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I wrote this novel for every one of us who has ever been bullied, and for those of us who have carried the consequences of that bullying far beyond childhood. Bullying comes in many forms. It’s not always loud or physical. It’s not always the bigger, meaner kid who takes your lunch money, slams you into the wall, and then walks away laughing with his or her comrades. Sometimes it’s much more subtle in workplaces, family gatherings, friendships, marriages. Wrapped in authority that allows certain people to harm others without ever being questioned. This novel is a story about when the pendulum swings in the other direction. 

I was bullied when I was younger, and like many people, I learned early how power can move unchecked through a room. The person who changed my childhood was my mother, Susan Nielsen; she noticed and saw that bullying was taking place. She went into action and put me in martial arts classes. It was a decision that made all the difference. Martial arts taught me courage before it taught strength. It taught awareness and an understanding that violence is not always chaos, but choice. Over the years, I have had the privilege of training with some of the finest martial artists in Houston and in Ogden. 

Specifically, I want to thank first, Chris Kennedy, who is the inspiration for Rex Brody. The idea for this novel came when I watched him one day grappling with many of Foley’s MMA best amateur fighters. One after the other, almost effortlessly he displayed absolute domination and skill in jujitsu. Outside the ring, Chris is one of the most gentle and loving souls I have ever met, and it has been an honor knowing him. I walked away that day and wondered what could happen if such a fighter had gone through childhood trauma, like me, and decided to go in a much different direction...

Over the past 10 years, I have also had the privilege of training with Dave Foley of Foley’s MMA. Dave is the inspiration for another character in my books, Burke Macey, and it is through his training me in boxing and jujitsu that I have been able to overcome so many demons, not only from my childhood, but also the bully that is addiction, which my route in life had taken. 

My brother, Joshua Nielsen, is the inspiration for Marion Paul, the fearless cop in my previous novels (also here in his rookie year) who faces the evils of the Terra Drake underworld, and never, not once, backs away from the horrors he faces. Josh has been the constant fact-checker for every police scene I have explored in every story I’ve written. He has been with me on this journey every step of the way. 

Most importantly for this novel, as well as every effort up to this point, nothing I have written, nothing I have had published, nothing that I have ever expressed at public speaking events, on podcasts, or during interviews, nothing would have been possible without my wife, Lisa Montoya. She is my constant companion and the pure voice of love and encouragement who has believed in me since the moment I met her. 

Over the course of my writing career with TWB Press, I must give thanks to Terry Wright who decided, with my first novel, to give me a chance to be a published author and a voice in horror. Over the years, he has become a true friend and mentor. 

Mister Boogie comes from a place of understanding. Rex Brody is not a hero, but he is not a simple villain either. He is an anti-hero of sorts, forged by neglect, humiliation, and sanctioned cruelty, shaped by discipline rather than impulse. He is what happens when survival becomes methodical, when pain is not erased but refined. This is a story about consequences, but it is also about redemption, though not the kind that arrives cleanly or without cost.

This novel exists within the Terra Drake universe, a prequel to “The Lady Mephistopheles” and it stands wholly on its own. You do not need to have read the other books to understand this story, though those who have read them may recognize their shadows moving at the edges of Mister Boogie. This book is a study of how far a person can turn. Far enough to where monsters are reality.

I’m not interested in comforting explanations of evil. I’m interested in its origins, in how it organizes itself, and in how easily it is ignored until it becomes impossible to deny. Monsters are not born in a vacuum. They are assembled slowly, often with the cooperation or indifference of the world around them.

If you are looking for easy answers, Mister Boogie doesn’t have them. But if you have ever wondered how far someone might go once they stop believing that anyone is coming to save them, then you already understand why this story needed to be written.

Read carefully.

Enjoy, my fine readers.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1: HUMBLE BEGINNINGS
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In one of its smallest and cruelest corners of a typical social services office in Houston, an event took place, heated as a matchbook strike seen across the universe from a world that no longer cared for outcome. 

But this outcome would be far different. 

In the social services conference room sat Rex Brody with his dad, Sam Brody, his dad’s skank girlfriend, Kathy, his Grandpa Charles and Grandma Mary (both their spouses, Lena and Mitch), his aunt Anna Stannis, and his uncle Ty. Young Rex sat and listened to what was being said about his immediate future. Not only his own, but sister, Emma’s, and his brother’s, Don. Rex knew nothing to say when the case workers asked him what he liked about his dad’s house and how things were going, and if he wanted to live with his dad, or if there was someplace better to go.

What Rex knew for certain was that a level of hate that he couldn’t understand was brewing inside and causing his mind and body to react to things that he also couldn’t understand. It was 1983; Rex was 9 years old. Don was 12, Emma 13. In the background outside the conference room’s cheap pale walls, KC and the Sunshine Band’s “I’m Your Boogie Man” could be heard playing on a staticky radio like some sick echo of what was actually taking place inside the conference room where, he knew, his dad was going to give up on his children’s lives.

“It’s okay, Rex, just tell everyone what you think. What is it about your dad that you like most, and what do you like most about living with him?” The caseworker, Rachel, had just turned 21. Rex thought she looked closer to his sister’s age. Even though Emma was 13, she had developed as a woman far too quickly. Don sat next to Rex, hunched forward, his fingers intertwined, looking like he wanted to disappear into the cracked vinyl chair beneath him. He never did like speaking, especially to strangers, and he hated confrontation.

Rachel was new, with an optimism that wasn’t yet rusting over by the heartbreak of her job. Her boss, Cynthia, was also in the room: a composed 26-year-old with sharp eyes and a shaper pen with a clipboard of paper ready for notes.

Rex didn’t answer right away. Instead, he turned to look at Emma. She had long brown hair and eyes too large for her small face; she looked a lot like her grandma. Emma wore baggy clothes to conceal her woman’s body, always conscious how people looked at her. How men looked at her. She barely spoke, and when she did, her voice was soft, as though she were afraid the world would scream at her if she spoke too loudly. Rex had taken on the role of protector.

Don certainly couldn’t do it, though at 12, he barely understood what that meant. He believed he could protect Emma, regardless of his age. And if he ever couldn’t, he believed that the day would come when he would make everyone pay for everything. Whatever was going to take place in the pitiful and empty space of the conference room, Rex knew a day would come when nothing could stop him from protecting her. Don, too. Just not that day. 

Emma shrugged in response to the same questions, her shoulders rising and falling in resignation. That gesture—the helplessness of it—felt like a crack splitting through Rex’s chest. It was a silent pain that he couldn’t ignore.

