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A MYSTERIOUS LEGEND exists from the days of an old...A war, raging above us in the universe for the last thousand years. Tales were spun about a ruthless God-like king who sat on an eternal throne, protecting his kingdom from other clans. He carelessly cast lives away with a cold indifference and his legend grew, as he became the fear of many and the hope of a few. 

An entire world filled with lustful pleasures and miserable pain came before him, with its many joys and reluctant sorrows but he could never feel anything. His power increased, while his coldness grew. He scorned love, laughed at death and watched as many lived, loved and died just for the pleasure of experiencing it. It never moved him, for he was the King of Beasts, the most feared and ungodly monarch of all the realms. 

The power of his birthright brought an immortal existence for him which lasted for a millennia; though in reality, he’d not even lived a single day. He became weary of the throne and removed his crown to step into our world and find a way to feel alive. He found his heart and the beat of it started when the greatest power known to any world overwhelmed it. The bitterness faded while his cold eyes took in a new wonder, a new phenomenon—love. 

He reveled in a new life where he lived, loved and was king no more.

The sins committed by him and the pain that fell on others by virtue of his cold actions, rippled through echoing against the fabric of time to bounce back endlessly. 

Vengeance is cold and its deliverance divinely fated; the beasts of vengeance will have their day. 

“Love can be a velvet gift with a steel gauntlet in it.”
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“THESE RUTHLESS CLEAVED spirits were crafted to be merciless and carry vengeance within stone hearts of marbled wrath.” —Malias, the King of Beasts, 16th Century speaking about the gargoyle race.
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LOS ANGELES METRO FREEWAY, One-0-One Interchange...2013

The car swerved down the rainy streets at a hundred miles an hour. Pouring rain slanted hard and ran over the dark road while the rapidly moving wipers on the windshield could barely keep up with the deluge. Benny gripped the wheel and gazed into his rearview mirror. Dammit, he’s still there. He’d already pushed his foot all the way down on the petal. He’s a fuckin’ bloodhound! Maybe I can lose him on the off ramp. 

Benny leaned forward and tried to see the blurry road. Fuck, did I miss the ten already? The old Buick shuddered with a slam and tilted forward as his head slammed onto the steering wheel. “Fucking cop!” He gasped while his body trembled with panic. He’s ramming my bumper! What kind of damn engine does he have in that car?

Benny knew he’d better think of something and quick. With Payne on his bumper and his ass, he was gonna go down for this one. He already had two strikes and a third would mean life. His car suddenly swerved erratically while he heard a loud pop. A blowout? He gripped the steering wheel with all his might and tried to control the Buick while it spun sideways and back. He knew exactly when it left the ground as it rose from the flooding road and flew through the wet whirling air.

A loud crunching of metal sounded and it went on forever, as glass rained in shards all around him. His world turned upside down and exploded with a reverberating roar. Time whirled by in a dream-like vortex and he opened his eyes. Smoke pinched his nostrils as he was lying in the twisted metal, and the rain smattered his bloody face. 

A pair of steely eyes gazed at him through the shattered car window.

Benny laughed when he saw the familiar, stern face. “So, you didn't get me, cop!” His mouth literally bled the words out. “I ain't going in, you big dumb ass!” He winced with pain while his laughter grew. The gas fumes wafted under his bleeding nose and he knew it would only be a moment before the car went up in smoke and flames. 

An evil sounding chuckle rippled from all around him while the metal of his car twisted sideways with crunching glass spitting everywhere. Benny gasped and found himself standing on the slick pavement of the road.

The man, who held him in a steel-like grip, stood on long legs in a staunch, unrelenting stance, at well over six and a half feet of hard brawn—a truly unrelenting, brick laden physique. Damp russet hair crowned his head as his flinty dark eyes stared at Benny from a ruggedly handsome face, which currently wore an amused expression.

Benny blinked rapidly as he shook in the man’s one-handed grip. Victor Payne. A fearful shudder rolled through him while he peered up at the tall cop. 

A malicious glint blazed from his eyes while he glared at Benny. “So, you thought you were gonna die, eh?” His cold smile widened at him.

Benny swallowed. “I think my ribs are broke and my arm—” He winced as his body rose higher in the wet, smoke coated air.

“And to think, I wanted that particular pleasure,” Victor growled low.

Benny anxiously looked around as he hung aloft. “You ain't gonna finish me off, are ya?” He heard the cold laugh again, while his body swung around and was unceremoniously deposited into a backseat. The car door slammed shut as he slumped down onto the cool inviting leather.

“And don't bleed on my seats, or I ‘ll fucking bleed the rest of you out!” Payne warned from the front seat.

Benny heard his old Buick explode behind them and lay his head back on the leather seat. Son of a bitch, how in hell did he get me out of my car? He closed his eyes with a relieved shaky sigh. Well, at least I’ll get a cushy stay at the county hospital.

