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Synopsis

Goodness may appear in many forms; evil need only
take one.

The Chicago PD Deviant Data Unit specializes in the
dark and cruel aspects of criminal behavior. When a serial killer
who leaves his victims oddly posed starts terrorizing the city,
Detective Rafe Douglas leads the team tasked to find this sadistic
killer. Still recovering from severe injuries sustained in the line
of duty, Rafe’s tenuous hold on what is real is further tested by
someone who wants in on the case and won’t take no for an
answer.

Private Investigator Ashley Scott experiences the
world through unveiled eyes. She alone can see that Hell’s
inhabitants are breaking free from their confines and are bringing
their evil to Earth. She believes the killer isn’t human and knows
she has to convince Rafe there are more things happening in the
Windy City than anyone could possibly realize. Only together can
they solve the secrets revealed in the killer’s brutal
slayings.
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Chapter One

The dead woman was laid out in the alley like a
grotesque mannequin, half-naked and fixed in pose. She lay on her
back with one arm reaching up above her head while the other lay at
her side. Her blond head was tilted as if to follow where her arm
was pointing, her sightless eyes fixed on a point somewhere down
the dark alley. A dark red stain spread underneath her from waist
to shoulders. The blood fanned out, glistening like an oil spill
framing her upper torso. Clouds shifted across the pale moon, and
for a brief moment, the horror of what lay in the alley disappeared
from view. Lost to the dark that blanketed the city. Dead to the
night.

Ashley Scott leaned a little further out over the
fire escape railing. The flashes from her camera lit up the alley
like bolts of lightning. She stepped back into shadow as she heard
the familiar wail of sirens racing to the scene she had just
anonymously called in. She checked her watch. “Three minutes. Guess
three murders in just over a month will make you skip a few red
lights.” Carefully, she picked her way down the fire escape steps,
then settled herself out of sight in a doorway well out of light’s
reach. She watched the police cars draw up and scanned the faces of
the officers who began to secure the scene. She didn’t spot the
forensic team’s black SUV and strained to hear the conversations of
the busy police as they cordoned off the area until the team’s
arrival. She garnered the exact piece of information she needed
from their chatter and furtively cast a look around. “Where’s a
telephone booth when you need one?” she muttered, then stepped out
of the doorway and strode purposefully toward the crime scene
tape.

Ashley nodded at the policewoman guarding the alley
entrance. “Evening, Officer Atkinson.”

“Hi, Jim,” Officer Atkinson
replied and lifted up the crime scene tape for Ashley to slip
under. Ashley headed straight for the body, snapping off
photographs on her way to document the whole scene from close
quarters. She took as many photos as she could, aware that the
medical examiner was standing nearby.

“Evening, Jim,” Dr. Joseph Alan
greeted her absently, patiently waiting for her to finish so he
could get back to his own work. “Third dead woman we’ve been called
out to looking like this. I hate to say it, but I’m beginning to
see a pattern emerging.” He looked at the sky. “There’s not some
strange planetary alignment going on that we don’t know about, is
there?”

Ashley edged closer to the body, clicking her camera
the entire time. She carefully stepped around the spreading blood.
“I think Jupiter is right where it should be, Dr. Alan. Some people
don’t need their stars aligned to kill.”

He shook his head. “What is the world coming to when
a killer can’t leave a calling card so we can identify him from the
rest of the crazies?”

“There was still nothing left on
the body at all?” Ashley was aware of the previous victims. She’d
been at the last one’s final resting place too. She steeled herself
to stand over the woman and her eyes swept down the posed body. She
couldn’t prevent the shiver of horror that chilled her to the bone
at the look of abject terror frozen on the dead woman’s face. “She
took a nasty blow to the head this time.”

Ashley’s camera flashed to document the injuries.
She noticed how the woman’s hair had been swept out of its natural
parting to hide the wound. Did the killer regret what he’d done and
had made some attempt to make her beautiful once more? Ashley found
herself unable to look away from the woman’s face. What had once
been a pretty visage was now a contorted mask of fear. “Nasty neck
wound too.” Ashley saw the deep slash that had slit the woman’s
throat wide open. Hope it was quick. She
made her way down the posed body, noticing how the woman’s clothes
had been ripped to shreds. “I can’t get my head around this one,
Doc. The killer rips open their jackets and shirts and pulls down
their skirts or pants, but there is no sign of a sexual assault.”
She took a few more pictures, frowning at the state the clothing
had been left in. “The clothes are cut off strangely,” she said to
herself. “Almost like they were just in the way. As if leaving the
body unclothed wasn’t to defile them, it was just a simple act of
moving the cloth out of the way so he could get to what he wanted.”
She took a step back and called the medical examiner forward. “Care
to do the honors, please?” She moved around so that the doctor
could ease the body over for her.

