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  Dedication




  For my wife, my biggest supporter.


  Special Dedication:


  Paxton Madison, gone too soon. Safe home.




  “I am the burden of my everything,


  an open scar


  I'll be reborn in hatred,


  feeling I can’t love no more”


  —Jonathan Davis




  Chapter 1




  When the weight of the world crashes down on a person, they seldom have a chance to escape its deadly path. For John Knightly, he made a conscious and continual effort to ignore the anchoring weight that had been dropped on him. He lived in a fictitious world filled with delusions of grandeur. He was untouchable, the best car salesman the greater San Francisco Bay Area had ever known. He catapulted his way through the ranks, soared to the financial manager position and did everything possible to keep the life style he desired.




  Everything.




  Even John couldn’t see the illusion that surrounded his life. His sixty-hour workweeks were a small sacrifice for the big house, newest Mercedes Benz, and endless amounts of expendable cash. Surrounded with riches most peopled envied, his nightly ritual included a stop at his habitual haunt, Gallagher’s Pub. Gallagher’s wasn’t a bar someone just bumped into or went looking for, Gallagher’s found you. Everyone in the place had the same down-trodden look on their faces and the same irreparable story behind them. Occasionally, a group of people would wander into the place looking for a watering hole for the evening but wouldn’t stay long and seldom returned. Dimly lit, depressingly quiet and socially crippled, the atmosphere was miseries Mecca, repelling anyone looking for a good time. Tucked behind a failing strip mall, the bar was only for the professional drinker who viewed their profession as a solo act. Gallagher’s didn’t have a happy hour. It didn’t even have a happy moment.




  I have everything, but still end up here on a nightly basis.




  Shoulders hunched from the exhausting workday, John stared lifelessly into his golden liquid of temporary relief. His choice of poison was Hennessy Whiskey, not the best but not the worst. Unlike most of the bar’s regulars, John had more gadgets and toys than he knew what to do with, but lived with the same empty feeling of failure. The smiling, joking demeanor that emanated from him during working hours dissipated the moment he walked through Gallagher’s thick wooden door. John didn’t use Gallagher’s to blindly search for answers to his depression, he went there out of habit. The greatest fuel for the fire of depression is denial and John was undeniably drowning in denial. Further, he was helpless to avoid the lit match heading his way.




  The patrons of Gallagher’s were often as listless as the alcohol floating in John’s glass, but on this night a voice entered John’s isolated bubble.




  “Buy you a drink,” a raspy voice emanated from behind John. Normally, the man’s words would have been drowned out by the loud obnoxious jukebox music but he had strategically timed his words between songs. John put his hand up as to say “no thanks” but it seemed to have little effect on the man.




  “Life can be so cruel sometimes,” the man continued, ignoring John’s adverse response. John sensed the man wasn’t going away despite any effort on his part to dissuade the camaraderie.




  “Life’s just fine, pal,” John replied in a deep tone, “but if you want to buy me a drink it’s your dime. Just to let you know, I’m no pole smoker.”




  John knew Gallagher’s wasn’t the ideal place for the gay culture but he had to make his reason for exception clear.




  “Oh, I know that just as I know the reason you are here. It’s much deeper than which side of the plate you bat,” the man said with a slight chuckle to his voice. “Life’s rough.”




  “I told you. My life’s just fine,” John said, annoyed with the man’s persistence.




  “I don’t think it is, John,” the man’s stern voice responded. A chill shot throughout John’s body. Even though he was a regular, he never told anyone his name. He never spoke to anyone unless it was to order a drink.




  “How the fuck do you know my name?” John snapped, as he spun around in his seat.




  “How rude of me,” the man said,” I know your name but you don’t know mine. The name’s Terror and I’m here to help you.”




  The lighted match ignited the fuel.




  Chapter 2




  Haplessly, John dragged his feet along the dirt-caked floor. His head was as clear as could be despite several hours of drinking. His mind was still abuzz as to what had happened to him.




  He had everything.




  An overwhelming sadness draped over him and not just from the over-indulgence of alcohol. There was much more to what he was feeling. He slunk into his car and took a deep breath. Gripping his steering wheel, he gazed out of the front window, reliving every painful memory of his past. He slammed the door to his new Mercedes SL-550 Roadster, a vehicle he normally babied. His mind spun downward into a pit of despair. The repetitive, yet, insignificant trips to the bar had meaning now. The suffering surfaced from his subconscious, illuminating the reason he searched for a savior in the bottom of a whiskey glass. Life wasn’t as perfect as he believed. His delusions were gone, leaving him with the painful reality of what truly constituted his life.




  John flicked on the windshield wipers, swishing away the remnants of the light rain that had fallen earlier. Even though it was the middle of summer, a series of rain fronts had passed through the area. A summer rain was rare in Northern California but occurred from time to time. John couldn’t care less about the weather and flicked the wipers on as an automatic response to the wetness around him. A quick twist of the key and the motor roared in the night air. He wanted to cry but couldn’t. He wanted to scream but found no words to say. His fancy car, nice home and endless amounts of cash had little, if any, meaning to him at this point. There was a much bigger task at hand. He had no choice on what to do next; his pathetic existence was now crystal clear.