Rachel smiled nervously and folded her hands over the stack of papers in front of her. She believed in second and third and fourth chances, never wanting to see families torn apart. She was still naive enough to believe she could patch broken families with soft words and careful questions. “It’s important that you’re honest, Rex. We want to make sure you, Don, and Emma are somewhere you feel safe; that is the purpose here today, to find someplace that’s good for you.” 

Rex’s grandparents chimed in with encouragements that everything would be okay, so did his Uncle Ty. His Aunt Anna’s words were pure ambivalence, each of her words landing perfect strikes of doubt and beratement; she wanted her brother, Sam, to feel he was the worst piece of shit a man could be, certainly the worst father a father could be: a man who failed at every level to provide for her niece and nephews. 

Rex hated her for talking about his dad that way. He made a commitment that day to find a way to tell her exactly how he had felt, to make her feel what he felt. That one day he would even show her how he felt in a way she would never forget.

As for safe: The word landed in his mind like a stone carelessly tossed into deep water. He and his siblings knew their dad’s house wasn’t safe. It was suffocating. But not for the reasons everyone in the conference room tried to pin on him. Sam Brody wasn’t an addict or a raging drunk or a bully or physically violent. Sam had no heart for such behavior. He wasn’t cruel in the way most people expected. No, his dad’s failures were quieter, insidious in their ordinariness.

Sam Brody was sick, though no one had the language for it back then. Mental illness wasn’t something anyone understood or talked about, especially in their Lake City neighborhood where dogmatic Christian beliefs were constantly stated as the cure-all. If divorce was imminent, go to church. If drugs were an issue, go to church. If your home was filled with violence and mayhem, the church would repair it all. If someone’s wife was raped or someone’s home burglarized, it was the church where all would be made as right as rain. 

Rex knew Sam wasn’t a monster; he was a man who had slipped into his own mind where he couldn’t escape. Emma knew it, too. And Don, despite his quiet demeanor, understood better than anyone. He took on more responsibility than he ever should have had to, trying to fill in the gaps where Sam failed. He was the one to scrounge for food, keep Emma from crying at night, calm Rex’s outbursts when the hunger and frustration boiled over.

Sam couldn’t hold down a job, not because he was lazy, but because the weight of the world crushed him in ways no one could see. At times he’d try. He’d show up with big plans and ideas, but within weeks, something inside him unraveled. He spent days locked in his ruined thoughts, staring blankly at the walls, lost in a fog that no amount of love or pleading could penetrate.

When things fell completely apart, when he lost another job, when the bills kept piling into heaps that were scattered all over the portable folding plastic table with dented legs set on filthy linoleum floors, he was the prime coward in the fight for his children. He retreated into the comfort of skanky Kathy, who Sam had quickly glommed onto just a few weeks after the children’s mother, Teresa, had killed herself by swallowing several bottles of pain pills to forever cease such pain. 

Kathy laughed too loudly and filled the silence of their hoarder’s home with cheap television and loud music. She was Sam’s escape from the crushing responsibility of raising three children that he knew nothing of how to care for and didn’t want to care for because his drug-addict wife left him alone by taking the easy way out. 

The house itself told the story of neglect. The floors were caked with grime, the faint, sour scent of ancient spills clung to the air. Dishes were piled in the sink and on the counters, coated with the remains of long-forgotten meals, and the fridge hummed emptily; most of the time its only contents a half-carton of spoiled milk and an expired ketchup bottle. There was no food in the pantry, just empty cereal boxes and cans that had rusted at the edges. Trash bags that should have been taken out weeks ago sat piled in the corner, their contents threatening to burst out. Flies buzzed lazily in the heat, claiming the space as their own, or lay dead, gathered in groups in the corners of window shelves in the cold months.

Rex knew his dad loved his kids in his own way, but it was far from enough. It was never enough. Rex wasn’t old enough to understand the complexity of his dad’s illness, but he felt the absence. He felt it in every missed dinner, every forced smile, and every long silence that hung between them.

Sam Brody wanted to be anywhere but inside the conference room with the case workers and immediate family who appeared ready to breathe down his neck every mistake and bad choice he’d made since his own birth, furthering the suffocation that squeezed away all last hairs of dignity. The weight of parenthood was simply too much for Sam, and the crowd of family gathered around him felt more like pillars of stone leaning in where there was no light. 

The caseworkers waited patiently for Rex’s answer, paying no real attention to what the other family members said, their pens poised over their papers like starved crows. He clenched his small fists beneath the table, wishing he could tear the whole world apart for making him choose. His heart pounded in his chest like a large jumping bean, and the venom of his frustration boiled over. But he kept his composure. 

“It’s fine.” His voice barely more than a whisper sounded more like a hiss. “I like living with my dad.”

He felt Emma and Don’s eyes on him, wide and searching, but he couldn’t look at them. He knew what Emma wanted him to say—that she wanted to be brave enough for all of them. But bravery was a luxury they couldn’t afford. Plus, it would take too much time and effort. Don Stared straight ahead, stone faced. More than his own sister’s eyes, Rex felt his aunt Anna’s eyes even heavier. 

Though it was Rex’s Grandma Mary who made the initial call to social services one night deep into the holiday season, it was his Aunt Anna who started this whole chain of events where she called night after night, wailing about how horrible her brother was, how awful were the kids’ living conditions. On and on she went for several months in her self-righteous façade, only trying to mask her own miserable failure she had been to her own daughter. Every time Rex heard his aunt speak, it blistered his very spirit. He knew he would have to take care of her one day. Protect the world from her. 

Anna Stannis also hated everyone and everything due to her own circumstances of endless broken relationships that she bounced around constantly in shameful promiscuity. Anna blamed her entire life’s failings on her mother and father divorcing when she was a blooming teenager, doing her best to cause as much damage as possible to everything she touched in her life: from married men to her daughter to her mother to hopeless boyfriends she’d string along for months. Anna Stannis was the epitome of reckless narcissistic sabotage. 

Rex hated her. That was a piece of the hate that was brewing inside him that he could understand at a young age. A piece of the hate he would one day handle.

It wasn’t just her words; it was how she said them. The know-it-all tone, the self-righteous curl of her lips. Aunt Anna didn’t just want her brother to feel like a failure. She wanted everyone in that room to watch him collapse under the weight of it. She reveled in it, drinking in her brother’s humiliation like it was her goddamn right, but he was still Rex’s goddamn father, regardless of how he felt about him. 