Ashley grimaced as she saw the familiar trait of
this particular killer. “And again with the ripping open of the
back.” She took her photos, making sure to capture the horrendous
wounds. The skin had been cut right through to the bone, exposing
the spine itself. Jagged cuts ran from the base of the neck down to
the hips. The skin was pulled back and everything else had been
hacked at to reveal the bones inside. “Why would you kill someone
just so you could rip open their body to expose their
backbone?”

“Maybe he’s searching for one of
his own?” Dr. Alan said as he placed the woman back on the ground
reverently once Ashley signaled she was finished.

Ashley spared him a look. “He doesn’t even take a
piece of disc with him. You’d think if he was cutting someone open
to get to their spine he’d want something specific from it.” She
watched as he got back to his feet with a groan. “You okay
there?”

“I’m too old to be dragged out of
bed to come to yet another dead woman in an alley,” he
grumbled.

Ashley looked him over, seeing a balding, slightly
overweight man in his late fifties who had seen death in all its
forms for way too many years. “I’d say you still have plenty of
years left, Doc. Then you can retire on that yacht of yours with
Mary and kiss Chicago good-bye.” She looked at him over the top of
her camera. “You’ve got grandbabies to bounce on your knee one day
before you even think about getting too old.”

“I hope you’re right. I’d rather
deal with them than any more of these.” He stared down at the body.
“I estimate time of death at being barely an hour ago.”

Ashley nodded, knowing that was roughly the time
she’d been informed that another body had been left. “And no one
saw or heard anything again, I bet.” She looked up at the
surrounding apartment buildings that crowded the alley like
protective monoliths.

“This killer strikes so fast they
don’t have time to make a sound.” Dr. Alan pointed at the victim’s
neck wound. “He comes up behind them and cuts their throats open,
very effectively silencing them.”

“He’s got to be covered in blood,”
Ashley said, looking at her feet. She had been making sure her
boots didn’t touch any of the blood that stained the ground. “Yet
there are never any partial prints left behind.”

“He’s clean and efficient all
right. It’s like the devil himself slips in and brings his own hell
on earth.”

Ashley’s whole body tensed at his words. She forced
herself not to react and just continued taking photos. She looked
at the dead woman, her sightless eyes wide open and her last
terrifying moments etched permanently on her face. Her mouth was
left open in an endless silent scream as she lay posed reaching
for…what? Ashley shook her head. Salvation
maybe? Someone who could stop the
madman? “I think the devil’s been here all along, Doc, but
only a few of us recognize his handiwork.”

Dr. Alan slapped her gently on her shoulder. “Finish
up your job, son, and I’ll get this lady taken away from here.”

Ashley nodded distractedly as she heard more cars
pulling up. Taking this as her cue, she faked looking at her camera
in dismay. “Oh Christ, Doc, I’m sorry. I’ve been running on empty.
The damn camera has no memory card in it.” She stepped back from
the body. “What a stupid amateur mistake. The boss will have my
head if he finds out. I’ll be back in just a second. I need to go
get one from my case.” She watched from the corner of her eye as
Dr. Alan just sighed and stared back up at the stars.

Ashley left the crime scene and dodged under the
tape. There was a growing crowd of officers all huddled together
keeping the fast-arriving press and interested onlookers back from
the alley. She spotted Detective Stephanie Powell gathering people
together. Ashley let her eyes linger just a second longer than
usual. Please tell me you’re not in charge now
that a third murder makes this a serial case and headline news at
ten every night. She saw another detective rush past Powell,
a man who appeared to be in his late thirties, quite tall and
boyishly handsome. He seemed to be making a path for the detective
who was following him with a much slower gait. Ashley’s curiosity
got the better of her and she stopped to see who this other
detective was. It was a woman, at least five feet eight, making her
easily as tall as her male counterpart. She was slender but
broad-shouldered. Ashley was surprised to note she looked oddly
frail as she walked past. Her handsome face was also strangely
mottled under the moon’s waning light. A woolen beanie hat
embroidered with a police shield was pulled down over her head,
hiding any clue to her hair color. Ashley grinned as the male
reached out a hand to the woman only to receive a withering glare
in response.