  He had nothing.




  John made sure he obeyed every traffic law he confronted. He didn’t want to fail this mission by making a simple driving mistake. An inebriated meeting with a cop would result in a night in jail. He didn’t need to have another failure in his life. There were too many already and he suppressed their existence, until now. He was living a lie. Living a life built on a false foundation made of materialistic items.




  The world outside his car no longer existed. His body was on autopilot, while his mind continually replayed his painful past, shallow present and worthless future. He rolled the car slowly into his garage, put the vehicle in park and turned off the engine. He watched the garage door lower from his rear view mirror. While his garage was neat and tidy it was filled with meaningless items of wealth. Two Klein mountain bikes, a fifteen hundred dollar L.L Bean Kayak and a slew of camping and skiing equipment that cost a fortune but was seldom used. Standing at his garage door, staring back at his garage of goods, John let out a sigh. Everything he was looking at was another reminder:




  He had nothing.




  John shuffled his feet along the wooden kitchen floor and made his way towards his den, towards his task. The plush leather chair was cold to the touch and offered little comfort to his current status. He didn’t bother to turn on the lights. He wanted his external world to mimic his internal one. The cold, eerie streetlights illuminated his large den, bathing his surroundings in long shadows. He took a moment to glance around at the various sports memorabilia, collectible books and exquisite works of arts. There were so many things of high monetary value, yet, nothing of true value. It was all worthless junk. A large cherry wood desk faced away from the window and towards his possessions, reminding him what he valued and what he ignored.




  He had nothing.




  John’s shoulders slouched as he hung his head, staring at the top of the desk. He opened the top drawer, never taking his gaze off the top of the desk. His hand felt the cold steel that would be his fate. He took another deep breath and closed his eyes. There was nothing left to see. He was now blind to all he once valued. The collectible books, expensive paintings, even the sports memorabilia held no value to him any more because he now realized they never filled the void in his soul. The more he bought, the more he could show off to his coworkers. John would relate the value of his possessions to the value of his self. He wanted to be the best but all he accomplished was the worst.




  While his home was filled with expensive art, fancy bookcases, and three thirty-five inch plasma TVs, the home lacked personal pictures. There were no photos of a smiling wife, children, or even friends. He owned not one picture of his parents, either. He was alone in his den of treasure, alone in his life of emptiness.




  His slid the cold steel of fate underneath his face. He caressed every inch of the Smith and Wesson 1911 which he’d purchased to protect his valuables, giving off a light chuckle since it was, now, going to remove him from his possessions. The rain increased its intensity behind him, rapping hard against the double-paned windows. Keeping his eyes tightly shut, John gripped the gun securely in his hand. He couldn’t make any mistakes. This had to be perfect. He couldn’t stand another moment in the world he’d created, or failed to create. John understood the only possession that mattered was in his hand. It would be his savior from the meaningless world in which he existed.




  He opened his mouth wide, stretching his jaw muscles to the point of snapping. There was no trembling or hesitation, as he slowly placed the tip of the gun into his mouth. He knew there could be no errors. He had to be perfect. Keeping his elbow securely on the desk, John moved his head forward, forcing the barrel deeper down his throat. He pressed his eyelids tightly together doing his best to hold back the flood of tears. Saliva began to fill his mouth, as his reflexes gagged with the force of the gun deep in his throat.




  His body was on autopilot but his mind knew what needed to be done There could be no mistake. John took a slight pause, remembering his past, all of it, replaying each painful moment in his mind.




  While it was pointless to try and figure why or when his life went downhill since there was no getting it back, John couldn’t help going back to his younger days. The countless attempts he made to gain his parents’ approval. When he won the school spelling bee, they only noticed the fact he didn’t win the county. When he was the star pitcher on his little league baseball team, they only noticed when his team lost in the playoffs. Even when he brought home a near-perfect report card, they only noticed the one “B” amongst a slew of “A’s.” Their lack of acknowledging his accomplishments pushed John to try harder. It was as a result of this over-zealous effort to win his parents’ approval that John failed to learn social skills to relate and interact with other people.




  John reached his final straw during the Christmas Break in his first year of college. Rather than returning to a warm “Welcome Home Son” all he received was a letter from his parents stating they would be in the Caribbean for the month he was home. To keep himself busy and to disregard the fact he would be home alone during the holidays, John decided to take a job at a local car dealership. With no desire to return to his parents’ empty house, he spent many hours working, doing whatever it took to make top salesman and to forget about being bottom child.




  After the first month he made top salesperson and dropped out of school. His parents’ displeasure meant very little since he’d grown accustomed to it. As each month passed, his customers became nothing more than numbers, dollar signs. He didn’t care what they needed, he cared about padding his pockets. If they were elderly and on a fixed income, John would convince them to buy a vehicle that would bust their budget. It meant nothing if they weren’t able to purchase food or medicine because of their new car payment; as long as he got his monthly bonus he was happy.