Rex clenched his fists under the table, nails pressing into his palms so hard he thought they might break the skin. He imagined grabbing one of the pens off the table and jamming it into her thigh, not to kill her, just to hear her scream, to watch her eyes peel back in fear, the same fear she probably thought she could only inspire in others. He then imagined he had a large knife. A hunting knife and what it could do to the sorry bitch. 

A small, sick thrill ran through him at the thought. It wasn’t normal, but nothing about this was normal. Nothing about him was normal and he knew it since his first memory.

Anna caught his stare and smirked again. A knowing, smug little twitch of a smirk. Like she knew she had already won. Like she knew that whatever was happening in this room was already set in stone like a new commandment he remembered being created when his dad had him and his siblings watch that movie with Charlton Heston on Easter Sunday.

Rex ground his teeth, his jaw so tight he thought it would crack. One day, he wouldn’t just hate her. One day, he would show her what hate could really do to her.

But for now, he was just another powerless child being shuffled through a broken system, surrounded by vultures picking apart his life before his eyes.

It would change one day, he knew this. Felt it searing through his veins. One day, no one would ever speak to him like that again.

Rachel’s smile softened, but something flickered behind her eyes with an understanding she wasn’t supposed to show. She nodded and scribbled something in her notes. “Okay, Rex. Thank you.”

The rest of the meeting dissolved into background noise. Custody and visitation floated meaninglessly in the over-air-conditioned air. His dad sat slouched in his chair, staring at the wall behind the caseworkers, Kathy snapping her gum as if she was bored to tears.

The others in the meeting, especially his Uncle Ty, who Rex had just gotten to know as he showed instant concern when Grandma Mary had to call social services several weeks ago because things were simply unraveling to a dangerous level, never came to his dad’s rescue. Rex loved his grandma and knew she was trying to protect him and his siblings. Still, no one offered any solace to his dad as Sam Brody just shrunk more under the weight of shame...and anger.

When it all ended, they stepped out into the searing Texas sun. The heat pressed down on them like a slug of iron. Sam lit a cigarette as soon as they reached his truck, exhaling a cloud of smoke that lingered in the thick air, looking almost as haggard as Sam himself. 

“You did good in there, buddy.” Sam ruffled Rex’s hair with a hand that smelled of nicotine and sweat. “Real good.”

Rex didn’t respond. He climbed into the cab with Emma and Don and stared out the window as the world passed by in a blur of rusted storefronts and cracked sidewalks. The radio crackled with static before cutting on with more KC like a cruel, cosmic joke.

Their house felt like a tomb. Sam tossed his keys on the counter and sank into the couch, manically flipping through channels until the noise drowned out the silence. Kathy followed suit, propping her feet on the coffee table like the pig she was as the TV blared.

Rex led Don and Emma to their room they all shared at the back of the house, where the humid air was stifling. Paint on the walls was cracked and curling, the lone window overlooking a yard where an old swing set sagged like broken bones and frayed nerve endings.

In the room was a double-bed mattress that sat on a block of cheap foam. Emma sat cross-legged on the bed, her hands twisting in her lap. “Why didn’t you tell them?” Her voice trembled. 

Don sat on his hands and said nothing.

Rex sat beside Emma and stared at the floor. All three siblings sitting together for the last time. “Because they’d split us up.”

Emma nodded, but tears welled in her eyes. She trusted him, but the weight of that trust felt suffocating.

That night, after the house fell into its usual quiet, Rex lay awake in the dark. He listened to Emma’s soft, steady breathing and stared at the ceiling, tracing the jagged cracks like a map leading to nowhere. Don was in a deep enough sleep that a small snore escaped from his nose every third breath or so. 

The walls closed in. The weight of the air pressed against his chest, making it harder to breathe. He turned onto his side. His fingers curled into a fist against the filthy mattress. The sheets smelled like old sweat and cigarette smoke. Everything in this house was rotting: the floors, the walls, the people inside it.

Rex ground his teeth until he felt them start to give. He hated this house, hated everything about it, the stained walls, the pissed-on ragged carpet, the holes in the ceiling, the rampant stench no fragrance could mask. He thought about his dad sitting in the other room, useless, leaching onto the television, drowning himself in the noise like it could erase the world’s decision that his kids weren’t worth the fight. The way he slouched, the way he avoided eye contact. Pathetic and worthless, just as his bitch aunt made him feel.

Rex’s stomach was a set of knots pulled so tight he wanted to vomit but didn’t know how. He wanted to hate him but couldn’t. Not fully. Hate required something more than disappointment; it required energy, and his dad wasn’t worth the effort.

So back to Anna. The bitch. The “C” word his dad had called her many times. Aunt Anna was a different animal altogether.

He closed his eyes, and there she was, standing in that shitty conference room, yakking like a wind-up doll, putting on her little show. It wasn’t enough that their family was being torn apart like stuffed puppets with loose strings, she needed the whole goddamn world to know that she was the one holding the knife. Look at me and all I’ve done to save these children from such a monster. 

His nails dug into his palm as he wished he could rip that smirk off her face like a fresh strip of duct tape off a piece of rotted tile. He imagined it. He imagined much worse, like what it would look like if someone took a hot poker and drove it down her throat, searing the top layer off her lips, torching her esophagus. The thought made his heart slow, the anger inside him settling into something cold, something steady. Something...comfortable.

One day, she wouldn’t be able to smirk at him. She wouldn’t be able to smirk at anyone. She would be the one sitting frozen in fear and panic. Terrified of him. A lot of people would feel the same way.

His breathing evened out, but the heat in his chest resisted. It felt like something was waking up inside him, stretching, hungry, curious. He didn’t know what it was yet, not fully, but knew it had been there for a long time.

He glanced at Emma’s sleeping form. She was curled into herself, small, fragile. She shouldn’t be that way. She shouldn’t have to be afraid of the world; the world should be afraid of her.

He looked over at Don, peaceful in his sleep, unaware of how much weaker they were going to be tomorrow. How much worse things could get.

Rex wasn’t like Don. He wasn’t going to let himself be pushed around, dragged from place to place like some stray dog.

The world wasn’t going to decide his fate. He would, only some different version of him.

His gaze went back to the ceiling, followed the jagged cracks again, this time seeing something different. It was no longer a map leading to nowhere, it was one leading to war.

The day would come when he’d be strong enough to make everyone pay.

Hate simmered beneath his skin like settled acid blots. More hate fumed at his dad for being too weak to hold on. Hate for the caseworkers and their practiced sympathy. Hate for the whole gangrenous world for pretending things could ever change.

Suddenly, the quiet cauldrons inside his thinking zapped cool by the sound of knocking: loud, urgent, extreme. Rex sat up, his heart thudding in his chest. In the front room, his dad groaned as the knocking grew louder. The door opened, and unfamiliar voices filled the house.

