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Chapter 1




Homicide Detective Shane Kirkland strode through the scene of another grisly murder in the warehouse district. This victim had been found in a driveway between two big factory warehouses five blocks from the docks. 

His partner, Rex Sherman, bent over the body. The man lay on his back with bloody gashes all over his back, face, and limbs.

Rex leaned all the way over so he could examine the body from as close to the face as possible. “This one doesn’t have his throat slashed like the others. So we can rule that out as the cause of death.”

Kirkland didn’t go over there. He’d seen it all before. He didn’t need to see it again.

Dozens of uniformed Police officers streamed in and out of the driveway and out on the street. They ran a length of cordon tape across the gap between the buildings to stop anyone from coming into the crime scene, but no one tried to come in.

A few random civilians walked back and forth on the sidewalk, but not many. All the workmen who populated this neighborhood were too busy in the surrounding warehouses at this time of day. 

He paced around the driveway examining all the surrounding walls and corners in detail. The driveway ended at another wall in the back. It made an enclosed cul-de-sac or maybe just a much bigger version of an alley.

There was no other way out except where the two warehouse walls met up with the street.

A homeless guy lay sound asleep against the lefthand wall between a dumpster and the wall at the opposite end. The stench of rancid alcohol fumes stung Kirkland’s nostrils. The guy was out cold.

He probably thought wedging himself into that corner would shield him from anyone seeing him—or maybe it protected him from the wind.

Thick rags covered him from the waist down and surrounded his head. They left his smudged face clear—all except the parts buried under his scruffy beard. His eyes looked puffy. Actually his whole face looked puffy.

Kirkland walked away. He didn’t need to see that, either. The homeless guy wouldn’t be able to tell the Police anything about this murder.

Kirkland paced back toward the body. A young female lab tech squatted on the other side of the body from Rex. She picked up the dead guy’s hand and pressed the pad of his thumb to her phone to take his fingerprint.

Detectives Allen Richter and Bobby Longacre strode into the driveway just then. Richter was a tall, beefy guy with hair so blonde that someone had to look really hard to tell where it was already starting to turn grey—or maybe it just went straight to white and no one could see that, either.

Longacre was short, dumpy, and dark-haired. He had a haunted, almost gypsy look that matched his personality. He had a quiet way and only came out of his shell around people he knew well.

“Did you get an ID on the victim yet?” Richter asked.

“We’re just running it now,” the lab tech replied and went back to the head of the alley to rejoin her colleagues.

Richter turned to Kirkland. “Did you get anything?” 

“Naw,” Kirkland replied. “There’s nothing here we haven’t seen with all the other killings. Whoever is doing this sure knows how to cover his tracks.”

Rex stood up. He came up to Kirkland’s neck and needed a haircut. He always wore a suit to work, but he had a way of making it look sloppy even when he attended to every detail of his appearance as perfectly as he could.

He always looked sloppy standing next to Kirkland. Kirkland never had to try too hard to look right. He did the bare minimum and it always worked.

He couldn’t explain this by saying he was just taller than Rex because it wasn’t that. They both had brown hair, brown eyes, and they worked out together, so they were both in equally good shape.

“So what are we calling this guy—The Slasher?” Richter asked.

“I thought we already decided on The Slayer,” Longacre countered. “The Slasher sounds too much like a movie.”

“I think we should call him The Marauder,” Rex suggested. “The Marauder walks at midnight.” 

The other two laughed. “That has too many Ms in it,” Kirkland interjected. 

“‘Marauder’ only has one M in it,” Rex pointed out.

Kirkland started to turn away even though he already knew he wouldn’t find anything in this driveway. This killer never left clues. That was his calling card. He left the Police absolutely nothing to go on.

Another three lab techs came over just then. Medical Examiner Dr. Herman Sutter came with them. “Any luck, fellas?” he asked.

“This one is all you, Doc,” Kirkland told him. “The bodies are our only leads. Maybe you can find something.”

“I can take a look, but I probably won’t find anything if the other bodies are anything to go on.” Dr. Sutter waved to the lab techs standing around.

They moved in, took hold of the body, and rolled it onto its back. The white outline in paint traced the spot on the pavement to show the position in which the dead man had been found.

The detectives reared back howling in disgust when they saw the dead man from the front. Rex and Richter spun away pressing their wrists to their mouths. Even the lab techs covered their mouths.

The lab techs moved in and snapped a million pictures of the corpse from the front.

“Ugh!” Rex gasped. “This one has to be the worst yet!”

Dr. Sutter didn’t cover his mouth. He bent closer to get a better look.

The whole front of the man’s chest and abdomen had been flayed open from his throat all the way down to his pubic bone. His guts spilled out and what was left of his pulverized heart and lungs lay exposed to the open air.