“Just show me the damn body, Dean,
and quit with the nursemaid attitude.”

Ashley liked the deep quality to her voice, even
colored by the exasperation audible in it. She wondered at the
story behind his solicitude. Aware she needed to leave, Ashley
disappeared into the crowd, cradling her camera protectively to her
as she passed Crime Scene Photographer Jim Pope as he headed toward
the scene. She heard Officer Atkinson remark, “How many more
pictures are you taking tonight?” but never heard his reply as he
set about doing his job. Ashley slipped through the cars that lined
the alley and crossed the road.

Out of sight of prying eyes she shifted; a glimmering, sparkling, golden tone colored
her world for a moment and then dissipated. Ashley watched her
reflection in a small window as she lost the appearance of a young
man with short cropped hair and a height of at least six feet
dressed in his CSI uniform. Left behind was a much shorter woman,
sporting tousled blond hair and wearing a long black jacket over
her black shirt and jeans. She stared at the reflection looking
back at her. “Still a neat trick,” she told herself and headed for
home.

 


*

 


Entering her apartment building, Ashley chuckled
quietly at the boy who sat sprawled in his chair, supposedly
keeping watch. His head was back, his mouth wide open as he
slept.

“Nice to know you’re keeping the
building safe, Jeffrey,” Ashley whispered, electing to take the
stairs to her second-floor apartment so as not to disturb him with
the elevator’s noisy arrival. The building was silent. Everyone
else was apparently asleep as she walked down the corridor to her
door. She opened it and reached in to switch the lights on. She
studiously ignored the drabness of her hastily rented apartment,
trying once again to quell the desire for a home of her own. She
didn’t even flinch when a voice spoke from her living
room.

“Was it the same pattern as the
others?”

Ashley locked the door behind her and just stared at
the man in the room. He was incredibly tall and impossibly slender,
his hair a blond that was almost gold. His attention was fixed
squarely on the photos attached to a board resting on an easel.

“Good morning to you too, Eli.
Please, do make yourself at home.” Ashley tossed her keys onto the
small table by the door and wandered into the room. She had to
physically nudge Eli out of her way to switch her laptop on. “You
need to scoot over, Eli. You’re in my way. Stop hogging the death
board.” He stepped back absently, his attention never wavering as
she puttered around him. Ashley watched with satisfaction as the
laptop booted up. “If you see anything, any kind of signature to
what this guy is doing, please don’t hesitate to speak up. I could
do with the help.” She removed the memory card from her camera and
popped it into her laptop’s SD slot. Eli crowded in behind her and
peered over her shoulder. “What the hell has gotten into you?
You’re quieter than usual, which isn’t saying much, I know, but
you’re beginning to creep me out!”

Eli stepped back but his eyes flicked between the
laptop screen and the board. “There is something very wrong about
these deaths.”

Pulling up the new photos on her screen, Ashley cut
Eli an incredulous look. “They are incredibly violent, gruesome,
bloody deaths.” She straightened to look at him. “Wrong doesn’t
even begin to cover it.” She set the photographs to run as a
slideshow. She and Eli watched the tableau of shots flash by one
after another as the scene was captured in its vile testament to
evil. Ashley watched each photo with a growing sense of unease.

“Eli, I don’t think this guy is
going to stop any time soon.” She was barely able to suppress a
shudder as a photo flashed up of the woman’s terrified face,
twisted and contorted in her final moments.

Eli craned his neck for a look at one particularly
graphic close-up. “I’d say he’s just gotten started.” He
straightened again, then turned his attention to the easel behind
him. “You’re going to need a bigger board,” he pointed out
drolly.

Ashley couldn’t help but laugh at Eli’s comment,
glad for the slight lightening of the mood. She headed for the
small kitchen just off the main room, opened up the fridge, and
removed a bottle of beer. She twisted off the lid and drank deeply.
“I think it’s time I go find out what the police investigation has
managed to find out about these women.”

“Yes, now that you’re here…”

“Yes, now that I am here I can go
do my magic trick and walk into the Chicago Police Department. I
can gather intel and walk right back out again.” Ashley took
another long drink from her bottle, not thirsty anymore but needing
the bitter taste to sharpen her senses. “I got here in time to see
body number two.” She gestured to the board littered with the
photographs of the second victim. “And tonight I’ve got body number
three to add to the wall. I need to gather information on the first
woman killed and see if their autopsy reports have something we
just can’t see by looking at the body via Kodak.”