“Mister Brody, we have a state-issued protective order for removal.” The voice was calm but firm.

Rex heard his dad mumble obnoxious and empty threats as heavy footsteps moved through the house. Moments later, the doorway filled with the figures of two officers and a caseworker holding a clipboard. Rex couldn’t remember if it was Rachel, but it looked like her. 

“Rex, Emma, Don. It’s time to go.”

Emma’s breath caught; a small whimper escaped her lips. Rex stood slowly, fists clenched at his sides. Don stood motionless, tears forming in sky blue eyes.

“Let’s make this easy, okay?” The caseworker’s expression was soft but resolute and forced.

Rex said nothing. He stood in the middle of Don and Emma and held their hands, squeezing them tight as they were led out of the house. The night air carried the same endless, thick scent of heavy asphalt and heat. The flashing red and blue lights painted the world in chaotic colors and shadows dancing around manically from the flashes.

As they were guided into the waiting cruiser, Rex’s gaze drifted back to the house, his dad still standing in the doorway, blank-eyed and stupid. Useless as well as unusable. Something inside Rex broke completely, and in its place, a monster slipped, wide awake.

Rex Brody’s survival was built on hate.

***
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His path was never linear. It was a relentless fight against the constraints of ordinary life, a series of restless leaps across continents and into combat, all in search of mastery and meaning. But the roots of that journey began long before he boarded a plane to Cambodia or stepped into a cage fight. It began in that bleak social services room in 1983 where he sat helpless as his world was systematically dismantled piece by piece.

The police car that fetched his siblings and him away from their dad’s house might as well have been a hearse. Every mile felt like another bit drilling away any innocence he had left. Emma cried softly the entire drive. Don was paralyzed in fear. Rex stayed silent but with a focus that knew would one day become unmatched. He kept his eyes locked on the passing streets of Lake City, memorizing every detail as though he were mapping his hatred for later use. It wasn’t just his dad who had failed him, it was the whole goddamn world. When such abandonment took place, there were two choices Rex faced: break, or break out. 

The foster homes that followed in the 80s were prisons of their own. Every house had its own brand of hell, every adult another rusted link in a rotted chain. Rex never feared the adults; it was the silence that did it, as his mind would drift back to that final day in his dad’s house, to the emptiness of the fridge, the broken promises, the smell of cigarette smoke clinging to his skin. The demon inside him—whoever it was—whispered: They will always betray you. The only way to survive is by force.

The day they were separated was the day something inside him extinguished forever. Probably his soul. The police had come in the night like executioners and pulled them from their father’s rotting house, but that had been nothing compared to the hollow-faced caseworker who split them up like cattle at an auction. Rex still thought it was Rachel but couldn’t be certain of it. No matter, it would be Rachel, too, like the rest of them, who would also pay. 

Emma was the first to go. The foster mother was older, soft-spoken, with a false warmth that Rex knew was snake’s breath. She touched Emma’s shoulder as if she was a stray cat she wasn’t sure about. Rex wanted to slowly slit her throat.

“Say your goodbyes,” the caseworker told them, as if their sister was being erased from their lives right in front of them.

Emma’s lip trembled, but she gave every effort to remain dignified. Rex could see in her eyes that her soul was stripped bare. She hugged Don first, whispering something; he didn’t answer. She turned to Rex in a whisper. “I’ll see you soon.” It was a lie, but she needed to say it. She also knew Rex needed to hear it.

She was then led out the door like she’d been nothing more than a sleepover friend. Rex never knew what happened to her, not that day nor the years that passed by, but his commitment to find her was as real as his inner demon. They would both find her. 

Rex and Don were driven to another house, one with crumbled paint and sheetrock and a porch that sagged with secrets. The couple who took them in didn’t speak much beyond instructions: where to sleep, where not to go, how not to be a burden, to stay out of everyone’s way. There was already another foster boy there, a lanky 15-year-old with eyes like charcoal and cheeks covered in angry zits, called Herman. He watched Rex and Don with the kind of detached amusement of someone who had already learned that any hope had died long ago with the secrets hidden under the rotting porch.

The first night, he lay awake in the top bunk in a room that smelled of cat piss and Listerine. Don below him, trapped in perpetual shock. There were strange clicking sounds in the walls, like cockroaches planning an all-nighter. Rex tried to listen to Don’s breathing.

The door creaked open.

Herman’s shadow moved in the doorway. He didn’t say anything, just stood there. Watching, one of his hands rubbing his cheeks too harshly.

Rex felt his muscles coil, but Don was already shifting in the bunk below. His brother sat up, staring the older boy down. Neither spoke. The air was syrupy and sick. Ugly.

Finally, the shadow in the doorway smirked. “See you around.” After what seemed an eternity Herman slinked back into the dark hallway.

Neither brother slept that night.

So, it went month after endless month. Sometimes Herman would come in and just sit on the floor in the dark, watching Rex and Don. Sometimes he’d pull out his dick and play around with it, then tuck it back, giggling in a way that made Rex want to vomit. On and on until one night when it happened, Rex hopped off the top bunk and screamed as loud as his young throat could manage. Herman went bleach white and panicked to shut him up, but Rex grabbed him by his balls, squeezed them with all his strength until Herman couldn’t breathe or move, and whispered into Herman’s greasy ear that he would murder him in his sleep if he ever bothered his brother and him again.

Herman never did.

***
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The second foster home was worse. The first house had at least been quiet. If the rules were followed. The second one was a circus of screaming children, slamming doors, and a foster father, Jimbo Torrington, whose patience was measured in beer cans. Rex had bruises on his ribs within a week. Don got it worse.

Worse than that, there was the school bully, Dale Barker, they had to deal with. Day in day out, night in night out, Rex and Don’s life seemed impossible to ever break the torment. Until one particular day during summer break while still in Foster Fuck Home Number Two. 

It was the day Don’s bike had been destroyed by Dale Barker and his thugs. He had felt powerless, as terrified as his brother, which was never the case. Unable to act. But then, as he and Don and their friend, Greg Lubbock (who also stood in shock fear) trudged home in silence, something changed.

While walking home in defeat they came upon a woman lying out in the sun in her backyard, just beyond the bayou that separated the neighborhoods. The yards in that area had no fencing, leaving her fully visible to anyone passing by. She was wearing a black string bikini, her body stretched out on a towel like something sculpted from stone.