  By the end of the year he made finance manager and that’s when the accumulation of goods became his number one priority. Unfortunately, he could never get enough. He used each new personal possession as a substitute for the lack of approval he received from his parents. A new car, the latest television, the newest cell phone with all the gadgets became symbols of his accomplishments. The more he could possess the more he felt he accomplished.




  As the years passed owning things continued to dominate his life, his existence. So much in fact, John himself couldn’t keep track of everything he owned. He owned three cars but only drove one. He owned four televisions but only watched one. He owned thousands of books but never read any of them. He had a swimming pool but never swam. Countless works of art scattered throughout the house went unnoticed. Most of the items in his house were purchased by a decorator he’d hired, further separating himself from his accomplishments. The beauty of wealth was all around him, symbolizing his hard work and dedication. Unfortunately it left him an empty shell, a soulless machine in the working world.




  The images of his memories continued to pass through his consciousness, sinking him deeper into his empty soul. He lacked companionship. John never had any positive human connection. His customers were nothing more than dollars and the woman he dated became nothing more than another possession to show off. He chose to work instead of attending his father’s funeral. He felt the man gave him nothing in life so he owed him nothing in death. A few years later he did the same with his mother. He erased them out of his life several years prior, so it meant very little they were no longer a physical presence.




  John continued to work his relentless hours with his only social fix being the hours he spent in Gallagher’s each night. It was that social fix which led him to the position he was in now. It would be an encounter with the stranger which would lead him to remember every painful aspect of his life. It would be on this night John would finally realize how useless his life had become. He would realize everything he held dear was worthless and everything he didn’t have he needed. John knew there was nothing more life could give him. He had been dying slowly, and now, sitting at his desk sucking on a gun, it was the unavoidable answer to his empty life.




  He had nothing.




  John slowly clinched his teeth down on the barrel of the gun. The steel was cold and lifeless. He tightened his grip on the handle and hung his head a little lower. This had to be perfect. This had to be the end. Just as he started to squeeze the trigger, the image of the man at the bar flashed before him.




  Life’s rough, isn’t it?




  You have nothing.




  The man’s voice echoed in John’s ears. His hand started to shake, as his impending end rushed up to meet him. There was no turning back. He couldn’t fail. John swiftly shoved his head forward and squeezed the trigger.




  Click.




  The gun was unloaded. Tears began to pour down John’s face. Despite his best efforts to achieve death, he’d failed. His mind spun in anger. His depression sank into self-loathing. He hated himself. He truly hated himself. His hatred emanated throughout his body, as he stood from the desk. The room spun faster and faster, causing his heart to pound against his chest. He had to end it. He had to finish the job. He raced out of the den and into the kitchen. Any effort to search for bullets would only prolong what he needed to do.




  The image of many History Channel specials on hari kari, or sepuku as the host referred to it, quickly flashed through his consciousness. Only having watched the show once, John realized it was his only chance to accomplish his final goal. Sweat started pouring down John’s head as he frantically grabbed a large kitchen knife. He hated who he was, what he’d become and who he’d continue to be if he lived. His breath grew deeper and faster. He clinched the knife tightly in his hand.




  He had nothing.




  With every bit of self loathing and anger behind it, John slammed the knife blade deep into his stomach. Blood exploded from his body, splattering aimlessly throughout the kitchen. The adrenaline coursing through his body as his life blood coursed outward masked any pain he might have felt. Unfazed with the gory scene, he again raised his hand high in the air and slammed the knife back into his belly. Blood spurted from the wound, saturating the floor, as he continued his self-destruction with swift furor. Thrust after thrust, trying to make each stab deeper than the one before. As his legs gave out from the loss of blood, John collapsed, hitting his head against the granite island countertop before splashing facedown in a pool of his blood. With every slowing heart beat, he felt blood pumping from the numerous open wounds. While his body became heavy and cold, John managed an awkward smile. He’d accomplished the task. It would be his final accomplishment, one with no superficial reward. For John Knightly, there would be no tomorrow.




  When it came to accomplishing what he achieved:




  He had everything.




  When it came to life:




  John had nothing.




  Chapter 3




  Youth was one mystery he could never unravel. After twenty-one years on the force, fifteen as a homicide detective, Neal Patterson had earned a reputation as one of the most respected investigators the Volusia County Sheriff’s Department had ever seen. Unfortunately, time had aged his body to a point that made chasing criminals a difficult task. Fortunately, his prowess came with intellect, not physical strength. Standing at a towering six feet six inches, weighing a robust two hundred and eighty pounds, Neal was an intimidating presence but he wasn’t much for physical confrontation. Even when he was a beat cop he chose the route of dialogue versus physical intimidation and the passive method paid off, earning him a positive reputation with the community as well as the other officers.




  While his time spent on the job had enhanced his ability to analyze crime and people, it had done a number on him physically. Stress had aged the young, mid-forty-year-old, permeating wrinkles throughout his face. He managed to keep his body just fit enough to pass any doctor’s physical. Neal wasn’t particularly concerned with his loss of hair and figured it was best to let nature take its wicked course. He figured his appearance and profession prevented him from finding someone, and then to settle down and spend the rest of his life in marital bliss. He was married to his job and, as far as he was concerned, it was a love-hate relationship.