“Do you know who the lead
detective is?”

“I couldn’t tell, but they had the
press darling Stephanie Powell courting the news crews
again.”

Eli looked less than impressed. “They need a better
lead to run this case.”

“I think she’s just the camera
fodder. Three deaths, all with their backs opened up and their
spines on display. They’re going to need more than the hotshot
poster girl for the Chicago Police Department to solve this.”
Ashley remembered the leggy chief of detectives, her long black
hair pulled back from her face, makeup skillfully applied. Her
brand of femininity would settle best in front of the cameras to
assure the public that there was nothing to fear in their fair
city. Ashley grinned to herself. Pretty, yes, but
so not my kind of woman. Her mind drifted to the other
detectives she’d seen on scene. “I saw two other detectives there.
I think they’re the ones on the case.”

“I hear they have assigned a
secret task force,” Eli said as his long fingers flicked over the
laptop keyboard to set the slideshow off again.

“And where did you hear that?”
Ashley asked, knowing all too well.

“The same place that told me I
needed to call you in on these cases.”

“You and your secret missions,
Eli. It’s enough to turn a girl’s head.”

“It got you a trip to
Chicago.”

Ashley stared around the shabby apartment she was
now calling home. “Yeah, whoop dee freakin’ doo. Three women
savagely killed. It’s not exactly something that you want in the
tourist brochure for the Windy City, is it?” She carried her bottle
away with her toward the bedroom at the rear of the apartment.
“I’ll leave you to it. I’m going to try and sleep before I go face
that task force you mentioned earlier.”

“The DDU,” Eli said.

“DDU? And what does that stand
for?”

“Deviant Data Unit.”

“What?” Ashley made a face.
“Catchy title, if a little weird. Do you have to be a deviant to
join that squad?”

“Be sure to ask them,” he
said.

“I might just do that. Maybe
they’ll have a spot free for me.”


Chapter Two

Detective Rafe Douglas rested back against the wall
of the elevator as her partner, Detective Dean Jackson, pressed the
button for their new floor. He turned to her with a big grin
creasing his face.

“Geez, I’m off work for a little
while and they’ve already moved my desk,” Rafe grumbled
good-naturedly as the elevator took them up to the third floor
instead of their regular first-floor office.

“We got moved to a bigger office
more fitting for the DDU, Rafe. You’ll find the view much more
pleasant from this height, I assure you.” Dean gestured for Rafe to
precede him.

Rafe slowly walked down the corridor to her new
office trying not to be obvious that she was favoring her left
side. She’d been a part of the Deviant Data Unit for a few months
now, and its importance among the other task forces was finally
paying off. Other Deviant Data Units had been set up around the
country for her to access and compare information. The data
streaming in was vast, and every team assigned to the units was
kept busy following leads and chasing down suspects. Rafe gritted
her teeth as each step pulled at her still-healing side.
Guess I’ll be leaving the chasing to others for a
while, she mourned and watched as Dean hurried before her to
open the door.

“I can still press elevator
buttons and open doors all by myself, Detective.” She was
frustrated by his need to look after her.

“Stop bitching and come see our
new digs,” Dean said, ignoring her mood as always. He gestured to
the door. “Welcome to the new DDU.”

Rafe dutifully noted the crisp lettering on the door
announcing the unit and its officers. She waited until Dean opened
the door for her and stopped abruptly with just one foot through.
“Christ, they emptied the whole of Best Buy.”

“Detective Douglas, I’m so glad to
see you back.” Officer Alona Wilson got to her feet and went to
Rafe’s side. “We missed you here.” The young African-American
officer’s eyes searched Rafe’s battered face as Rafe removed her
beanie hat and revealed her seriously shorn hair. Rafe knew the
stitches across her skull showed up starkly against the dark brown
stubble left on her head. “Well, you’ve looked better.”

Rafe bit back a smile. “You should see the other
guy.” She looked around the room at all the hardware lined up on
desks and on the walls. “You’re our resident tech geek. How cool a
haul is in this room?”

Alona’s answering grin said it all. “We have a tech
geek’s wet dream here. I oversaw the installations myself, and
everything has been up and running for a week without a glitch. I
can go through the basics with you and you’ll be up to speed in no
time.”