She motioned for Rex to come closer. He looked back at Don, who still had the ghost of humiliation on his face, and then at Greg Lubbock, their odd neighbor who had watched it all happen. Greg, who was easily as big and strong as the bully Dale but did nothing as all cowards do. Rex’s hate for Dale had turned south toward Greg in those moments of being broken and exposed, but now he faced something he knew was far different than the school bully or the school coward. 

Rex hesitated to approach her at first. He’d never seen a full-grown woman lying nearly naked ,but with a confidence that scared him in a way he never knew possible. He stepped forward. When he was close enough, he saw her eyes beneath dark sunglasses: striking, violet, with a strange wire-thin glow that lassoed around the frightful color, impossibly vibrant.

“Would you like me to slit that boy’s throat open with my straight razor?” Her voice was low and deliberate, sending a long cold wire down his back. “The one I use to shave my legs so close? If you say the word, I will get up right now, go to his house, and slit him from ear to ear.”

The long cold wire turned to ice. He wanted to say something, anything, but words failed him.

The woman tilted her head, her impossible body propped up on her elbows. “Do you think I am joking?” Though she whispered, it was a voice that Rex believed he would hear over the sound of a car wreck or even a locomotive racing through the night.

He slowly shuffled backward to Don and Greg, shaking his head. “I don’t think that’s needed.”

She smirked, then her lips curled downward. “That’s a shame.”

Rex kept creeping backward, one careful step at a time, his eyes fixed on the woman and everything about her. He finally turned from her and walked back to Don and Greg, never looking back. 

“Holy shit, Rex, who is that?” Don’s voice trembled. 

“Yeah...I mean, whoa. I’ve never seen her before. She’s like Playboy in real life.” Greg’s leering comment was nothing more than to get back in Rex’s grace, but Rex had none of it. 

“She’s more fucking scary than Dale Barker, and now you want to play it cool? Really?” 

Greg lowered his head and stared at the ground as they all three walked away from the woman as Lake City’s summer heat paled in comparison. 

“Come on, Rex, he was just tryin’ to—” 

“Don’t give him any pass, Donny. Doesn’t matter anyway. Forget about Dale. Forget about what happened.” Rex stopped, put his hands on his hips and looked back at the woman. They were far enough away to where she looked like a bikini-clad toy Barbie Doll. He could tell she was looking straight up into the sun. 

“Did you notice anything about her, Donny? I mean... Did you feel anything that was...I don’t know...bad? And I don’t want to hear any of your bullshit, Greg. I’m not talking about your porn shit.” 

Greg kept his head down, but his eyes moved up toward Rex and Don. “I wasn’t gonna say anything.” 

Rex looked at his brother, searching his eyes.

“Yeah. Yeah. I don’t know what it was, but I know what you’re saying. I think we should just get as far away from her as we can. Now.”

Rex nodded in agreement and led the three of them farther down the bayou toward home.

He wondered if he would ever see the woman again, but at that moment, he knew he would spend his life searching for that same power, that same unwavering fearlessness she displayed. He was committed to finding it any way possible regardless of any consequence. 

A few days later, Don finally lost it; finally snapped after a particularly bad night where the foster father had thrown him against the wall. He fought back. He wasn’t a fighter like Rex, but rage made up for skill. He managed one solid punch when Jimbo was staggering before the man put him down hard, cracking his head against the floor.

The next morning, Don was gone. 

The caseworker—this time he knew it was Rachel—gave Rex the same dead-eyed false sympathy she had given Emma. “Your brother is being placed elsewhere.” She said it as though discussing a piece of broken furniture that needed taking out on Tuesday Trash Day.

Rex didn’t cry nor argue. He just sat in silence as the last tether to his family was ripped away.

Everything inside him continued the same twisting, like a set of large steel-tipped hooks that were attached to his guts, the twisting giving way to tearing. 

What kept Rex from completely losing his mind was the image of the strange woman that hot summer day after Dale Barker’s rampage.

***
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When Rex hit high school, he had been through four foster homes, three group homes, and more nights alone than he could count. He didn’t make friends. He didn’t trust a soul, nor did he believe he had a soul. He fought often. Not because he lost control, but because control was all he had left. That, plus he was naturally gifted in self-defense. Naturally strong and fabulously athletic. 

As his years aged, such skills began to make violence feel as natural as his ability to inflict it.

One late afternoon, in the middle of his junior year, a group of seniors cornered him in the locker room after gym class. Three of them. Big, cocky super Jocks. The kind of guys who thought the world owed them every goddamn silver coin placed in the silver spoon.

“Word is, you’re a tough guy,” one said and sneered. “Think you’re some badass, bitch?”

Rex didn’t answer. He watched them, calculating. Watching their throats, their knees, their elbows, their temples, lower back areas; every vulnerable spot.

The first punch came fast. Rex slipped it, letting the kid’s momentum carry him forward. A quick strike to the sternum collapsed him like a sad sack, gasping for his next breath. The second one swung wild, like almost everyone did who had no training or any concept of how to fight. Rex stepped inside, grabbed his arm, and twisted until his shoulder dislocated, probably worse.

The third one hesitated. That was a mistake.

Rex’s elbow connected with his jaw before he could react. The kid crumpled, unconscious before he hit the tile.

When it was over—all of it happening within a few seconds, tops—Rex stood over their groaning bodies, heart steady, breath even.

He smiled and crouched down low to the one jaw-dropped. “Come at me again. Please. I will fucking come after everything you have ever loved.”

That was the first day he realized the world was filled with weak people, and that he was far far from one of them.

***

[image: ]


At 19, Brody didn’t believe in family. Didn’t believe in love. Didn’t believe in law and order and anything dogmatic. He wondered about God because Don and Emma were gone from his life. They were all he ever believed in when it came to anything pure or good. Had it not been for that single moment when the strange woman offered to kill the school bully all those years ago, Rex would have written off God completely. Because of her, he believed in strength with no limits. In power that was never lenient. In control that was iron-fisted. Whether that came from God didn’t mean a wit’s lick, but he had to find out.

Emma was gone. Don was gone. And the only thing left in the world worth anything was the fight.

The rules were simple: if anyone wasn’t breaking others, then the others would surely do the breaking. Because if you weren’t the one breaking people, you were the one getting broken.

Rex Brody was finished with anything that related to broken.

***

[image: ]


By his junior year in college, he was already a ghost to most people; a figure who moved through the hallways and dorm areas with silent precision, unapproachable and unknowable. Exactly how he designed it. 

There were two elements that came to Rex with ease. One was computer science and technology. Coding and the main coding languages at the time—C++, Java, Visual Basic—came easy for him. One day after he’d seen the film, Good Will Hunting, when hearing Mat Damon’s character talk about how he could see advanced math and science and could just “play,” was exactly how Rex felt about computer programming.  