Half the flesh of his face lay torn aside in one big flap. It left the skull bare on that side. Even the upper lip had been severed to reveal the dead man’s teeth.

Cuts, slashes, and deep gashes covered all the rest of his body. Most of his blood-saturated clothing had been ripped to shreds and barely clung to the body at all.

“It’s interesting that whatever attacked him didn’t spill his intestines sooner,” Dr. Sutter remarked. “If something disemboweled him, his organs should have fallen out before he hit the ground. It doesn’t make sense that he would fall on his face like that without his organs spilling out.”

“Jesus, Doc!” Rex panted. “How can you even think like that?!”

“I’m just saying. How do you explain him falling like that with all his organs still inside him? How do you explain him landing on his face without his organs spilling out?”

Kirkland squatted down next to the body and used his gloved fingers to fold back the flap of his skin. “Tommy Venrich. That answers the question of his identity.”

“He’s another one of Santiago Webber’s men,” Longacre added. “That explains why the Marauder came after Tommy. We’ve been trying to put Tommy away for years. This Marauder guy is cleaning up the streets of all the local dirtbags.”

“You don’t know that,” Richter countered. “He kills just as many innocent civilians who don’t have anything to do with Webber or any other criminal organization.”

“This doesn’t confirm anything. We still haven’t established a connection between the victims.” Kirkland stood up and stripped off his gloves. “He’s all yours, Doc.”

Kirkland turned away to go back to his car parked out on the street. He almost walked out of the driveway when a commotion broke out behind him.

Yelling voices broke in on the quiet hum of the Crime Lab’s activities. He turned around.

The homeless guy had woken up and come out of his hiding place. The uniformed Police officers hadn’t noticed him before.

Now they collared him, took him by the arms, and tried to march him out of the driveway.

“Hey!” he roared and started to struggle. “Get your hands off me! Leave me alone! I didn’t do anything!”

“You’re under arrest for vagrancy,” one of the officers snapped. “But you already knew that because you were hiding back there. Now come on. Don’t make us cuff you.”

The guy fought back harder. He started to panic. “Leave me alone!!” he yelled. “I didn’t do anything!! Get your hands off me!!”

The detectives drew back as he got closer. The smell filled the whole crime scene. It combined all the putrid smells of human waste, alcohol, vomit, and a body that hadn’t seen a bar of soap in what might have been decades.

The cops pulled the guy kicking and thrashing toward the body. The homeless guy didn’t even notice it. He saw all the cop cars parked out on the street and he started to really lose it.

He no longer formed coherent words. He thundered out loud and threw his elbows trying to hit the cops.

Kirkland stepped in. “Hold on a second. Just wait. Let go of him.”

“We can’t, Sir,” one of the cops replied. “We have to take him in.”

“Just wait a minute. Let him go.” The cops didn’t do it at first. Kirkland had to actually pry their hands off the guy’s arms. “Take it easy, man. No one is going to hurt you.”

The homeless guy looked up at Kirkland through puffy, swollen, bloodshot eyes. The guy wavered on unsteady legs for a second, but he didn’t fall over. “You’re a cop,” the guy husked.

“Yes, I am. Do you know anything about this?” Kirkland waved at the body. “You were sleeping in this driveway last night. Did you see anything? Did you see anyone come in here?”

“You have GOT to be kidding me!” Rex muttered behind Kirkland’s back. “He wouldn’t have seen anything even if he was staring straight at the killer.”

“He’s the only potential witness we have,” Kirkland replied over his shoulder. “Are you saying we should let him walk away without even questioning him?”

Kirkland turned back to the homeless guy. The guy stared at Kirkland extra hard—or he would have if he could have focused his vision for more than a few seconds. 

He was so hammered that he had to concentrate that hard just to hold eye contact and to fully comprehend the conversation he was having with a Police detective. 

The homeless guy had to work hard to keep his eyes open. His eyelids kept drifting halfway closed before he dragged them a little farther open. He never opened them all the way.

Kirkland held eye contact. “Well? Did you see anything?”

The guy’s eyes migrated away. He still didn’t look at the body. “I didn’t see nothing,” he slurred under his breath. “I came in here and I went to sleep. There was no one here. I just woke up right now.”

Kirkland nodded. “These guys have to take you in. They’ll give you a comfortable bed and something to eat. It will be warmer and more comfortable than sleeping on the street. What do you say? Go with them. No one will hurt you.”

The guy summoned an almighty effort to glance around at the cops listening to the conversation and watching the guy’s every move. He didn’t resist when the officers took hold of him again and steered him toward the street.