“Yeah, it’s that easy,” Dean said,
rolling his eyes.

Alona cut him a look. “For those of us who know how
to turn on our computers correctly, this is child’s play.” She
gestured around the room. “We have various computers gathering
data, all with easy access. The search engines are so simple even
Detective Jackson here can’t mess it up.” She added under her
breath, “Even though he’s tried, many times.” She pointed to a new
widescreen monitor. “This is my baby.” She reverently ran her hand
along the side of the huge screen that dominated the back wall.
“Watch.” She tapped in a few keystrokes on her keyboard and brought
up a picture. She then seemingly swiped the picture from her screen
and Rafe watched as it appeared on the big screen behind her. Alona
reached out and enlarged the photo with her hands, moving the
picture across the screen as if she were physically handling
something real and not just an image. “How cool is that?”

Rafe was impressed. “Seriously cool.”

Alona manipulated the photo again and then with a
flick of her hand sent it back to the other computer. Rafe shared a
conspiratorial look with Alona. “How long was this installed before
Dean asked if he could bring his Xbox in?”

“Twenty-five minutes exactly,”
Alona said. “I timed him.”

Dean spluttered behind them. “Hey! I resent
that!”

Alona just laughed at him. “She knows you too well,
Detective, as do I.”

Dean shrugged off their amusement. “So what if I
feel a screen that large would be better served in a rousing gun
battle online with my pals than it is in here used to display the
deviants from which we get our unit name?”

Rafe couldn’t argue his point. “Just don’t even
think of sneaking that console in here.” She barely registered the
sound of him nudging his messenger bag further under his desk to
hide it. She was too busy staring around the office in wonder at
the screens sifting through endless streams of data. She caught one
screen flashing up photographs of people. She cocked her head at
Alona. “You know how all of these work?”

“Every single one.”

“You need to teach me
ASAP.”

“That will be no problem. You’ll
pick it up easily. It’s just a matter of knowing what to look for
in the endless data threading through.”

“So when do we get more staff to
help man these threads and make up our team?” Rafe looked about the
large room occupied by just the three of them.

Dean shrugged. “They paid for all the equipment
first. I guess when the budgets are back in the black they can help
us out by giving us more man—” He shot a look at them both. “Or
woman power.”

“The early stages of any new unit
is a trial,” Alona said. “We’re just a small task force compared to
some of the units being built now.”

Rafe nodded and padded over to the window for a
moment. She looked down at the city inhabitants going about their
business as usual.

“Impressive view, isn’t it?” Dean
said. He rested his forehead on the glass. “And look, from here you
can see if there’s a line at the hot dog stand.”

“Always good to know.” Rafe’s
stomach rolled a little at the mention of food, and sweat began to
break out on her forehead. She swiped at it in annoyance. “Which
desk is mine so I can sit down a minute to take all this in?” Dean
directed her to a seat and Rafe sat as gently as she could, trying
desperately not to show how every movement hurt her. She knew she
was fooling no one.

“You sure the doctors said you
were well enough to come back to work?” Dean ignored the sharp look
he received.

“I was declared fit for sitting at
a desk and doing light duties, so here I am. Stop fussing and go
find me a bottle of water.” She reached inside her jacket for a
bottle of pills. Looking up, she found Dean still hovering over her
solicitously. “Please, I need to take these damn horse pills and
can’t swallow them dry.” She watched him rush from the office and
knew Alona was now standing over her just as closely. “How much
were you told?” Rafe asked.

“That you were stabbed by some
lowlife and got beaten pretty badly. But I can see most of that
still emblazoned on your face.”

Rafe reached up to her forehead where the purpling
bruises were still vivid and painful to the touch. “Never let a
hulking quarterback head-butt you,” she said wryly.

“I’m just glad you’re back. The
DDU needs its leader and we’d only just gotten started before…”
Alona trailed off, obviously uncomfortable.

“Before I played face ball with
the Quarterback of Quaaludes.” Rafe sat back in her seat. “Still,
while I was away you did the office up nice.”

Alona agreed. “I was so excited when they said we
were getting new office space and high-tech equipment. It shows we
mean business.”

Rafe ran her hand over her new keyboard. “All this
tech had to have cost a small fortune.”

“It’s all state-of-the-art.
Big-boy toys.”

“You promise to still do police
work in between playing with all these buttons?”