The other—the one he would take to the level where he could get even with the world—combat sports. Wrestling, boxing, martial arts, all became his outlet, his way to channel the rage and confusion that never left him. On the mat or in the ring, there were no lies. Especially with wrestling. There was only strength and submission, a brutal honesty that made sense in a world where everything else felt like a deception. But even that wasn’t enough. Combat sports taught him how to fight anyone regardless of size or strength, but it didn’t teach him how to truly cause pain and hurt. And that was what the world deserved.

When he learned Brazilian Jiu Jitsu, all through the 90s, and the Gracie family’s philosophy, it was like finding a new language for the war he had been waging in his mind. He wasn’t content to just win; Rex wanted to destroy. To humiliate. He tracked down an MMA gym and threw himself into Judo and Jiu Jitsu with the same relentless intensity that had once fueled his childhood need to protect Emma and Don. On the mat, there were no family court hearings or state-issued warrants, only survival. He spent countless hours, seven days a week in such intense training it didn’t take long before his natural abilities fused into highly skilled professional ones. 

By the time he entered his first amateur MMA tournament, he had advanced to black belt in record time, faster than any pro-level coach had ever seen in the sport; a predator learning to kill. His first opponent, a self-proclaimed street fighter, learned that lesson in less than sixty seconds. Rex closed the distance with surgical precision, wrapped his arms around the man’s throat, and squeezed until the fight dissolved into unconsciousness. But that fight was far from satisfying: it awakened something deep and ugly inside.

His second opponent, a wrestler like himself, had more grit, more experience. The match dragged into brutal rounds, each second sharpening Rex’s endurance. When he finally won by split decision, he felt no relief, only hunger for more. Starvation, in fact. His third opponent, a Muay Thai specialist, lashed out with kicks that left Rex’s legs bruised and his ribs tenderized. But such pain became fuel, and he took on pro-fight after pro-fight to keep feeding the fuel that eventually turned into an addiction as fierce as any addict in the corner of an abandoned street with a dirty needle stuck deep in the arm. 

Fight after fight, month after month, year after year, Brody absorbed every hit from every level of fighter who was matched with him. He would end fights in clinches and submissions, and chokes, until fighters all over the country wanted a piece of him. 

Brody’s only defeat was delivered by a professional boxer, Neil Kramer, a boxer with fists like concrete and a kicking game that was unmatched. Brody had pulled Kramer into an armbar and felt the man’s tendons snap under the pressure. But Kramer didn’t quit. He fought through the agony, broke free, and pummeled Rex until the referee stepped in. Rex left bloodied but not broken. That loss wasn’t an ending; it was a revelation. He couldn’t be untouchable if he only excelled in grappling. To be feared, he had to master every weapon available.

Later that same year of the Kramer fight, driven for perfection, Rex left the country and moved into a Muay Thai gym in Cambodia. He traded comfort for brutal simplicity: waking at dawn to train under the blistering sun, practicing strikes until his bones felt splintered. In the sweltering heat, he learned the language of elbows, knees, and fists, the art of eight limbs. Every sparring session was a symphony of violence, every fight another scar added to the map of his journey.

During his time in Southeast Asia, Rex’s fascination with Kun Khmer—the Cambodian form of kickboxing—took root. Cambodia wasn’t just a country to him; it was a mirror to the lawlessness he felt inside. Phnom Penh’s streets were wild, its fight circuits raw and merciless. Fights spilled into alleys, debts were paid in blood, and survival meant knowing when to fight and when to disappear. Here, Rex was no longer an outsider; he was home.

Phnom Penh didn’t forgive weakness. It didn’t care about rules, morals, or the thin membrane of law that barely held the city together. It was a place where violence bled into every street corner, where men killed for a debt smaller than the price of a meal, where a whisper in the wrong ear could get you dumped in the Mekong River with your hands zip-tied behind your back and your throat cut so deep they’d never find your voice again. Rex thrived in it. Yet all the while thriving in such fierce danger, he still sought the confidence of the strange woman from his childhood, a confidence that he knew now as a trained professional was overpowering. 

The city was a perfect reflection of the lawlessness inside him. It was anarchy, a controlled brutality, the need to always be one step ahead of the predator lurking behind you. The fights weren’t just in rings or cages; they spilled into alleys, into bars reeking of sweat and spilled whiskey sours, into back rooms where men settled disputes with fists, knives, or guns.

This was the real deal, not the padded gloves and controlled environments of the West. Rex wanted the feeling of bones breaking beneath his knuckles, the sound of a man gasping for breath after having his ribs crushed, the raw, ugly honesty of violence without safety nets; that’s exactly what he got.

He started in underground rings, fighting locals who had been training since they could walk. There were hard, trained men, conditioned by years of street brawls and blood feuds. Kun Khmer fighters were different from the soft, weight-cutting athletes in the U.S. These were killers in the truest sense. Every fight was war. Every strike was meant to cripple, to erase the opponent from existence. Rex learned it all at lightning speed; he ate it up as easily as the 1s and 0s in computer code. 

His first few fights were brutal. He took beatings that would have broken lesser men. His ribs cracked, his face swelled, and he woke up more than once on the floor of a filthy gym, blood crusting his mouth, with nothing but a bucket of water to rinse himself off.

The longer he stayed, the more he adapted. He learned how to absorb punishment, how to turn pain into precision, how to see every opening before his opponent even made a move. He studied their rhythm, their footwork, how they breathed. He let them kick him, let them elbow him, let them feel like they had control, until he found their weakness and broke them, systematically, piece by piece.

By his twentieth fight, the locals started betting on him. By his thirtieth, they started fearing him. By his fortieth, they called him something else.

“Piset Sâmas,” one of the trainers whispered after Rex finished a man in under a minute. “The Specter.” The name spread fast. Any visiting Americans who wandered into the fights saw something else in him, something they couldn’t explain but could feel crawling under their skin.

“He’s not normal,” they’d mutter over their cigarettes and shitty shots. “He doesn’t blink. He doesn’t stop. He fights with something inside that doesn’t care if it dies.”

All of it, true.

It was in a back-alley fight late one night, a real one, where Rex’s inner psycho demon was turned loose for the first time. No ref, no rules, just two men in a circle of drunks and gamblers waiting to see who would still be breathing by the end of it.

His opponent was a beast. Far more size and mass than Rex; far more experienced. A seasoned killer with dead eyes and a mouth full of loose, broken teeth.

The fight was over in two minutes. Rex dismantled and humiliated him.