Kirkland walked away toward his car. He didn’t look back at the scene as the lab techs moved in to get the body ready to bag it and take it to the morgue for autopsy.

Rex hustled after Kirkland and caught up with him on the way out of the driveway. “Hey!” Rex called. “Where are you going?”

“I’m going to work,” Kirkland replied over his shoulder. “I’m going to work this case. Hanging around here won’t tell us anything. We won’t know anything until the autopsy comes back—and we probably won’t know anything even then. Doc is right. This killer doesn’t leave evidence like that.”

“Then what are you going to do?”

“I just told you. I’m going back to the office to see about any other leads we can find.”

Richter and Longacre stayed behind for some reason. They had been working on this case with Rex and Kirkland. Richter and Longacre knew as much as Kirkland did. They wouldn’t find anything at the scene.

Kirkland opened his car door to get behind the wheel, but another yell got his attention. The cops were trying to put the homeless guy into the back of one of the many squad cars parked all over the place.

“Get your hands off me!!” the guy roared. “You can’t do this to me!! I didn’t do anything!”

Kirkland slammed the car door and strode over there. He didn’t just calm the guy down so the officers could antagonize him all over again.

The cops fought him a lot harder this time and he fought them just as hard. He bellowed in fury, threw punches at them, and they attacked.

They grabbed his arms, spun him around by sheer force, and slammed him face down on the trunk of the squad car. 

He kicked and struggled harder than ever, but two other cops came over and pounced on the guy to hold him down.

Kirkland opened his mouth to tell them to back off and leave the guy alone.

“I didn’t do anything!” the guy bellowed.

“You’re under arrest, asshole!” one of the cops yelled down at him. “Keep still!”

“I didn’t do anything!” the guy hollered. “Being homeless isn’t a crime!”

“No, but theft is!” The cop made the guy yell even louder by wrenching his arm behind his back. The other cops moved in to cuff the guy.

“What’s going on?” Kirkland asked. 

“Look!” The cop who called the homeless man a thief thrust his hand into a pocket of the guy’s filthy torn pants.

The cop pulled out a huge handful of glittering gemstone jewelry. It sparkled with multi-faceted colors, shimmering diamonds, and heavy gold chains.

Kirkland shut his mouth and stepped back. No homeless person would go walking around the streets in these rags with gems like that stuffed into his pockets.

The guy thrashed and roared in protest while the cops patted him down all over. They pulled handful after handful of huge, magnificent jewels out of the guy’s pockets. 

The cops laid everything out on the trunk. The cost of this jewelry must have run into the hundreds of millions.

Kirkland didn’t say anything or intervene while the cops emptied the guy’s pockets. They kept searching for at least five more minutes before they pushed him into the back seat of the squad car.

He protested through the whole procedure, but they didn’t stop until they took everything he had.

One of the cops opened the glove box of the same cruiser, pulled out a box of plastic baggies, and the four officers bagged every single piece of jewelry.

Kirkland turned away. This was a completely different matter from the murder in the driveway. He didn’t handle thefts—not even big-time jewelry thefts like this one. 

He had enough to worry about trying to catch the killer who kept leaving these grisly, maimed bodies all over town.








  
  
Chapter 2




Kirkland and Rex drove back to the Police station and went upstairs to their desks in the Homicide Division. Kirkland checked a few things on his computer and ran a background check on Tommy Venrich. 

Kirkland didn’t have to run a background check on Tommy, but he did it anyway. Every law enforcement officer in the county knew Tommy—just like every law enforcement officer in the whole state knew Tommy’s boss, the notorious crime lord, Santiago Webber.

Kirkland barely glanced at Tommy’s record. He hadn’t gotten arrested in over six months—like that meant anything. His record told Kirkland nothing—just like everything else about this case.

He crossed the office to a big magnetic whiteboard attached to the wall. Half the Homicide squad was working on this case.

Over a hundred photographs hung all over the whiteboard. Colored lines connected the pictures to each other where the detectives had established a connection between them.

Scribbled notes marked up the board next to each picture. A few words highlighted the person’s name and other key details that may or may not have been relevant to the case.

That was the problem. None of the detectives working on this case could tell if some detail might be relevant or not. None of it seemed relevant because none of it shed any light on the killer’s identity.

The pictures included men and women from every ethnic group, every social stratum, every walk of life, every profession, and every shade of difference in between. None of them was like the others.

The only thing that connected them all was that they had all died the same gruesome deaths.

Twenty pictures lined one whole side of the whiteboard in three long rows. All those people worked for Santiago Webber—or they used to. Tommy’s picture would go down there at the bottom.

Different lines connected Webber’s people to some of the other victims, but not enough of them and in no particular pattern.