  Even though he was held in high regard amongst his fellow officers and the people of the community, Neal longed for more. He hungered for a challenging city like New York, San Francisco or Chicago. Unfortunately for Neal’s adrenaline he was stuck in Volusia County, a rather small county, and only saw action during special events like Bike Week, Spring Break and major NASCAR Races. Any kind of homicide he came across was often resolved as “an escalated bar fight,” where the culprit would turn himself in because of an overwhelming feeling of guilt. Neal didn’t long for a complete breakdown in the small county but he wanted one case that would test him and, ultimately, define him as a detective.




  The biggest case Neal had been a part of was the Eileen Wuornos case—she was a prostitute who killed several men along the north-eastern coast of Florida. While he assisted with gathering evidence that eventually led to her conviction and subsequently her execution, Neal wasn’t the main man on the case. There were many errors made during the investigation but Neal kept his mouth shut to keep from stepping on any superior’s toes. His silence eventually paid off when he applied for and received the promotion to homicide in Volusia County.




  While his life had become routine and mundane, he did enjoy the camaraderie in the station. They were a tight group and often spent a large portion of their off time together as well. Neal was the godfather to three fellow-officers’ children, giving him a sense of family although he had none of his own. There was one particular officer Neal was a bit closer with than the others.




  Steve Bursey was a long-time childhood friend who went through the academy with Neal. After graduation they both started at the Volusia County Sheriff’s department and worked the beat together. When Neal was promoted to homicide, Steve remained a patrol officer. The homicide division of Volusia County didn’t have much excitement and Steve couldn’t stand the sitting around and waiting. Unlike Neal, Steve had a family and despite the odds for police officers, it was a happy one. Neal was the godfather to the oldest son and never missed a birthday. He was so close to Steve’s family he was referred to as Uncle Neal, even though there was no blood relation.




  Steve and Neal had grown up in Ormond Beach, a city within Volusia County, and had been best friends from day one. One look at the two and they could have been easily mistaken as brothers. Both had the same crescent moon hairline, large build and aged facial features. The only real difference was in their voices. Neal had a deep masculine tone while Steve was cursed with a higher-pitched tone. It was comical to see such a large man with the voice pitch of a pre-pubescent boy. However, it was a curse for Steve since it was the cause of many brawls in his life. Luckily he was bigger than the other kids he grew up with and he had a friend who was equally as immense.




  They both played football for Mainland High School but decided to end their playing days there despite the numerous offers to play in college. Volusia County was their home and neither could see living any where else. Their glory athletic years had long gone and had been replaced with stellar careers in law enforcement. They had become law enforcement icons in the community and remained loyal to each other. Since Neal had a great deal of down time, he would often help Steve when it came to writing reports or following up on a minor investigation.




  It started out as a typical day for Neal, coffee, paper and his chair in that same habitual order. While he engaged in typical police public relations, hitting the road occasionally, meeting and greeting with various shop owners and their customers, he routinely preferred keeping to the station following up on his small and boring files. Primarily, those files consisted of stolen property complaints. There was little to do in a stolen property case except file the complaint, list the stolen items and their worth, follow any lead a victim may have given, then finally visit with the usual list of suspects and pawn shops the goods may have been fenced within the county boundaries. While he had a decent track record with the petty thefts, Neal knew the ones that weren’t solved within a month went unsolved.




  Neal snapped open the paper and took a relaxing lean in his chair.




  It’s just another day in community paradise enamored with police monotony.




  It was the typical thought he started with daily. This, however, would not be one of those typical days




  “I have a 417a and need immediate backup,” a high-pitched voice cracked through the police radio identifying the caller as Steve reporting a man with a knife. This puzzled Neal since Steve was always one who could handle a situation like this on his own. Even the occasional suspect with a gun wasn’t a difficult situation for Steve to handle. Neal snatched his jacket from the back of his chair and headed out to help. It was still early in the morning and no other patrol officers had reported in yet.




  “10-4, Steve. What’s your location?” Neal responded on the radio in his car.




  “Holiday Inn behind the Wing House off international drive,” Steve squeaked back. “We have a hostile situation here, Neal.”




  Racing over to his friend’s location, Neal kept the lights flashing and siren going when he reached his destination. Noticing Steve crouched behind the passenger door of his squad car with his gun drawn, Neal positioned his vehicle on the opposite side, perpendicular to the hood of Steve’s vehicle creating a half “T” barricade. Shutting off the vehicle, Neal raced around and took position behind the hood of his car. He caught a brief image of what Steve was pointing his gun at but was still unclear as to why he requested back-up.




  “What’s going on?” Neal asked, as he tried to catch his breath.




  “Got a real loon here,” Steve said exhaustedly. “I got a call from the motel manager about a crazed man waving a knife around. When he saw me he grabbed one of the cleaning ladies. I’ve been trying to talk to him but he just babbles. I think he’s on something but God knows what.”




  Neal slowly rose from his crouched position to scan the scene. They were only twenty yards from the pool area where the man had taken the maid so Neal knew he had to try and keep his movements slow. It was easy to see how serious and strange the situation was from their vantage point. There was a scruffy and disgustingly unkempt-looking man sitting on one of the pool loungers wearing a heavy flannel jacket.