Benny floated in and out of lulling consciousness, not knowing how long he’d been out. The double doors of the police station slammed against the building with a boom and his eyes popped open as Payne planted him at the desk. He huffed and puffed, his chin bleeding all over the counter.

“Get him booked,” Payne barked at the Sergeant. “Three open warrants, evading arrest and flight from an officer,” he paused. “And tack on a public nuisance charge while you are at it.” He scowled at Benny.

The police clerk blinked at him. “But, he's bleeding all over the fucking floor!”

The broad shouldered Lieutenant smiled. “Ain't my problem.” He let go of Benny's collar and Benny’s body folded like a crumpled wad of paper as he slid to the floor.

“Damn it, Payne!” The clerk shouted at his receding back and ran around the desk to lift the man from the floor.

* * * 
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VICTOR PAYNE SHUT THE door of his office and plopped down onto the leather couch. “All in a day's work and way too much fucking fun!” He reached into his pocket for his little cigars, took out his Zippo and lit one. Leaning back, he propped his boots up. “Ahh, nice,” he blew the words out with the flavorful smoke. A satisfied grin slipped over his lips. The door slammed open and he didn’t even react while he continued to enjoy his cigarillo.

“Damn it, Payne!” The captain’s voice boomed down at him. 

He swiveled his gaze up to see her standing over him, her green eyes blazing.

“What?” he asked in an amused tone.

“You can't keep bringing ’em in, all busted up!” Laura Anders slammed the door closed behind her. 

“Now, Cap, I got a good excuse this time.”

“No excuses!” She stomped her foot.

“He wrecked his car.”

She glared at him and sighed. “And, instead of the county hospital, you deposited an injured perp at the front desk?”

Victor stood from the couch. “I'm not a babysitter, Captain. I find ’em and this station processes them.” He strolled over to his desk with ease and didn’t feel worried about the anger she exhibited just now. He knew Captain Anders had a definite weak spot for him. He’d worked for her for three years now, and she’d been heard to say, in her twenty years on the force, she’d never seen a more productive cop.

“You only get away with it because you make ten collars a month!”

“Yeah, and I’m running out of perps.” He grinned at her while he gritted the cigar in his teeth and sat in his chair.

She stepped up to the desk. “Well, I got a real challenge for you.”

He raised his head.

Laura’s attitude shifted completely as she smiled and sat on the edge of his messy desk. “It's pretty gory.” In a frowning distaste, she moved an old Chinese food container further away from her. “It may be an actual serial.”

“Yeah?” 

“It's not in our district, but they can't seem to crack it.”

“Where?” His eyes narrowed.

“Now, Vic, you aren't going to like it.”

He tilted his head at her. “Not Santa Barbara?”

“No.” She laughed.

Victor released a breath of relief.

“It's even better than that.”

“No, don't tell me.”

“Malibu.” Laura nodded.

Victor winced and stood from his chair. “No fucking way! A real cop wouldn’t want a post Malibu, it’s a craptastic, dull town...”

She raised a brow at him. “Now, don't go and get all irregular on me.” 

“It better be juicy or I won't go.” He sat in his chair again.

“Four victims so far, all men about thirty to fifty years old, real filthy with wealth type tycoons and most of ’em...?” 

Victor listened with interest.

“Most of them were terrible women abusers.”

“So, you think the perp is a woman?” 

“No proof, but...” She folded her arms over her navy blue shirt and gave him a sly smile.

“Tell me.” He sighed heavily.

Laura leaned in closer. “Slashed throats. All neatly slit, down through the sternum.” Her brows drew up with the macabre description. “Sometimes...” She guardedly gazed around. “...They’re in pieces.” 

“Pieces, like hacked?” His interest peaked at the description.

“Nope.” She shook her head. “Forensics is mystified and they can’t seem to identify the marks.

“What about DNA?” He tugged a profound hit of smoke from his cigar.

“The strangest part, believe it or not, all unidentifiable or of unknown strands.” She hopped down from the desk and gave him an expectant look.

Victor stared at her for a long moment. “Yeah, I’ll take it.” He snubbed the cigar out into the ashtray.

“I thought you would be thrilled?” She wrinkled her brow at him.

“Well, fuck yeah! I’m thrilled to pieces.” He raised a dark brow with the metaphor.

The captain laughed, walked to the door, and turned back. “Oh, but there’s just one catch.”

He stilled.

“You gotta work with the Malibu guy who's on it already.”

Victor bolted from his chair. “No fucking way!”

“It's non-negotiable.” A taunting smile played on her lips.

“You know I don't like partners, Laura!” 

“Yeah, but it’s not in my station.” She shrugged her shoulders.

“All right, but the dickhead better not get in my way!”