Some of the victims had no lines connecting them to anyone else. Five of the victims didn’t even live in town. They had just happened to be passing through when they fell to this bloodthirsty killer.

One middle-aged father of four had just stopped off at a gas station to fill up his car. He never planned to come here or stay here. He would have been in town for a maximum of ten minutes.

The killer didn’t need any more time than that to strike and end the guy’s life.

The killings all had one thing in common. They were all ghastly, bloody, violent, and horrific. The method of killing varied from victim to victim. The killer set some of them on fire. He electrocuted others or he slashed their throats. 

Some he inflicted blunt force trauma to their heads. Others he inflicted blunt force trauma to their bodies.

Some appeared to be flayed alive while sitting behind the wheels of their cars while they were still driving. Others died in their own homes or even their own beds.

Tommy was the first to be completely eviscerated like this. Was this the view of things to come?

The killer slaughtered so many people that he had to repeat certain killing methods. He would probably repeat this one, too.

Rex came over, stood next to Kirkland, and they both surveyed the board in all its gruesome detail. It left the two detectives as much in the dark now as they had been when they started.

“Maybe he just likes the sight of blood,” Rex remarked. “Maybe he likes the creativity of it all—like Picasso. He likes to see the pretty pictures the blood makes when it comes out.”

Kirkland made a face. “Aren’t you capable of taking anything seriously?”

Rex smirked back at him. “Sure. I take all of this seriously. That’s why I’m trying to figure it out. Maybe he’s a vampire.”

He dove for Kirkland, grabbed him by the shoulder, and Rex dove in to bite Kirkland on the neck. Rex made snarling and growling sounds.

Kirkland shoved him away. “Knock it off! Don’t make me slap you.”

Rex stepped back laughing. “Someone around here has to have some fun. You sure aren’t.”

Kirkland went back to his desk and sat down in front of his computer to go over all the information he had on Webber’s operation, but right then, their captain, Carson Lemar, came to the door of his office. “Kirkland—Sherman!” he barked. “In my office! Now!”

Kirkland dropped what he was doing. He and Rex exchanged glances and followed the captain into his office.

Captain Lemar was a heavy, out-of-breath, arthritic guy who ate way too much junk food and drank way too much coffee. 

His heavy jowls, thick neck, and oversized torso gave the viewer the impression they were talking to a block of granite instead of a person, especially when he was sitting behind his desk.

He combed an extra-long section of his greying hair over his bald head and he grew a thick, bushy, grey mustache. It had an unsettling way of catching fragments of whatever meal he had just eaten.

He and his office smelled of old, stale coffee. The smell permeated the walls and everything the captain touched.

His vice-captain, Flynn Seagal, stood off to one side leaning his elbow on the captain’s filing cabinets. Seagal wasn’t much more than a younger, lighter version of Captain Lemar, but Seagal was going the same way real quick. 

He seemed to be deliberately copying all the captain’s worst habits—like Seagal thought he had to look, act, and move around exactly like the captain in the hopes of someday qualifying to take his job.

Seagal flipped the pages of a nameless file folder and barely glanced up when the captain came in with Kirkland and Sherman.

The captain sat down behind his desk and didn’t invite the two detectives to sit down. “What’s this about a new killing in the case?” the captain demanded.

“Tommy Venrich,” Kirkland replied. “A welding apprentice in one of the neighboring warehouses found Tommy in a driveway when the kid went to take out the trash this afternoon.”

Captain Lemar raised his eyebrows. “This afternoon?! Are you telling me the killer struck in broad daylight?”

“It wouldn’t be the first time,” Rex interjected. “He can strike whenever he wants.”

“And no one saw him?” the captain demanded.

“No, Sir,” Kirkland replied. “There was a homeless guy at the scene, but he was too plastered to see anything. We don’t even think he was conscious at the time. We need to follow up with the workers in the surrounding buildings to make sure the homeless guy couldn’t have been the killer, but the officers will drug test him when he comes in. He isn’t likely to be the killer. He could barely see straight or stand up when we saw him. He must have been really gone when he went into the alley.”

Captain Lemar leaned all the way back in his chair and pivoted it from side to side. “Tommy is another one of Webber’s men. What about the whole vigilante angle? Is this monster trying to get the criminals off the street?”

“Maybe we should change his name to ‘Batman’,” Rex chimed in. “Or the Streetsweeper.”

“Is that your way of telling us that you have a lead on this case?” Captain Lemar fired back. 

Rex lowered his eyes. He had to work hard not to smirk in the captain’s face. “No, Sir,” Rex mumbled.

“That’s because you have no leads. You’re so busy shooting your mouth off that you have no leads.” The captain turned back to Kirkland. “I suppose we don’t have any way to connect Tommy to the other victims.”

