had sunbathed on Roman rooftops just days earlier. The infection might not have transformed her into a predator, but it had changed her in ways that went deeper than simple blood chemistry. She was becoming something else—something that belonged in territories where beauty and violence were merely different expressions of the same fundamental appetite.
Behind her, the forest began its patient work of absorption, and somewhere ahead, forces were stirring that understood exactly what she was becoming and had been waiting for her arrival with the patience of things that measured time in centuries rather than heartbeats.
Chapter 28
 Il Sacrificio Finale
The mountain road wound through landscapes that looked like they had been painted by Renaissance masters who understood that beauty and violence were merely different expressions of the same fundamental appetite. TJ walked with the mechanical persistence of someone whose body continued to function according to biological imperatives even when the mind was processing stimuli that belonged in territories beyond human understanding.
Blood had dried on her hands and face in patterns that resembled ritual scarification, and the necklace at her throat pulsed with warmth that seemed to match her heartbeat. Each step carried her farther from the forest where Luciana had been transformed from healer into predator, but distance felt meaningless when the infection had learned to travel through more efficient vectors than simple geography.
"Help me."
The voice came from ahead, where the road curved around an outcropping of stone that had been carved by centuries of weather into shapes that suggested architectural intention. A woman stood beside what looked like a shepherd's truck, her dark hair catching afternoon light in ways that reminded TJ of cigarette smoke and expensive perfume.
Stefania. The name came to her unbidden, though TJ was certain they had never met before this moment. But recognition was a luxury that Italy's current condition didn't allow—everything felt familiar because everything was connected by threads that had been woven into patterns too complex for conscious comprehension.
"You poor thing. Come here."
The invitation carried maternal authority that bypassed rational thought and went straight to primitive control centers that had been shaped by millennia of evolution. TJ found herself moving toward the stranger with steps that felt both voluntary and compelled, as if her nervous system were responding to signals that operated on frequencies beyond audible range.
"I'm sorry. It's just been too much."
The words came out of her mouth without conscious intention, carrying the weight of experiences that no vocabulary could adequately contain. A week ago she had been a California girl seeking adventure in ancient cities, and now she was something else—something that belonged in cautionary tales told around fires that had been burning since before memory began.
"You have nothing to be sorry for. When's the last time you've eaten? You look skinny and sick. You're coming to my house right away."
Stefania's hands found TJ's shoulders with gentle authority that felt both comforting and predatory. The touch sent electricity racing through nerve endings that had been reprogrammed by blood transfusions and supernatural contact, and TJ felt consciousness beginning to fade around the edges like film exposed to light that was too bright for normal processing.
"I can't."
But the protest was weak, more reflex than genuine resistance. TJ's body had been running on adrenaline and borrowed blood for longer than sustainable limits allowed, and the promise of rest carried seductive power that overwhelmed whatever survival instincts were still functioning.
"I won't take no for an answer. I insist. Today my family is celebrating a special occasion. We will feed you and care for you."
The words seemed to come from very far away, as if Stefania were speaking through water or some other medium that distorted normal acoustic properties. TJ felt her knees buckle as whatever reserves had been sustaining her finally reached depletion, and darkness closed around her consciousness like velvet curtains drawn across windows that had been admitting too much harsh light.
When she woke, she was lying in a bed that felt like it had been designed for purposes that went beyond simple sleeping. The sheets were silk, expensive enough to suggest wealth that came from sources more complex than agricultural income, and the room around her belonged to someone who understood that comfort could be its own form of seduction.
Stefania sat beside the bed like a nurse monitoring a patient, but her attention carried intensity that suggested she was evaluating more than simple vital signs. Sunlight streamed through windows that faced a courtyard where voices carried the particular rhythm of family celebration, but underneath the social pleasantries lurked something else—a ceremonial quality that spoke of occasions that were marked according to calendars older than Christianity.
"Now... now... Dreams are just dreams. Do you remember me? I found you on the side of the road. You were wandering like a stray sheep. Do you know your name?"
The questions came with gentle persistence that suggested they were more than simple medical evaluation. TJ tried to speak, but her throat felt like it had been scoured with sandpaper and regret, and the words that emerged carried harmonics that didn't belong to her vocal cords.