He caught a kick and snapped the man’s shin like a piece of cheap wood. He drove an elbow into his temple, and the sound it made was like a hammer hitting a wet stone. But Rex didn’t stop when the man hit the ground. He kept hitting him, over and over, until his hands were drenched in blood, until the crowd wasn’t cheering anymore, until he realized he had been smiling the entire time.

That night something inside him snapped completely. The control he had always held, the leash he had kept on his worst impulse, gone. He was coming full circle as a trained killer. Or at least well on his way.

After that night, Rex started fighting differently. Not to win, not to survive, but to break people, to see how far he could push them before they begged for their lives. If they were able.

He stopped fighting with restraint and began to experiment. How much pain could a man take before he stopped trying? Before he died? How much blood could someone lose before they collapsed? How long could he keep someone conscious while choking them out, keeping them on the edge just long enough to see horror in their eyes?

The underground world of Phnom Penh didn’t just make him a lethal fighter, it turned him inside out as a human being, stripping away what little humanity he had left. He stopped feeling anything when he fought. No nerves, no adrenaline rush, no sense of victory. Just the mechanical process of destruction. Hit. Break. Kill. Walk away.

Men who once sought him out as a challenger began avoiding him. Trainers who once took pride in his progress stopped making eye contact. Even in a world of killers, Rex became something different. Something that no longer feared anything, that never hesitated, that never cared for consequence.

Something that had been waiting to be born since the day he was taken from his father’s house where he saw himself ramming a hot poker down his Aunt Anna’s yakking throat. Phnom Penh didn’t just shape him. It finished him. The man who boarded the plane back to the U.S. in the spring of 2001 was darker, colder, more patient. More wicked, but with a purpose he had to discover what it was and where to start it. 

A few house cleaning tasks were first: finding those who tried to destroy him and his siblings and yes, his pathetic father, Sam Brody. 

***

[image: ]


That spring of 2001, back from Cambodia, Rex had a brief stint in New York. He was a weapon, forged by abandonment, sharpened by defeat, and polished in the blood trenches of Phnom Penh. The monster that had stirred awake in that police car so many years ago was now fully formed. Mostly physical, that is. 

The world had always tried to name men like him monsters, madmen, psychos. But Rex knew what he was. He was no longer invisible, and he was far from just another fighter.

Fighters had rules and limits. Brody wanted neither.

New York was a test. A pressure chamber of vice, filth, and unrelenting movement, a city that endlessly pulsed, driven by greed and violence. He fit right in. The underground fight circuits were nothing compared to Cambodia. Too much theater, too many soft men looking for a payday rather than a real fight. So Brody still found other ways to entertain himself.

One night, after a fight in a sweat-drenched, whiskey-soaked basement, he stepped out into the dimly-lit alleyways of the Lower East Side. The night smelled of trash and rain; the pavement was slick with the filth of the city. That’s when he heard it, the shuffle of feet, the quiet whisper of breath trying to stay hidden.

A man was stalking him.

Brody smirked as he kept walking, letting whoever it was believe he was unaware, allowing the would-be predator to sink deeper into his own mistake. He turned a corner into a dead-end alley, pausing as if confused, as if lost, waiting. 

The man lunged with a knife flashing in the dim light. Brody didn’t blink or hesitate as he instantly sidestepped, grabbed the man’s wrist mid-strike, and twisted with just enough force to make the bones creak. The man yelped. His other hand swung wildly, but Rex blocked that blow with ease, spun him around, and slammed him face-first into the brick wall.

“Bad fucking plan.”

The man whimpered, his body trembling beneath Brody’s grip. Fear seeped out of him like sweat.

Brody didn’t need to kill him. He didn’t even need to maim him. He just needed him to know. Know that he had made a mistake and that he had indeed picked the wrong victim. Knew that, if Brody wanted, he wouldn’t leave this alley alive. He released him and watched him stumble away, his legs jelly.

Standing there, breathing in the night air, Brody felt nothing. Not anger. Not satisfaction. Just the cold realization that he had changed. Who he was just a few months ago might have beaten the man to pulp, may have acted out of rage, out of impulse. But this Rex was patient. Controlled... And becoming someone else.

New York offered no shortage of lessons. Rex watched people, the way a predator studies prey. He sat in bars, in diners, in crowded subway cars, watching how people moved, how they avoided eye contact when they sensed danger, how they carried themselves when they thought they were alone.

He started testing things as he did before in Cambodia. Walking too close to people just to see if they flinched. Staring at them a second too long just to watch the unease set in. Positioning himself in ways that forced them to notice him, to feel him before they even saw him. Rex was also starting to understand something crucial: people didn’t fear violence itself. They feared what they couldn’t understand.

A mugger, a gangster, a junkie with a knife were predictable. Most people could never wrap their heads around such a threat. But someone like Brody who didn’t look unhinged, who didn’t act erratic, but carried something dark and unknowable beneath the surface, was a true harbinger of fear, and its personification fascinated him. It was the fear the strange woman put inside of him as a child, a child who couldn’t protect his brother. 

New York was teaching him a new kind of violence. Not the kind that came from fists and blades, but the kind that came from presence alone. He was learning how to haunt people like a ghost while he was still alive.

Brody spent months drifting through the city, absorbing its lessons, feeling himself become something new...but he didn’t know what. He was smart enough to know it would take years of practice to unleash the psycho beast inside of him to become altogether different. He had no idea how to do it but knew it would happen when the right trigger was pulled.

A trigger he found on September 10th, 2001. 
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2: 09-10-2001

[image: ]




Houston that night was more pleasant than the city’s normal summer when heavy thickness in the air overstayed its welcome. The normal sweltering grip was considerably loosened as the sun dipped below the horizon, but the humidity still lingered like dying fumes from a charcoal grill.

The city unfolded before Rex Brody, a sprawling labyrinth of lights and shadows, each turn of one freeway system leading to another one, offering another opportunity, another potential prey. He was dressed for the night to impress anyone with a decent set of eyes: sand-blasted fashion jeans that hung low on his waist with a fitted silk t-shirt that showcased a perfectly sculpted body. He’d spent hours each day lifting weights, running laps, and fiercely training in mixed martial arts, skills he had honed since childhood, and boxing. His boots were black alligator, and the overshirt hung just loose enough to not stick to his skin in Houston’s perpetual sauna. He had slicked back his jet-black hair with gel that was more like glue than anything fashionable. 