“No, Sir,” Kirkland replied. “I was just about to run it through the database, but this killer is just too damn good for us. I don’t think Tommy even has much of a connection to the rest of the Webber victims. Tommy was a strongman. The other victims were either office people, transporters, or dealers. We have no evidence that Tommy ever even bought drugs from any of Webber’s people.”

“There has to be some link between them!” the captain countered. “No one is this good.”

“We can wait for the autopsy to come back,” Kirkland pointed out. “Tommy was eviscerated and disemboweled. This is the first time the killer has ever used that method of killing.”

“And don’t forget the whole face-off thing.” Rex flexed his fingers into a claw, bared his teeth, and pantomimed clawing his fingers down the side of his face.

“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Kirkland returned. “The killer has never done that before, either.”

“What the hell are you going on about now?” Captain Lemar snapped. “Sherman, just shut the hell up and let the grownups in the room have an adult conversation for once. Don’t say another damn word for the rest of the day. Got it?”

Rex opened his mouth and stopped himself from answering.

Captain Lemar turned back to Kirkland. “What the hell is he talking about?”

“The killer stripped one side of Tommy’s face. He degloved his skull, peeled his face off the bone, and left the flap hanging off. Oh, and the killer also left lacerations all over Tommy’s body. I’m sure the wounds won’t offer us any more insight this time than we’ve seen in all the other victims.”

Captain Lenar slammed his fist on the table. “There is no weapon the killer could be using that doesn’t leave some trace. We must be missing something.”

“Obviously,” Kirkland replied.

The captain pretended not to hear. Kirkland could get away with saying something like that. The captain would have suspended Rex for saying it.

The captain shot out of his chair and waved the two detectives away. Rex left first and went back to the whiteboard.

Kirkland followed him, but he didn’t get to the door before the captain strode around his desk faster than he should have been able to considering his size. He stopped Kirkland by laying a hand on his shoulder.

“You okay, man?” the captain murmured. “I mean….are you really okay?”

“I’m fine,” Kirkland replied. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

The captain gave him a deep, hard, penetrating look. “You tell me if you need anything—I mean anything—time off—anything. Anything you need—you only have to say the word.”

Kirkland nodded. “I know. Thank you. I’ll tell you if I need anything.”

“And this case….you’re okay with it?” 

“Sure,” Kirkland replied. “It’s just a job.”

The captain compressed his lips, nodded, and jutted his chin toward the outer office. “Go on, then. Just remember what I said. My door is always open if you need anything.”

Kirkland said, “Thanks,” again and got out of there. People had been having that conversation with him for way too long now.

He returned to his desk, pulled up Tommy Venrich’s criminal record, and started going over all of Tommy’s previous convictions, arrests, known associates, and all his activities in Santiago Webber’s organization.

Rex came back and sat down in his desk chair opposite Kirkland. Rex glanced left and right, smirked, and asked in a hushed undertone. “Am I at least allowed to talk to you?”

Kirkland didn’t look up. “I think you better not. You might get struck by lightning.”

Rex slammed his hand down on the desk so hard he made Kirkland jump. “That’s it!” Rex exclaimed and then remembered to lower his voice so the captain wouldn’t hear him. “That’s the secret!”

Kirkland looked up. “Um…what is?”

“The killer! He hasn’t gotten anyone struck by lightning yet. That might be his next method of delivery. We should keep an eye out for lightning rods—power stations—all that kind of thing.”

Kirkland snorted and turned back to his computer. “Do some real detective work and you might come up with a few leads. In the meantime, you better keep quiet or I might have to report to the captain that you’re talking to me.”

Rex’s face turned white. “You wouldn’t dare!” he breathed.

Kirkland bit back a grin and pointed to Rex’s computer. “Look up Sandra Donato. See if you can make a connection between her and Tommy.”

Rex frowned. “What possible connection could she have to Tommy? She was a receptionist in a real estate office. She didn’t have anything to do with Webber’s business. She was totally squeaky clean. She was Mrs. Clean.”

Kirkland didn’t take the joke. “Tommy lived on the same block with her. I didn’t see a connection between Tommy and the other victims, but he did have one with her.”

Rex raised his eyebrows. “How did you make that connection? Did it turn up on the database?”

“How could it when Sandra didn’t have a record? I just remembered the name of the street. They lived five houses apart.”

Rex stared at Kirkland across the desk. “You remembered it?” 

Kirkland groaned. “Yes, Rex. I remembered it. Is that really such a great feat of intelligence? They both lived on Figueroa Avenue. That’s how I remembered it.”

Rex shrugged his eyebrows and turned to his computer shaking his head. “I swear sometimes I think you have psychic powers. You’re like a modern-day Professor X who can manipulate the universe and read everyone’s thoughts with the power of his mind.”