  It’s the middle of summer in Florida.




  The man had long, brown hair that appeared to be was two weeks overdue for a washing. He was sitting on a pool lounger with his hand firmly gripped to the maid’s hair. The maid was sitting on the ground next to him, sobbing hysterically. Neal could see a large hunting knife pressed against the woman’s throat. Any slight movement from the maid would cause the blade to slice open her throat. She was sobbing a repetitive verse in Spanish and even though he didn’t know any Spanish, Neal realized she was praying for her life.




  “I see you pigs,” the man yelled, not moving an inch. “I wasn’t asking for trouble. I just want to sleep. I need to sleep!”




  “Let the lady go and you can get some rest, we all can,” Steve answered back.




  “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? You want me to give up my only bargaining chip, well, fuck you!” the man screamed back. His voice was shaky. The situation was extremely sensitive. They could sense the man was extremely disturbed and exhausted—a deadly combination.




  “Look, we can handle this peacefully. No one gets hurt and you can get some rest,” Steve said calmly, standing with his hands in the air to show the man he was unarmed. He slowly moved toward the fence, trying to keep the crazed man as relaxed as possible. Steve gave a discrete signal but Neal knew there was no need. He already had his gun drawn and pointed directly at the man. Although there was rarely a need for him to draw his weapon, Neal was still a crack shot and had no reservations using the weapon when necessary. Steve reached the fence surrounding the pool and leaned up on it. He continued to keep both hands raised, hoping the man couldn’t see Neal laying underneath the passenger door, ready for action.




  “Make a move I slit her throat!” the man yelled, keeping the knife against her neck. The maid let out a scream. Time was running out. It was only a matter of time before the man completely lost control and they both knew it.




  Sweat began trickling down Neal’s forehead. It was a combination of anxiety and the humidity rising from the concrete saturated from the early morning sprinklers. He quickly wiped his brow, making sure he had no obstructions to his aim.




  “Let’s just talk,” Steve said, slightly glancing back at Neal. The man quickly focused his eyes at Neal. Just as Neal had a clear shot of the man, the man had a clear view of Neal.




  “You lying fucks!” the man yelled, rising to his feet and pulling the maid up with him by a tuft of her hair. There was little the maid could do. Her screams intensified as the man dug the blade deep against her neck.




  “I don’t have a shot; she’s in my way!” Neal yelled from his position.




  “Wait!” Steve screamed at the man, hoping to buy a little more time—but it was too late. The maid’s scream quickly became gargled. The man sliced her neck wide open, leaving a dark, bloody gap. Blood shot everywhere, saturating the man and everything around him.




  “It’s OVER!” the man yelled, facing the sky. He dropped to his knees and grasped the knife handle in both hands. The man’s motion was too quick for Neal to fire off a shot. He plunged the knife deep into his chest, staggering forward and collapsing into the pool. The maid’s body twitched like a fish out of water as the crazed man’s body floated in the pool, oozing blood like a leaky oil tanker.




  Just another day in community paradise, police boredom.




  Chapter 4




  “Desperation” was no longer a word in his vocabulary. While he liked to refer to himself as Terror, he would use the name John Knightly until it was time to choose another. He would never use his given name, again, although when he had, it had given him a relatively normal college experience. There were classes, roommates, and even a girlfriend—a gentle dove who’d loved him as much a he adored her. His evolution into Terror began with a special graduate level assignment. Following that assignment, Terror’s future was clear and his metamorphosis was nearly complete. It was only a matter of time before the next piece of the puzzle came along. He didn’t know when or where, but it was out there somewhere. He was focused. He was ready.




  It had been necessary to destroy his prior identity along with the innocent dove. The dove had plagued him, causing inner turmoil. He couldn’t have allowed the dove to interfere with his change. He’d caged the dove, kept her from coming after him. Unfortunately, the caging of the dove had unearthed more problems and he was preparing to take care of them, as well. His nightmares had subsided but there were other lingering pains deep within him that had to be eliminated, not just caged. His name, his past and everything in it had to be destroyed or else he would never reach his full potential.




  The screeching of the bus brakes woke him from his peaceful sleep. The Greyhound was nearly empty, and he’d known that would be the case, leaving at 10:45 p.m. While his nightmares were gone, he required as few people around him as possible in order to complete his mission. If there were too many people around he’d be tempted to people-watch and for Terror people-watching was more than a spectator event. His ability to enter people’s souls and control their past, present and future was a power he enjoyed—but he knew there was a bigger task ahead. The lack of people meant his mind was able to rest, as well as his body. As he stepped off the bus, a popular Doors song popped into his head. Focusing on the song allowed Terror to side-track his desire to eradicate a random soul.




  “...the killer woke before dawn...”