Laura tilted her head with humor. “Oh, Vic, they’re so polite down in Malibu country, you know?” she teased. “I’m sure this so-called dickhead will accommodate The Hurt Legend.”

He frowned at her.

“Yeah, and I sure wish I could be there to see it!” She let out a boisterous laugh and closed the door behind her.

Victor sat back down. What the fuck? It sounds like a Chimera-style killing. He took his cigars out again. “And I really hate the fucking beach!”

* * *
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GARDNER MANSION, MALIBU Parkway

The church bell sound rang as the door chimes tolled through the mansion.

Philip stepped down the stairs with an exhilarated feeling. Francesca! She’ll be an exquisite addition to my collection. Now, where should I take her? He rolled his eyes. Just up to my room, I guess. There’s really no need to wine and dine this chick, she's so hot for me. He strolled to the door and opened it.

Not demure or tepid in any way, Francesca stood brazenly attired in a long black, slinky-like dress.

His appreciating gaze roamed over her. Her gleaming dark hair came down in long, silky curls to frame her heart shaped face. The dress accentuated her lovely curves and her hardened nipples peeked at him through the thin glittery material. “Now that’s a dress!” And nothing underneath. Mmm, yes, my kind of dress, all right. He gave her a charming smile as he took her hand. “Come in, you lovely thing,” he purred at her.

Francesca stepped in and gazed around. “I hope we’re alone, Philip.”

“Oh yes, I sent all the servants home and the champagne is chilling upstairs as we speak.” He winked.

She nodded her head, her expression full of distraction while she continued to search around. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Well, you know I’m married and I just can't afford...” She smiled nervously. 

“Yes, love. We are very much alone.” He tugged her into his arms.

She released a soft feminine sigh and leaned close to kiss him.

Philip eagerly wrapped his arms around her and pressed his lips to her waiting mouth. 

After a long moment, Francesca broke the kiss and raised a meaningful brow at him, her deep blue eyes twinkling.

He grinned and scooped her up. “I do like a woman who gets right down to it!” With a devilish laugh, Philip carried her up the stairs.

* * *
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MALIBU POLICE STATION

Payne stepped into the station and winced as he gazed around. Fancy. He grimaced. Just what a police station needs...lots of art with a water fountain out front like a fucking museum or something! He shook his head with revolted humor and sauntered over to the desk.

The clerk raised his uninterested gaze and gasped. “Lieutenant Victor Payne?” An awestruck expression passed across his young face.

“Yeah?” Victor took a step back.

The kid stuck his hand out. “Can I just shake your hand, Payne?” he asked with a nervous flutter of excitement in his voice.

He peered down at the kid’s hand and raised a dubious brow.

The rookie grabbed his hand and pumped it with force. “The real live Payne.” He chuckled with glee. “The Hurt Locker King himself!” He shook his head with amazement. “Fifty busts this year already and thirty hospital stays for various low-lifes!”

“Uh...yeah.” Victor removed his hand from the kid’s eager grasp.

“The Chief has been waiting.” The young clerk leaned closer while speaking in a hushed tone. “All morning, he expected you like...three hours ago?” He motioned his head to the long glass wall.

Victor stepped up to knock on the glass door. It swung open and he found himself gazing into the bluest eyes he’d ever seen. He blinked and took a deliberate step back to take a long, slow gander over the rest of Miss Blue Eyes. 

Her soft dark hair was neatly tucked back with clips. Her mouth consisted of a full pouty pair of lips, touched with a slight rosy tinge. 

He dropped his interested gaze further down to see she wore a white blouse, which encased full breasts, the sleeves rolled up to her elbows. A shapely, tapered waist accented her neat dark slacks, which he surely envied as they hugged some appealingly curvy hips.

“Are you done?” Her soft voice vibrated at him with cold sarcasm.

“Nope, I'm still taking you in.” An amused smile spread across his lips.

Her cheeks flamed with color. “You’re gonna be taking in a fist if you—”

“Valentine!” A gruff voice from inside the office cut her threat short. “Just leave it and come back in about five, okay?”

“Yes, sir.” She glared at Victor and primly stepped back to let him pass.

Victor winked at her while moving past her. “Maybe I can look at you some more, later on?”

She slammed the door in his face.

Victor chuckled and motioned his head towards the door. “Secretary?” 

The chief shook his head. “No, Lieutenant. Come in and have a sit.”

He sat in the chair in front of the desk.

“Mmm, you’re late.” The Chief studied him.

“I’m graveyard shift, you know? When all the ghouls are out cruising for blood in their full glory.”

The older man snickered. “Yeah, I guess you would know, being the Hurt Legend and all.”

“I do enjoy my job.”

The man tilted his head back and laughed. “Yeah, I’ll just bet.”

“So, what do you have here in this wonderful wholesome beach community?”

The chief's laughter halted. “We got one of the worst ghouls I’ve ever heard of.”