Rex pressed the first two fingers of his hand to his temple and narrowed his eyes at Kirkland in intense concentration.

“Then how am I not able to read the killer’s thoughts and figure out who he is?” Kirkland asked. “Professor X would have been able to arrest the killer within a few hours of his first murder—or maybe Professor X would have been able to stop the first murder before it happened. He would have seen that the killer was about to strike. Professor X could have neutralized the guy without ever leaving the mansion and we wouldn’t be here right now. We would be out of a job.”

Rex looked up, fixed his eyes on Kirkland, and stared at him extra hard. “That’s the most you’ve said to me in years.”

Kirkland looked away and went back to staring at his computer. He didn’t let himself see what Rex was doing or if Rex ever looked at Kirkland again. 

“I’m sorry, man,” Rex murmured after a few minutes. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

Kirkland didn’t look up or acknowledge the apology in any other way. He pretended not to hear.








  
  
Chapter 3




Kirkland left the office and headed out to the parking lot to get into his car and go home. Rex and the rest of the Homicide team had left the Police station hours ago. Kirkland had worked late the way he always did, but it didn’t get him anywhere. 

He and Rex hadn’t found any other connection between Tommy Venrich and the other victims. Kirkland hadn’t even found any connection between Tommy and the rest of Webber’s organization. 

Tommy worked alone. He was too unstable and he couldn’t control his temper. He had a nasty habit of lashing out at anyone who happened to cross his path for no apparent reason. 

Webber had learned a long time ago to isolate Tommy from the rest of the organization. Webber had used the guy extensively when it came to getting violent with anyone Webber wanted to get violent with.

Webber had just sent Tommy to do it alone. Webber hadn’t mixed Tommy with the other employees, especially not anyone in a white-collar position. Tommy had hated them with a passion.

Sandra Donato had been white-collar—which meant Tommy would have avoided her at all costs. 

Kirkland could see Tommy getting violent toward her under the right combination of circumstances, but Tommy hadn’t killed her. Tommy was one of the victims. He couldn’t be the killer.

The Homicide squad had figured out a long time ago that these killings could only be the work of one man. No team of men or even a pair of men could have carried out these crimes with such meticulous precision.

That was the strangest part about all of this. The killer had inflicted dozens of wounds on Tommy. Tommy would have fought back. He was a strong guy who had been fighting all his life. He couldn’t have met his end like that without at least trying to fight back.

Yet not one single scratch on him showed any trace of what kind of weapon had made the cut. 

Dr. Sutter was as precise and painstaking as any medical examiner could be. He was as interested in this case as the whole Homicide squad. 

Sometimes, he even came upstairs to the Homicide Division on his lunch and coffee breaks to talk to the detectives about the case.

No one had made a more detailed study of the wounds inflicted on the victims. None of them indicated what weapon might have made them.

Sometimes he thought a knife had made them. Some of the cuts had crisp edges that could only have been made by a sharp metal blade. Other wounds looked like the gouges of animal claws.

Some of the victims even had different kinds of wounds on the same body. Tommy’s body had at least five different kinds of wounds that should have been made by five different kinds of weapons.

That shouldn’t have been possible. The killer wouldn’t have been able to change from one weapon to another in the middle of a fight.

The flap of skin, muscle, and connective tissue torn from Tommy’s face appeared to have been made by metal grappling hooks that embedded themselves in the flesh of his nose, forehead, eyebrow, cheek, upper lip, and chin. 

The tear didn’t show signs of having been ripped away from the bone by force. Oh, no. That would have made it way too easy for the detectives. 

The tear appeared to have been skinned away with extreme care by a sharp blade like a scalpel. Dr. Sutter couldn’t find a single tear in the whole site. It made no sense at all. Nothing in this case made any sense.

Kirkland thought the case over on his way out to the car. He spent almost all his time thinking about the case. It haunted him around the clock. He couldn’t get it out of his mind.

He unlocked his car and opened the door to get in. He really needed to stop pulling these late shifts. He needed to go home and spend time with his family.

He struggled to leave work to go home at the end of every shift. He loved his family, but the case became all-consuming.

He tried to shake it out of his head and turned around to sit down in the seat behind the wheel. A crash in the shadows to his left made him freeze in his tracks.

He looked up. He didn’t see anything, but he heard another crash—and then another one. One crash followed another followed by a scream.

He slammed the car door and took off striding fast across the street. The noise came from down the next block around the corner.

He pulled his sidearm when he got to the corner, flattened himself to the wall, and stole a peek out. He didn’t see anyone down there, but the crashing sounds definitely came from there.

They didn’t let up. They just kept getting worse, louder, and another scream split the night.