  He took a moment to inhale the crisp, warm desert air. Although it was still early in the morning, the heat was already starting to make its way across the desert. He had to make his time in Phoenix short, not because of the heat but because the stolen credit card he used to get here would allow others to trace his steps. Entering the soul of Mr. Knightly, Terror knew that, besides being a work-a-holic, John Knightly was also a neat freak who needed everything perfect. It wouldn’t be long before the gardener who kept Mr. Knightly’s yard in immaculate shape or the cleaning service that kept his home and priceless objects sparkling clean, would discover the soulless bloody corpse in the kitchen. With few things in the extravagant house out of place or missing, it wouldn’t take the police long to discover Mr. Knightly’s credit card missing. Having majored in Criminal Justice, Terror knew the stolen credit card would quickly turn John Knightly’s suicide into a homicide. Terror had to take his credit card and empty his house of all the cash in order to hide in the shadows without the need to emerge for financial reasons. The credit card would lead the police to Phoenix but their chase would end here. Terror knew he had to ditch the credit card and Mr. Knightly’s identity and look for a new soul. He quickly glanced around and within seconds he had his mark.




  “...he took a face from an ancient gallery.”




  The man stood about six feet with long, unwashed hair. He had a ragged flannel jacket tied around his waist, revealing a white tee shirt that appeared to double as a napkin. His jeans were equally covered in dirt and food stains, completing the man’s nauseating look. Slumped on a hard wooden bench using the palm of his hand as a pillow, the man appeared exhausted from a night of uncomfortable travel. Terror didn’t know where he had come from or where he was going but it wouldn’t be long before he knew everything about the man.




  “Buddy, you got a minute?” Terror said to the man, from across the station. The man slowly lifted his grimy bearded face from the palm of his hand to look in Terror’s direction. His eyes were red and swollen from lack of sleep. Terror could sense there was much more to the man’s story and it would only be a matter of seconds before he knew it all.




  “Whadda’ ya want?” the man slurred back as Terror approached him.




  “It’s not what I want. It’s what I need and it’s all up here,” Terror said, taking his index finger and tapping it against the man’s forehead.




  “Go fuck yourself, buddy,” the man snapped, swatting Terror’s hand away from his face. The man, tired and weary, bolted to his feet. A vein in his forehead pulsated in anger. Terror could see the man was seconds from hitting him, seconds from losing control, seconds from attacking him and that’s when Terror knew he had him. They were both quickly wisped deep into the strange man’s soul...




  * * * *




  The moisture from the large redwood trees dripped onto the dead pine needles covering the forest floor. A heavy rain had recently passed through the thick Oregon forest leaving a clean scent emanating throughout. The man stood in the middle of four large redwoods, looking up at the cloud-covered sky. His body, too, was covered in moisture from the recent rainfall. It was the moment just after the rain that he enjoyed the most.




  “Down to the last job left on this earth that you hadn’t screwed up yet?” a voice echoed through the trees. The man swiveled his head around to find the source of this mysterious voice. His job assisting the fallers, the people who cut the trees down, left him alone in the forest for the most part. The cutters were usually miles behind him since their task took much longer than his.




  “You did just about every job imaginable before landing here,” the voice continued. A shadowy figure appeared from behind one of the trees recently marked. “Let’s see, you worked on an Alaskan crab boat, assisted various friends as a handyman, and even tried to bag groceries for a while, but none of those jobs took. Your incompetence always seemed to get the best of you. No matter what the job was and no matter how much training you received, you always seemed to screw up the job so bad your employer had no choice but to let you go. Job after job, failure after failure, and now you landed here, in the middle of the forest marking trees to be cut.”




  The shadow figure seemed to disappear and reappear throughout the trees. His words were painfully true and caused the middle-aged logger to become agitated. He tried to make his way toward the figure but was frozen in place.




  “Who da’ hell are you?” the logger asked the figure.




  “Not important,” the figure answered back, moving rapidly from tree to tree, “What is important is the pathetic existence you have for a life. This beautiful wooded area seems somewhat wasted on such a wasted life. Such a shame, the life of these majestic trees is in the hands of a complete imbecile—but we’re not here to discuss trees.” The shadowy figured moved directly behind the logger and whispered into his ear, “We’re here to remind you just how bad your life i...”




  The figure whipped around the logger and shot up into the trees. He tried, again, to move his feet but couldn’t move.




  “You fucking idiot!” another voice boomed from behind him. This was a voice he recognized, in a tone he recognized even more. “We sent you an hour ahead of us to mark the trees and we’ve caught up to you? No wonder, hey everyone check this moron out. He’s sunk into the mud and can’t move.”




  Laughter echoed throughout the trees as the middle-aged logger looked down at his legs disappearing into the soft muddy ground. He’d been so occupied by the strange voice he didn’t notice that he’d sunk.




  “Everyone else get back to work, there’s no telling when the next storm’s going to roll through,” the head logger bellowed at the laughing voices. “As for you, get the hell out of my forest. I knew hiring you was a mistake. Heck, I only did it as a favor to your sister. Christ knows why I married her—stupid runs in the family.”




  Tears began to fill the logger’s eyes as everyone moved out of sight. The voice whispered throughout the trees, “You have sunk to a new low.”




  The wooded image around him quickly faded into the image of a bus station in Eugene, Oregon. Able to move his feet, the logger had no energy to charge after the shadow. Reliving that embarrassing moment was too much for him to handle. The shadowy figure was gone but his voice still echoed throughout the air.