Victor sat forward with avid interest. “My favorite kind.”

“Yep, I figured as much.” He took a file out, plopping it in front of him. “Have at it. We’ve gotten nowhere.”

He pulled the file close and studied the first page. Detective M.R. Valentine. His puzzled gaze rose.

“The secretary.” The chief grinned as he nodded his head. 

“A woman partner?” Victor gaped at him.

“Yes, Payne, they do have them on the force now.” The chief let out a stray chuckle.

He shook his head. “No way!”

“Yes way.” A voice fell over his shoulders.

He looked over to the door.

Miss Blue eyes glared at him. “It’s the twenty first century, but I guess an old dinosaur like you wouldn’t—”

“Valentine!” The chief shouted and motioned his head for her to sit.

She glared at Victor and sat.

“Now, this has been kept from the public, as the Mayor doesn’t want the bad publicity and this case has become top priority.” The chief announced.

They both sat silent in front of him.

“We’ve brought you here, Payne, because we need a fresh take on it.”

Victor heard Valentine make a scoffing noise under her breath.

He turned to look at her. “You got something to say, sweet lips?”

Valentine stood from the chair. “Oh, I’m gonna whip your archaic ass!” Her sapphire eyes glittered while she balled her hands into fists.

He stood and towered over her. “I don't fight babes...even the delicious kind.” 

She released a heavy breath and leaned close. “Well, you’re about to learn how.”

“Stop,” the Chief shouted. “The both of you...sit!” 

The quarrelsome pair turned their gazes to his and they both slowly sat back down.

“You two better try to get along, because you have a time limit to solve this.”

“A time limit?” Valentine sat forward.

He nodded his grey head. “The Malibu press knows about it and they are antsy to print.”

Victor chuckled.

Valentine swung her depreciative gaze over to him.

“I’ll have the suspect in two days or less.” He shrugged.

Again, Valentine released an insolent huff of disgust.

The chief eyed her with an amused twinkle in his eyes. “That’s about all we have, maybe three days, and then it goes to the FBI.”

They both gasped as though they’d been punched in their arrogant egos.

“No fucking way, am I gonna let the feds take this over,” Payne vowed.

Valentine snickered.

He swung his steely glare over to her.

“You’re so full of yourself,” she retorted.

At the scathing remark, Victor drew a brow up while he looked over her curves. I’m very full, and would love to share and just fill you all the way up. He grinned at her. “My record is public knowledge.”

The Chief cleared his throat. “You both need to try and work as a team and get this killer.”

Payne stood from the chair, the file in his hand. “Okay.” He stepped to the door.

The Chief raised his brows at the seemingly reluctant Valentine.

She released an irritated breath and followed him to the door.

“Oh, and you’d better get to the latest, it just came in. Ask Julian at the desk,” the chief added as they stood in the doorway.

Victor went through the door, turned and bowed at her with aplomb.

His new and unwilling partner squared her shoulders and swept past him.

Victor’s smile dropped as she marched away.

“Hey, Payne?” The old cop called to him. “Valentine was top of her class, holds a fantastic record of perps caught, is a perfect shot and she’s belted in three arts.” He gave him a wink. “Way overqualified for a secretary.”

“All right, I’ll try, okay?” 

“Just remember not everyone is how they appear to be.”

Victor stilled and stared back at the wise captain. “Yeah, that’s so true.” He turned away, shutting the door.

* * *
[image: ]


THE NEW UNENTHUSIASTIC partners rode in the car in an absolute strained silence. 

Victor drove at high speeds, wildly switching lanes in and out of traffic, the magnetic red and blue light flashing glaringly from the roof of his Mustang.

Valentine’s scornful gaze remained forward and she refused to grip the dash or show any apprehension of his haphazard driving.

“Do you like fast cars?” He peeked sideways at her. 

“About as much as fast guys,” she grunted and folded her arms over her dark jacket.

“Yeah, I bet you go for the square box type,” Payne jeered. “In guys and cars.”

She bit her lip to keep from replying.

Victor smiled and maneuvered the muscle car up the asphalt drive. At the end of the overly long driveway, a colossal mansion sat in ostentatious splendor, neatly obscured by enormous trees. “The shitty rich and vaguely bored.” He grimaced. “Asphalt and pretentious wealth in front with a private beach party at the back.”

Valentine refused to banter with him. If I ignore him, I may avoid being charged with murder. His swaggering walk and self-righteous smile just made her want to reach into her shoulder holster, take out her forty-five and blow a shiny new hole into his fat head. She smiled at the gratifying image while she got out of the car. 

They went around the caution tape and came into the vast foyer.

Victor halted to stare around.

Valentine bumped into him. His body felt like a steel drum as she bounced back in her tracks. “What the...?”

He stood stock-still.

She came around him and
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