Kirkland stared wide-eyed at flashes of light winking and sparking from deep inside an alley between two buildings down there. He couldn’t see what caused the light.

Then he heard a man sobbing, choking, and crying out in pleading moans. He was begging for his life. “Please!” the guy bawled. “Please—no! I’ll do anything! No, please….!”

He screamed again and another deafening crash echoed down the street. Kirkland pivoted out of his hiding place, brought up his sidearm, and gripped it in both hands as he approached the alley.

The light flared brighter as he got nearer. Fizzing, crackling sounds snapped and popped in the silence following the last crash.

Kirkland took a deep breath, braced himself, and wheeled into the alley opening to aim his weapon down it toward the commotion.

His brain shut down when he saw a huge figure standing down there. It had the body of a fully grown, powerful, muscular man, but the figure wasn’t human.

The blazing white head of a snarling wolf shimmered and gleamed from the middle of the figure’s chest upward. Kirkland couldn’t see where the wolf head connected to the rest of the body—but it must have connected somewhere. 

The wolf head, the fur around its neck, and all its features blazed blinding white. Kirkland couldn’t even tell how he distinguished the thing’s features. Every shade of its appearance blended white on white in the same blinding glow.

A halo of brilliant white crackling lightning forked and ejected all around the wolf’s head. The light blurred the line between the wolf’s head and the human part of the thing’s body. Kirkland struggled to see if the wolf’s head was even attached to the rest of the body.

It must have been because the creature moved as fluidly as a man—even more fluidly than a man. The creature whirled, fought, and moved its limbs around in a hypnotic dance of rapid strikes, blows, and parries.

Lightning ruptured from every finger, every hair in the furry ruff around the wolf’s head, and all over its body.

The lightning didn’t behave the same way real lightning would. Long, fluid filaments of pure light whipped, crashed, slashed, and cut.

The creature slashed its lightning at a man on the other side of the alley. This guy was very human. He wore a business suit and a briefcase lay on the ground next to him where he had dropped it.

He shrieked, whimpered, bellowed in pain, and convulsed in all directions every time the lightning hit him. Kirkland didn’t see the lightning cut the guy, but it definitely hurt him.

The creature bared its fangs, narrowed its glowing white eyes, and snarled at the guy in pure murderous fury. The guy’s screams didn’t affect the creature at all. It showed no mercy and inflicted a brutal punishment on the guy.

Kirkland stood frozen in abject shock. He didn’t even think to shoot at the creature. His brain didn’t register that he was actually seeing this thing standing right in front of him.

The light blasting out of the creature lit up the alley as bright as day. Kirkland could see every excruciating detail of the victim’s ordeal.

One thought penetrated Kirkland’s fogged brain. This was it. This was the killer. It had to be. No other force in nature or outside it could kill all those people in so many different ways without leaving a single trace.

That lightning—it explained everything. It morphed and changed before his eyes. It changed the way it attacked the guy every time the creature hurled another strike at him.

The lightning could cut, smash, grab, tear, burn, slice, or do anything else the monster wanted to do. It could do all of that and never leave a shred of evidence behind.

The creature lunged into a crouch, bellowed at the victim again, and threw out its arm. 

The creature moved and fought with such grace and agility as Kirkland had ever seen. The creature’s movements merged between fighting, dancing, and some kind of rippling dreamlike blur of pure light.

It unleashed another whipcrack of lightning that wrapped around the victim’s arm, twisted as the lightning uncurled, and wrenched the arm hard enough to break it.

The victim screamed again and collapsed onto the pavement as soon as the lightning released him, but the creature wasn’t finished yet. It wouldn’t stop until it killed him.

The sound of snapping bone brought Kirkland back to reality. He stormed into the alley and unloaded his weapon on the creature. 

Some part of Kirkland’s mind stayed rational enough to understand that he wouldn’t be able to harm this creature. It didn’t belong to this world. It didn’t obey the laws of physics—or any other laws. Nothing could stop this creature—or whatever the hell it was.

No law enforcement agency on God’s green Earth would ever be able to apprehend it. The Police force could bring in the SWAT team or even the Army. 

They wouldn’t be able to arrest it. They wouldn’t be able to hold it. They wouldn’t be able to shoot it. It would just keep rampaging the countryside killing on and on without end. No one could do a damn thing to stop it.

Kirkland emptied his weapon on the creature. The bullets vanished into the halo of light surrounding it. He didn’t see that the bullets even touched it.

He ejected his clip onto the ground and put his hand behind him to take the next one from his belt.

In that second, the creature spun around, snapped one of its lightning whips at him, and slammed the gun out of his hand.