  “Sitting here, waiting for the bus, you couldn’t have felt any lower. After hundreds of failed jobs and not a penny to your name, you were forced to move back in with your eighty-seven-year-old mother. Not much of a life worth living, is it?”




  The man’s shoulders collapsed as the weight of his world came crashing down. He sat at the bus stop staring at ticket.




  “There is a solution,” the voice continued, this time in a whispering tone. “Your answer is in Daytona Beach, Florida. It’s time to make a name for yourself and put a meaning in your pathetic life. You could never make it in this world, go out with a bang. Become infamous!”




  * * * *




  Terror chuckled as he watched the distraught man board the bus. No more than a few seconds passed when he was in the man’s soul, time had stopped and so had the man’s reason to live. Terror had used the man’s pain to diminish his soul, giving Terror full control. Walking onto the bus, Terror noticed the man took the second seat behind the driver. He was staring aimlessly out the window. As he walked by the man he could hear the logger whisper to himself, “Become infamous.” Terror made his way to the last seat on the bus. He looked down at the wallet he easily took from the man and thumbed out the driver’s license, slipping it into his wallet. Remembering how the others turned out after entering their souls, Terror tossed the wallet to the ground. The logger had a long trip ahead of him to figure out how to become infamous, so Terror left him alone with his thoughts for the remainder of the trip. Terror had his own task ahead and plenty of time to figure out how he was going to carry it out before reaching his stop.




  “...and he walked on down the hall.”




  Chapter 5




  Overlooking any small piece of evidence at a crime scene, no matter how obvious the crime committed had been, could jeopardize the resolution. Neal knew this and took his time scanning over the physical mayhem the man left behind. The events of the morning continued to play back in his mind. He tried to replay each second, wondering if there was anything he could have done or said to have saved the maid’s life. He wasn’t unfamiliar with hostile situations but this one was different. The deranged man seemed to be in his own world. Steve’s words didn’t even register in the man’s mind and now a woman lay dead in a pool of her own blood. The man had no identification, no wallet and only a few bucks in his pocket. This wasn’t completely out of the ordinary since Neal was used to dealing with the occasional transient. Daytona seemed to be a haven for them. Oddly, this one was different than the others he’d come across. At first glance, drugs would seem the likely cause for the man’s actions but he lacked the shaky nervousness that many drug-induced people display. While the transient’s mind was somewhere else, his body appeared calm and collected. It was as though the two were in separate states.




  Neal gave the signal that he was done and the cleanup crew could come in and finish up. He requested the toxicologist’s report as soon as she was done. He needed to confirm drugs weren’t involved before dismissing that as an explanation for what had just occurred. Neal walked over to Steve, who was still shaken over the event. He was leaning against a tree, holding onto a lit cigarette, allowing more of it to burn on its own rather than inhale it down.




  “How ya’ doing, buddy?” Neal asked in an attempt to console his friend.




  “Did you see that guy?” Steve replied, staring at the ground. “There was nothing I could do. He acted so quickly. It was as though nothing I said was going to stop him from killing her. I tried Neal, I really did—but the man was somewhere else. The woman didn’t have a chance from the get go.”




  Neal nodded, patted Steve on the shoulder understandingly, and then headed back to his car. There weren’t many words of comfort he could give his friend since there were so many questions in his own mind. There was going to be plenty of time to think about everything that happened since there was so little evidence to go over. Neal had to start from the beginning and find out who the man was and where he was from. If this was a drug-related crime there could be more attacks similar to this one waiting to be found. Unfortunately, Neal now had to do his least favorite task. A task he hated more than anything. He had to inform the victim’s family members of what had happened. Despite the multiple possibilities as to “why” this man decided to kill, a woman still laid dead. She was someone’s daughter. Maybe even someone’s wife or mother. Now, Neal had to tell them she was dead. The only thing he could hope for in that daunting task would be for a family member to recognize the man since most murders are committed by people the victim knew. Neal certainly needed a jump start to his investigation.




  The woman didn’t have a chance.




  Chapter 6




  Wondering what he was going to say to the victim’s family was never easy for Neal. Since he was the only homicide detective for the county, Neal was the only person in charge of informing the families. It was as difficult now as it was the first time he did it and Neal was sure it would never come easy. As he approached his office he could see a man of dark complexion with dark wavy hair sitting in the chair across from his desk sipping a Styrofoam cup of coffee. The man looked to be in his mid to late twenties with a labor-worn face and hands. His tee shirt and jeans were freshly washed and pressed. The moment Neal walked into his office he could smell the fabric softener emanating from the man’s clothing. It didn’t take much deductive reasoning for Neal to realize this was a relative of the victim. Someone from the motel had already called ahead, giving Neal no time to prepare his unwanted message.




  “Do you speak English?” Neal asked in a calm and comforting tone, quickly realizing he fell into a trap he’d seen so many other officers fall into—assuming the man didn’t speak English by his appearance.




  “A little,” the man said timidly.




  It was obvious the man had little understanding as to why he was in a police station, as he took another sip of coffee.




  “Luna Morales, is she related to you?” Neal continued.




