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From “The Orchid City Rampage,” written by Jorge Ramos, published in U Magazine, December 2021:

. . . difficult to determine what exactly caused hundreds, if not thousands, of people of different demographics to commit assault and murder. There are, of course, baseless theories – a chemical agent was released into the environment; mass hypnotism; the beginning of the biblical apocalypse. Whatever the cause, some of the egregious actions remain horrific in detail. They cannot be undone. One notable example was the mass murder at the Eternal Light shelter in the Western Communities . . . one female was found with her arm up to her elbow shoved down her own throat. She was seven years old.
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From an unnamed eyewitness, taken from a WOCX newscast, dated November 11, 2019:

I believed it was the end of the world. I know it’s silly, but it was like God flipped a switch and everyone lost their shit.
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“I thought you could provide some insight into this,” Lieutenant Graves said.

This being some weird shit, D assumed. More often than not, whenever Graves called on him, the shit was indeed bizarre. 

The one-bedroom apartment was barely large enough for D’s thoughts to walk around. Most of Graves’s men were now in the hallway. They threw D dismissive looks. Their opinion of the man differed from their lieutenant’s, but they tried to keep that to themselves.

Graves cleared his throat, drawing D’s attention. 

“Over here,” Graves said. He stood just outside the bedroom. What he wanted to show D was obviously something he didn’t want to see again.

D walked around the coffee table, which looked like a thrift store find. The whole place wasn’t exactly the apex of high class. There was a musty smell from the kitchenette off to the side. Dishes were piled high in the sink. A lone crucifix was nailed above the bedroom door. It made D slightly uneasy for some reason.

What could be worse than the accommodations? he thought as he peeked into the bedroom. 

D had seen enough dead bodies of varying displeasure that nothing shocked him anymore.

This was new.

Human entrails were scattered on the unmade bed.

As if by hand.

And yes, there was blood.

“Watch your step,” Graves said.

D looked down. More blood.

“Maid’s day off?” D said.

Graves grunted. “The apartment is rented out to Deborah Profera, age thirty-three. She lives – lived here with her thirteen-year-old son Jeremy. The boy’s been confined to a wheelchair since he’s been able to walk.”

“That’s funny,” D absentmindedly said. He wondered if the mother and boy shared the same bed. He’d damn sure have some straight-up insight into that.

“You think this is her?” D said. “I’m not sure this is in my ballpark.”

Graves nodded to the ceiling. 

The rest of Deborah Profera painted the ceiling. It became clear to D that what was on the bed had dripped off the ceiling.

“I know,” Graves said. D’s face must have said it all.

“The mother?” D said.

“We think so. There’s no trace of the boy.”

“Unless he’s –” D nodded to the bed. “Are you sure this is just the mother?”

“We’ll know later. Plus there are the tracks.”

D spotted two red tracks leading out of a splatter into the living room where it faded away.

Wheelchair tires . . . .

“Why do you think the boy was taken?”

“Well, he’s not here so –” Graves shrugged.

“Who called it in?” D asked, hoping to derail his current train of thought.

“Michelle Latta. She and the possibly deceased used to live in the same shelter.”

“Shelter?”

“For down and out families. Eternal Light. Latta and Profera attend a Wednesday night service together. Latta couldn’t get in touch with Profera so she called us. Seems like no one has been in contact with her for a while.”

“But this,” D said, gesturing to the entrails, “is fresh. What’s been going on here?”

“That’s why I called you.” Graves crossed his arms and leaned against the door frame. “None of my guys have ever seen anything like this –”

“Who has?”

“Maybe you?”

D had to admit that Graves had a point. D has indeed seen similar sights, nothing he wanted to dwell on. But this . . . D couldn’t tell if the person was ripped apart or exploded. Hell, he half-thought the corpse wasn’t human at all, just a stew of sausage and blood.

Where are the limbs? And head?

Whoever did this was either extremely strong – and mentally unbalanced – or there was some other agent at play. D hoped that the other agent wasn’t biological or he, Graves, and everyone else who came into contact with the apartment could have been at risk. No, the absence of Jeremy Profera, wheelchair-bound and just turned thirteen, confirmed Graves’s assumptions that this was right up D’s alley. 

“Logic would dictate that whoever killed the mother took the boy,” D said, looking up at the bits that would not fall.

“And what would you dictate?”

“Can I take some pictures?”

“Be quick about it. My boys are getting antsy.”

D pulled his smartphone out and took a few pictures as best he could. His wife Leigh was the better photographer, but his skills would have to do for now. He texted the pics to Leigh. The sooner they could start the investigation, the sooner he could put this case behind him.

Yeah. This is going to be a bad one.

“You’re avoiding my question,” Graves said.

“I need to know more about their history.”

“Not much to know. No father on record. They lived at Eternal Light up until recently. I’ve already sent one of my guys out there. I’ve got men combing this building and the neighborhood. Now are you going to answer my question? What do you think happened?”

D never answered Graves’s question.
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D didn’t trust the rank elevator so he begrudgingly took the stairs.

His phone rang. It was Leigh.

“Seriously?” she said. “I almost threw up in my mouth.”

“You should have smelled it. Nothing like gutstink in a rundown apartment.”

“What the hell could do that?” Leigh said. “Werewolf? Doppelganger?”

D didn’t know why he looked down one particular hall as he descended the stairs, but he did. What he saw froze him.

“What almost bothers me more is the missing kid,” Leigh said. “Maybe his father tracked them down.”

“Leigh, I’ll call you back.”

D stepped onto the third floor. At first, he wasn’t sure what he saw. He soon realized what drew his attention.

On the white door at the far end of the hall, painted a shade lighter, were symbols – ancient symbols that were meant to ward off any being, human or not, who meant to do harm. They weren’t something one would see in casual life, especially not in the present day. To see them in the same apartment building as a mysteriously mutilated woman . . . D had to talk to whoever lived in the apartment.

Although D was alone in the hall, he felt eyes from all around watching him. He thought this paranoia was a symptom of the physical properties of the ward. He wasn’t sure how they worked and didn’t care, just that they did when they were needed.

To the lax eye, the symbols would have seemed to be simple light reflecting off flaws in the paint job. But, no, the paint job here was deliberate and, to D’s knowledgeable eye, pretty accurate. Someone well versed in the occult knew what they were doing. D really wanted to meet the person. Who knew? Maybe it was someone who was protecting Jeremy Profera from whoever, or whatever, killed his mother.

D knocked on the door.
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D half-expected his hand to burn at the slightest touch of the marked wood. It didn’t. His disappointment grew when no one answered.

Someone in hiding might have been behind the door, looking on through the spyhole as D knocked again, but D wasn’t going to break into the apartment to find out.

“He’s not home.”

D turned around.

The teenage girl, with ripped-up stockings and army boots, looked motley enough to fit into the neighborhood. D expected a lip or nose piercing, but one through the tongue could have been lurking within her tight mouth. Her greasy hair was streaked with purple and she had acne on both cheeks. At least D thought the welts were acne.

“Do you know who lives here?” D asked, making sure he kept a solid wall behind him and breathing room between him and the girl.

She nodded. “I live across the hall.”

“So who lives here then?” D hated fishing, but the bait on the white door was too enticing to walk away from.

“Al,” the girl said. “Al Finnick.” She absently scratched at her left forearm. “He’s a child molester.”

“How do you know?”

The girl shrugged. “He told me.”

“Why would he tell you that?”

“I don’t know. He never got caught. Don’t worry. He never touched me. He only likes boys.”

The picture was becoming clear, too clear. Perhaps Graves didn’t need D’s peculiar insight after all.

“Did he . . . like any
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