The weapon soared across the alley, hit the opposite wall, and fell to the ground. Kirkland grabbed for the second sidearm on his hip, but the creature coiled out another length of pure light and tossed that away, too.

The creature left Kirkland standing there unarmed. He probably should have gone for one of his fallen weapons, but the same sinking realization came back to him. He wouldn’t be able to harm this creature. He wouldn’t be able to stop it at all or even slow it down.

The creature turned back to the victim. The guy cowered on his knees clutching his broken arm and whimpering in pathetic moaning sobs. He stared up at the monster in petrified, hopeless despair. He must realize by now that he was about to die.

The sight of the guy flipped another switch in Kirkland’s mind. He charged the creature from the side.

The monster didn’t even turn its head. It raised its arm with impossible speed, swept it sideways, and belted Kirkland away with brutal force.

Kirkland went flying, crashed into the lefthand wall behind the creature, and slumped onto the pavement. He struggled to sit up and shake the stars out of his head, but not fast enough.

The creature moved in on the victim and went back into its rapid, fluid dance of continuous motion.

The victim staggered to his feet and tried to run for it. He only made it a few steps before the monster caught him, lashed its lightning around him, spun him around, and yanked him off the ground.

Kirkland couldn’t tell from this vantage point if the lightning was acting as electricity, chains, or maybe millions of tiny razors of light all connected in one stream of movement.

The lightning actually looked more like chains with heavy links all rippling and jointing off each other and into each other at the same time. 

Kirkland didn’t understand half of what he was seeing except that nothing stopped this thing. It threw dozens of lashing coils at the poor guy, tossed him into the air with all those lines snaking all around him, and they tore him apart—except that they didn’t tear.

They broke his legs, his ribs, his pelvis, and his shoulders. He howled, bellowed, and screeched in pain, but the monster never stopped. It broke every bone in his body until the victim’s body didn’t look human anymore, either.

The monster didn’t draw a single drop of blood from him. This was definitely something new.

Rex’s words came back to Kirkland somewhere out of all the horror and confusion. The killer had never killed any of its victims by striking them with lightning. 

Rex hadn’t known then how right he was. It had sounded so stupid to Kirkland when Rex said it. The irony would have been humorous if it hadn’t been so horrific.

The monster slammed and yanked the victim in every possible direction until his body turned to jelly in the creature’s grasp—and yet the creature never touched him—not with its arms or legs. The creature didn’t have to go near him.

The lightning eventually hit him in the head. His skull snapped sideways and the creature tossed him backward against the wall.

The victim’s body made a liquid splattering sound when he hit and then bounced off the pavement. He lay in a slumped pile of destroyed flesh. A trickle of blood came out of his mouth and ear. That was all. 

Kirkland stared at the body. Kirkland himself would be the one called on to investigate this murder. What in the wide world was he supposed to say to the rest of the Homicide squad? 

How in God’s name was he supposed to explain this to anyone? It had happened right in front of his eyes, but he couldn’t even understand it himself.

The creature got his attention real quick. It stood still for a moment, stared down at the motionless victim, and snarled low in its chest. 

The monster’s voice sounded louder and lower than a normal wolf—because this thing wasn’t a wolf. It was some force of nature beyond reality.

Its voice reverberated through the ground and surrounding walls. It sounded like it might rumble across time and space to the farthest edges of the world. 

That voice vibrated through Kirkland’s bones. He hitched himself up against the wall to get to his feet and do…..something.

His movements attracted the creature’s attention. It turned around. Kirkland froze when the monster narrowed its eyes and glared down at him.

All that blazing light lightning shone out of its eyes. Lightning still crackled, forked, and sprayed around the creature’s head. Every hair on its head and the raised hackles of its neck stood on end with deadly electricity—or whatever it was.

The monster peeled its lips back from its fangs to snarl down at Kirkland. He squashed himself back against the wall. He couldn’t get away.

He couldn’t look away, either. He should have turned his head in fear that the monster would come after him next, but it didn’t.

He found his gaze riveted to this thing. It was beyond human. It was beyond nature. It was beyond any rational explanation of what it might be. 

He would probably never see anything like it again as long as he lived—if he lived at all. He kept waiting for it to strike him and make him its next victim.

It stood there for so long that he wondered if it might have frozen, too—but no. 

Its features kept quivering with deadly fury. The creature’s lips shivered when it snarled. The pinched corners of its narrowed eyes trembled with the tension of holding back the urge to kill him.

He stared at it until it walked off toward the head of the alley. He stared after it until it vanished into the darkness out there.

It didn’t just pass into shadow. It kept walking in a straight line right up until the moment when its body, its lightning, and everything else about it blinked out of sight without warning. The whole creature vanished out of sight right there in front of Kirkland’s eyes.