The downtown streets were busy as always, a steady stream of cars moving in and out of the heart of the monster town. But he wasn’t looking for the hustle and bustle of downtown; he was searching for something meaningful, more isolated. His fingers drummed on the leather-wrapped steering wheel of his 2000 metallic-blue Porsche Boxster S, a chop-shop car he’d driven from New York. Everything about it was illegal and untraceable. The rhythm of his tapping matched the pounding of his heart as he cruised down one of the main arteries of the city, Commerce Street, his eyes scanning the sidewalks for...what? He wasn’t sure. He just knew that he needed to find something, or someone, that would finally release the pent-up violence coiled within him. A raging lunatic lived inside Rex, and he had to unleash it so he could understand just what the hell it was he was dealing with.

After a stop at the bank, he decided on Fitzgerald’s and whoever was there to practice all his latest moves on. Moves he’d been honing for many years. 

In the dim corridors of Houston’s rusted history, Fitzgerald’s stood as a spectral monolith, a mansion first raised in 1918. For over half a century, the building pulsed with the haunting hum of life as Dom Polski’s, a Polish hall where holdovers from the old world twirled beneath chandeliers that glowed with perpetual energy. Then came 1977, the year of its metamorphosis, a new soul fused to its foundation. G.B. FitzGerald, a visionary or perhaps a madman, seized the property and breathed new life into its aging frame. Thus, Fitzgerald’s was born with a lowercase “g,” not merely as a venue, but as a crucible where dreams would ignite or crumble into ash.

It pulsed with a dual heartbeat: two sprawling event spaces stacked one over the other. The upstairs lounge was infamous for its grit and sweat-drenched nights, while the downstairs, dubbed “Zelda’s” by those in the know, felt like stepping into a subterranean den of chaos. Both rooms boasted stages primed for war, armed with towering speakers and spotlights that cut through the haze. The bars, stocked with top-shelf liquor and enough beer to drown the world, kept the masses fueled and reckless.

The stages of Fitzgerald’s were hallowed, cursed, and blessed in equal measure. Thousands of fledgling musicians stood beneath the cruel gaze of stage lights, their fates sealed in chords and lyrics. 

Legends rose and fell there. Kayote, ZZ Top, and David Allan Coe had thundered across the venue’s marquees like titans. James Brown and Etta James conjured spells of rhythm and blues that lingered long after the music ceased. Soon after, the music scene ran hotter: R.E.M., The Ramones, and Sonic Youth left their fingerprints on its decaying brickwork.

The upstairs lounge was always ripe with a frenetic energy, a heartbeat of muffled bass and the low hum of conversations. The place had once been a stately two-story home, its skeleton still visible beneath layers of reinvention. Dark wood paneling lined the walls, worn smooth by decades of sweat-soaked hands and half-forgotten memories. The ceiling beams loomed overhead, splintered and sagging in places, lending the room the weight of something ancient. Maybe something haunted.

The floor groaned under the shifting feet of the overstuffed crowd: college kids, drunk regulars, and late-night wanderers drawn to the gritty music scene that clung to the club walls like a second skin. The venue’s signature scent lingered: a pungent mix of stale beer and whiskey, cigarette smoke that hung in the air, and sweat. It soaked into every surface, refusing to fade no matter how many times the floors were mopped or the tables wiped down.

The sound system was notorious. Superb twin speakers perched above the stage blasted music that reverberated off the walls in distorted waves, sharp enough to rattle ribs. It was raw, gritty, made for survival. Onstage, the guitars growled and snarled through the amps, and the drumbeats came down like hammer strikes. Reverb filled the room like static electricity, charging the air until even conversations felt like shouted confessions.

The lighting was minimalist and deliberate. Strings of colored bulbs flickered along the beams, throwing splashes of red, green, and purple across the crowded room. Overhead, rusted metal fans spun lazily, their shadows slicing through the dim light in slow revolutions. Most of the stage was illuminated by two ancient floodlights, their yellow glow fading at the edges. The rest of the room was cast in twilight, a space where faces appeared and disappeared in the haze of cigarette smoke.

Brody stood at the end of the bar, barely noticed among the shifting bodies. But that would soon change. Chaos swirled around him—drunken laughter, clinking glasses, the screech of microphone feedback—but he was silent, motionless. His gaze cut through the dimness, locked on a single figure. The woman moved with an unconscious grace, unaware of the nutcases lurking just around the corner. 

***
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An hour before Brody decided Fitzgerald’s would be the place to find his first real trophy, he was in line at the Wells Fargo Bank in Downtown Houston, Wells Fargo Plaza, to be exact. He went to make a simple deposit to his checking account only to get behind a portly woman in her early 20s, wearing a filthy pair of sweatpants with matching hoodie. She, too, was making a deposit, but it was far from simple. 

During the woman’s deliberately slow transaction, a few others in line behind him began to lose patience. “My God, what the hell is she doing?” “For God Sake, you’ve gotta be kidding.” An older lady directly behind him was really getting heated while the sweat-hooded fat woman kept at it. “There are other people in line here, missy, really?” 

Brody slowly turned around, smiled at the old woman, winked, then faced the counter again, his own patience having lost its way long before the others in line breathed a word. When the young fatso with no care on the earth finally wrapped things up, she shuffled away without not so much an eye toward the others in line. 

He paid special attention to exactly where she was walking when she exited the bank. His deposit took a minute, tops. With stealth grace and speed, he left the bank quickly enough to follow the woman with a subdued cadence; she would never suspect she was being followed. 

She lumbered down to Lamar St. After a hundred feet or so, Brody could see she was heading toward the Houston Public Library. He extended his lag a few more strides as his heart picked up its pace. Inside the library, he would have ample opportunity to make sure the woman would never delay another fellow bank patron again. 

He’d always been different. Even as a child, there had been a quiet intensity in him, a storm brewing behind his eyes that others could sense but not understand. The martial arts and combat sports had given that storm form and focus, molding him into a high-powered weapon. But all that training, all those years spent honing his body and mind, had never seen the light of real combat. At least in his mind. Regardless of how many competitions he’d won, they were all in controlled environments, tucked away in the safety of dojos and arenas with referees and coaches. Out in the real world, he felt like a caged animal, waiting for the right moment to bust out and rip something to pieces.

He followed the sweatpants and hoodie as the fat woman waddled into Houston’s massive library. He followed her up the escalators to the 4th floor where she made a stop in the ladies’ restroom. Brody took a small drink from the water fountain that was between the men’s and ladies’ restrooms, then stalked into the ladies’ room and broke the woman’s right arm, buckled her left knee, shattered several ribs on both sides of her chest, grabbed her by her hair and hoodie, slammed her face into one of the toilets, and held her underwater until her fat body stopped jerking and convulsing. 
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