"Where am I?"
"Safe. Can you walk? You must join us downstairs for dinner. Eating will make you feel better."
But safety was another luxury that Italy's current condition had rendered obsolete. Through the window, TJ could see into what looked like a mirror image of the room where she lay—another bedroom where shadows moved with purposes that had nothing to do with normal domestic activity. In the reflection, she caught glimpses of figures that looked familiar but wrong, as if she were seeing people she knew through funhouse mirrors that distorted more than simple physical proportions.
"Where are my clothes?"
"Washed and drying on the line. I have to say... it was a real challenge to get all of those stains out."
Stefania's voice carried the satisfaction of someone who had experience with laundering garments that had been contaminated by substances more complex than simple dirt. She moved toward the door with fluid grace that reminded TJ of predators she had encountered in other contexts, other realities that felt simultaneously distant and immediate.
"You must dress and join the family. They're waiting."
But the word "family" carried weight that extended beyond simple biological relationships. Through the window overlooking the courtyard, TJ could see figures arranged around a long table with the precision of people participating in ceremony rather than casual dining. Their faces were turned upward toward her window with expressions that mixed anticipation with hunger, and she understood that her arrival had been expected, planned, incorporated into celebrations that had been in preparation for longer than her conscious mind wanted to contemplate.
The clothes hanging from the line outside fluttered in wind that carried scents of cooking food and something else—incense, perhaps, or the particular aroma that emerged when religious ceremonies were conducted in spaces that had been consecrated to appetites older than conventional worship.
As TJ reached for garments that had been cleaned of bloodstains with efficiency that suggested professional expertise, she caught sight of movement in the courtyard that made her breath catch in her throat. At the head of the long table sat a young boy whose eyes held depths that belonged to creatures much older than his apparent age, and when he looked up at her window, his smile revealed teeth that seemed sharper than childhood should allow.
Behind her, footsteps in the hallway suggested that privacy was about to become another obsolete concept. TJ pressed herself against the window as the door opened to reveal someone whose presence made the air itself seem thicker, more viscous, charged with electromagnetic activity that belonged in laboratories rather than domestic spaces.
But when she turned to face whatever had entered the room, TJ discovered that some encounters required preparation that went beyond simple courage. The figure in the doorway wore black gloves and moved with precision that spoke of procedures that existed at the intersection of medicine and artistry, carrying implements that gleamed with the particular promise of steel that had been consecrated to purposes beyond conventional surgery.
The garrote in those gloved hands was beautiful in the way that only Italian craftsmanship could achieve—wire thin enough to cut through flesh with minimal resistance, but strong enough to support the weight of someone whose body had been arranged according to aesthetic principles that prioritized composition over simple efficiency.
TJ felt the wire loop over her head with the whispered sigh of metal finding flesh, and for a moment she experienced the particular clarity that came with understanding that some stories ended with hanging rather than happiness. The courtyard below was filled with family members who had been waiting for exactly this moment, and through the window of the house across the way, she could see reflections that spoke of ceremonies that were conducted according to calendars that measured time in sacrifices rather than seasons.
But as consciousness began to fade around the edges like film exposed to light that burned with supernatural intensity, TJ understood that she was not ending but beginning—becoming something that belonged in territories where beauty and violence were merely different expressions of the same eternal hunger that had been feeding on human flesh since before Rome learned to build roads.
The clothesline creaked under her weight as she swung above a courtyard filled with family members whose faces were turned upward with expressions of religious satisfaction. Below, the young boy opened his mouth to catch drops of blood that fell like sacramental wine, and somewhere in the distance, church bells tolled vespers with bronze voices that sounded like applause for performances that had exceeded all expectations.
The table crashed beneath her weight with the sound of civilization finally acknowledging its own inadequacy, and as blood painted the boy's face with patterns that resembled ritual decoration, TJ understood that some baptisms were conducted with substances more complex than simple water.
In the window above, Vomica watched with satisfaction that belonged to artists whose work had finally found its perfect audience, and somewhere in the labyrinthine streets of a city that had been built on blood and ambition, new predators were stirring with appetites that had been refined by centuries of practice.
The cycle was complete, and the real performance was just beginning.
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