Alona laughed at her. “I promise. But, Detective,
there are just so many buttons to try!”

Rafe pulled her keyboard forward and typed in her
password. She was relieved the screen accepted it. “Thank God I
remembered that.”

“Guess the blow to the head didn’t
shake everything out, eh, Detective?” Alona teased her.

Rafe stared at her screen blindly, counting herself
lucky that the bruises and the hairline fractures were all the
damage her head had sustained from the attack. She was chillingly
aware she should never have left that alley alive.

 


The cold night air burned Rafe’s lungs as she sucked
it in greedily. She ran, gun drawn, chasing down a killer in the
alley. Ahead of her she could hear the familiar sound of someone
else running, the perpetrator of the brutal stabbing they’d been
called in to deal with. The owner of Castello’s Bar and Grill had
just been killed for a few hundred dollars. Had the perp waited
until the night had ended, he could have made off with the entire
night’s take, which would have been a more substantial heist.
Instead, he had tackled the owner mid-evening. Once he’d gotten his
money, he had then stabbed the man to death in plain view of his
young son. The child had run to call the police, begging them to
come save his papa from the crazy man with the knife.

Seven years old, Rafe thought as
she ran, what a sight to have to witness for so young a pair
of eyes. She cursed under her breath as she
banged her hip on a pile of boxes haphazardly stacked. She heard
them topple over and whatever had been inside smash to the ground.
The sound of things shattering echoed down the alley. Rafe hoped
the boxes wouldn’t cause too much of a hassle for Dean to clamber
over. He was supposed to be right behind her, but she’d taken off
first when he’d pulled up and she’d left him to radio their
location in.

Rafe skirted around a Dumpster,
furious at the garbage strewn all along the alley. The alley was so
poorly lit she could barely make out the rotting obstacles in her
way. She slipped on a piece of something and swore out loud.
I’m going to kill myself out here. Cause of death: rotten
vegetables that missed their destiny with the Dumpster. Her only comfort came from hearing
the guy running ahead of her pinballing his bulk off the endless
line of Dumpsters crushed together behind the restaurants that ran
the length of the street front. The dull thuds easily reached
Rafe’s ears and his grunts of pain only served to make her smile as
she continued to chase him.

Suddenly, one by one, what little
light was available in the alley fizzled out. Rafe slid to a halt
as she watched each lamp pop and the lights inside die. “What the
hell?” she muttered breathlessly as the alley plunged into
darkness. She paused for barely a moment to try to get her
bearings, then took off again, praying she didn’t break her neck in
the pitch-black. Not even the moon cooperated as it slipped behind
a cloud and left Rafe blind. The sounds ahead suddenly ceased. Rafe
stopped in her tracks just as an arm slashed out in front of her.
The knife caught in her jacket, slicing through the leather and
snagging in the material. She just managed to escape the blade from
plunging into her gut and clubbed the guy with the butt of her gun.
He turned to her, barely dazed by the blow, and Rafe got to look
directly into his eyes. Shit, a crackhead,
she thought just before he head-butted her soundly in the forehead,
rocking her back on her feet. In the tussle he freed his knife and
brandished it at her. Rafe clutched at her forehead. The pain was
excruciating. She managed to raise her gun and pointed it at him.
“Freeze!”

He just laughed at her and took a step forward. The
bullet that hit him didn’t even seem to register. He stormed at
Rafe and stabbed her. The knife plunged into her side, the force
behind it doubling her over. Slowly, he withdrew the blade,
twisting it in the wound. He seemed to enjoy the howl of pain that
escaped Rafe’s lips. He meticulously wiped the bloodied blade on
Rafe’s pants and readied it again.

Rafe tried desperately to stop the flow of blood
from her side. She staggered backward and raised her gun again.
“I’m warning you, you bastard. Put the knife down now.” She could
faintly hear the sound of running from behind her and could make
out Dean’s voice yelling for her. Her head pounded from the
concussion she knew she was suffering. Her side felt like it was on
fire and the man just stood there laughing at her. He stuck his
neck out, his foul breath hitting her in the face.

“Fuck you, bitch,” he growled as
he lunged for her again.