  “Yes, she’s my wife,” the man replied the best he could.




  “I’m sorry but she’s dead,” Neal said, looking the man in the eyes. It was a method he used to not only console the family members but also to gauge their initial reaction to the news. It was a way to see if the family member might have a possible link to the crime, measuring if their emotions were real or staged. Checking whether they reacted before he finished his sentence or if they took a moment to let his words sink in. It was a sick world and Neal’s profession had him encountering some of its worst. Neal could sense Mr. Morales had little to do with the crime just by looking at the innocence in his eyes. Despite the language barrier, Neal’s words hit home.




  The man fell out of his chair and dropped to his knees, spilling what was left of his coffee. Tears began to pour down the man’s face as he looked up with his arms spread apart. The man frantically began to cry out in Spanish, waving his hands upwards. Although Neal only understood a little Spanish, he understood him. The man slowly gathered himself back up in the chair, wiping his tears away.




  “Why, happen?” the man said softly.




  “We don’t know, yet, Mr. Morales,” Neal answered as soothingly as possible. He felt it was best to become more personal with the families. It often relaxed them enough to ask more probing questions.




  Neal paused briefly before continuing. He could tell the man was still trying to register everything that had happened, something that would probably take a lifetime. As the man was gathering his thoughts, Neal pulled out the crime scene photo of the man responsible for Mr. Morales’ wife’s death. Sliding the photo across his desk, Neal realized the pre-autopsy photo might be too graphic for Mr. Morales to handle but it was the only lead Neal had.




  “Do you recognize this man?” Neal asked, moving his hand off the photo. The man tried to hold back his tears as he looked down at the photo. He shook his head “no.”




  “You’ve never seen him before? Think, Mr. Morales, it’s very important,” Neal continued, hoping Mr. Morales had some idea of the identity of the crazed murderer. But Mr. Morales continued to shake his head. Mr. Morales’ tearful eyes, slumped shoulders and shaking hands were the signs of a man in mourning not in hiding. Mrs. Morales had been a victim of random violence. Luna Morales might had been in the right place, just like she had been the many working days before, it was just the wrong time. Another officer came and escorted Mr. Morales out of Neal’s office, as Neal continued to replay the day’s event in his head.




  Neal thought about the killer’s movements and how they were too stable and unnerved to be a random act. The man had slit the throat of the maid in a single, clean cut. Scanning through the file, Neal noticed the toxicology report was negative, which was the one thing that made sense because the man had shown no signs of being on drugs. Unfortunately, this brought about more questions:




  Did the maid walk in on something she wasn’t supposed to see?




  If murder was the motive, then why did the killer drag the maid by the pool?




  Simply placing the man in the “emotionally disturbed” category didn’t help either. If all he wanted to do was kill the woman it didn’t make sense to hold her up in a hostage-like setting. The man seemed to be functioning beyond reason, beyond the realm of normal human behavior and didn’t seem to care about the life of the maid or his own. Neal closed his eyes and squeezed his forehead with his thumb and middle finger, as he did his best to make sense of the situation.




  The woman didn’t even stand a chance.




  The killer was beyond the realm of reason.




  Chapter 7




  “Elkton, next stop, city of Elkton next stop,” the driver’s voice boomed, awakening Terror from a peaceful sleep. It was the first time in a long time that he could remember sleeping without some chaotic dream. Upset at the rude awakening, Terror decided to hold back any attack on the man since he reached his destination. The past ten months had become an active learning and controlling process of his newly discovered powers. He had accomplished much with the ability to manipulate people’s souls, yet, his body had suffered as well. Constant fatigue was like an over-extended and unwelcome guest. He needed all the rest he could pilfer and while the bus ride offered little in the terms of comfort, the dreamless slumber was welcomed. This made the driver’s voice even more intrusive.




  He grabbed his small gym bag, filled with few but necessary items, and headed off the bus. Terror gave a smile at the logger on his way. The man was still staring out the window contemplating his next move, a move that Terror assisted in creating for the man. Terror would use the man’s identification, Conrad Sorce, to check into a motel to cover his true identity. He gave a little chuckle thinking about how pathetic Conrad’s life had been, yet how helpful it was going to be for Terror. Stealing the man’s identity was easy but stealing his essence had been downright fun.




  The town of Elkton was very small and offered little for Florida vacationers, leaving few lodging options for Terror to choose. In fact, there was only one choice, the Quality Inn.




  Despite the name, there was little quality in the small motel but considering a stiff bus seat had been his only bed for the past twenty-seven hours the motel was the Ritz.




  He checked in using the lumberjack’s name and dragged his weary body to the room. Terror figured he might have to use his special ability to convince the man he was who the id said he was, but the man paid little attention. The scarcity of residents had left the clerk brain-dead to the world around him. A small flickering color TV in the corner of the lobby was more appealing than Terror’s identity. Happy with the break from reaping another soul, Terror grabbed the key off the counter and headed to his room. The cool air-conditioning offered much relief to the hot and humid Florida summer. He dropped his bag, locked the door and collapsed on the bed. Weary from his travels, he fell asleep the second his head hit the pillow, drifting off into a deep comatose slumber.
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