The second shot knocked him back but still didn’t
take him down. He righted himself, looking down almost comically at
his T-shirt where holes were pouring out blood. He switched his
knife to his left hand and lashed out with his fist. He caught the
side of Rafe’s head and knocked her off her feet. She was almost
rendered unconscious from the force of the two blows she had
received and the loss of blood she couldn’t stem. Her hand shook as
she determinedly lifted her gun again. She was barely able to see
the man as he loomed over her.

The clouds finally shifted, and in the pale
moonlight shining down on the alley, Rafe was finally able to see.
She stared up into the face of a monster. His vile features were
cast in shadows, but his face appeared oddly misshapen and
grotesque. Protruding from his temples were lethal-tipped horns.
His eyes burned with fire. Rafe aimed the gun at his head, but he
snatched it easily from her hand and held it to his temple,
taunting her. He laughed down at her as he crouched to straddle her
body. His bulk pushed Rafe further into the broken glass and other
debris that littered the alley floor. His knee pressed into her
ribs, causing her to stifle a scream as the pain lanced through her
knife wound. Looking up at the man who held her gun, Rafe prayed
like she had never prayed before. She closed her eyes as he brought
the gun down to crack it against her skull. She swore she saw
stars.

He bent down to whisper in her ear. “Now we’re
even.” He held the gun to her forehead. “Now I put an end to your
misery on earth.”

Rafe remembered seeing a brilliant light, the purest
white that seared her eyes and blinded her. She heard the sound of
a gun going off but never saw the man take the bullet right between
his eyes. She did feel him slide off her. His weight pinned her
down, but all she could see was the light. It didn’t call to her;
it didn’t draw her closer. It just surrounded her until she
succumbed to it. She closed her eyes and slid mercifully into
unconsciousness.

She woke up in the hospital, surrounded by doctors
all prodding and poking her. Rafe knew how lucky she had been. The
colorful bruises that covered her face would take their time
fading, a vivid testament to the battering she had sustained. The
hairline fractures to her skull were slowly mending. Dean’s
comments concerning the thickness of her skull had been echoed by
the medical staff. Her hair being shaved off was the least of her
worries.

It was only when she was finally lucid that Rafe
found out that Dean had fired the shot that finally brought the
man, Marcus Armitage, down. He was an ex-quarterback from a local
team who’d kicked him off the squad for spending more time throwing
the game to support his habit than he had spent throwing the ball
in play. He’d been a six foot nine behemoth who, high on a mixture
of cocaine and steroids, had nearly added cop killer to his hall of
fame.

Rafe had made damn sure she never mentioned it to
anyone, ever, the fires of Hades she’d seen burning in his
eyes.

 


From the tone in Dean’s voice, he’d been calling her
name for a while. Rafe snapped back with a blink. “You okay there?”
He slowly held the bottle of water out to her, taking care not to
startle her with any sudden movement.

Rafe drank greedily from the bottle as soon as she
twisted the cap off. The cold water eased her dryness but did
nothing to wash away the acrid taste of brimstone she could feel
clawing at her throat. “Stand down, Detective, I’m fine.”

“Does that happen often?” Dean
asked.

“No,” Rafe said bluntly. She shook
her pills from their blister pack, tossed them into her mouth, then
swilled them down with more water. She then turned her attention to
Alona, effectively ending the conversation. “So tell me about these
data streams we have running.”

Without a pause, Alona did as she was asked. “The
data we have put in so far from these cases hasn’t brought up any
definitive matches, but we’re still searching. With the countrywide
DDUs just in their infancy, it might be some time before we get a
match from another state.”

“Time is something we can’t afford
to wait on. He’s not going to stop. He has a specific and very
definite MO. You don’t start something that particular to just give
it up after three attempts.” Rafe tapped at her computer and
brought up the crime scene photos from the first scene. As if she’d
always used the software before her, she flicked the photos up onto
the large screen, then stood to study them. The graphic stills hid
none of the horror that had greeted the police who had responded to
a caller’s terrified find. Rafe’s eyes lingered long on the pose of
the woman’s body. “Can we put the second scene up too?”

Alona swiftly brought them up, and the killer’s
pattern was easy to see. Two different locations, but the body
placement was identical.

“Have we gotten the photos from
last night’s killing yet?”

Dean checked his computer and all three scenes were
displayed on the big screen.

Rafe hoped to find something hidden among all the
stills that would lead her to find the killer’s identity. “So what
do we see?”

“The bodies are left in the exact
same pose. Arm outstretched, head tilted up unnaturally as if
looking toward something, and clothes rearranged to cover the fact
that their
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