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Dedication



This book is dedicated to the memory of 

Police Inspector Joseph Vaughn—a genuine colleague, 

brother, and friend to those who knew him.



He was dedicated to service and in the end 

succumbed to its enormity. 



 You will keep Him in perfect peace,
Whose mind is stayed on You,
Because He trusts in You. Isaiah 26:3
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  Chapter one

A man lay dead at the end of a dusty roadway near Grove Street. The lonely trail peaked at the pinnacle of the modest hillside and then plateaued. Apart from nearby trees swaying gracefully in the delicate breeze and curious flies that seemed fascinated with the decedent’s eyes, nothing else showed signs of life. The irreversible reality of death raised its ugly head once again in Columbus, Ohio, and claimed its unfortunate casualty. To many, it remained a mystery. What motivates a man to hunt his own kind, like wolves in the wild? No crystal ball was required to predict it wasn’t a good sign for Columbus. No mystery remained in anyone’s mind whether this one was indeed a horrific homicide. The degree of cruelty involved made that fact abundantly obvious even to the blind.  
The January morning was frosty cold with a pinch that chilled under the skin. A light, icy drizzle rode the feeble wind and made the morning dim. Some say time is the master of all things. On this occasion, the turning times delivered a horrific death to the city’s doorsteps. 
It was Detective Sergeant Alyssa Payne’s first day back at work after soaking up a three-week vacation in the sunny State of Florida. She drove over the gritty gravel to the foot of the berm. Her partner, Detective Chris Toombs, immediately moved toward her with pen and notepad in hand. A couple of uniformed cops preserved the scene, which was cordoned off with evidence tape. The body laid supine on the dirt at the end of the road, beaten, bloodied, and broken. Back over the berm, the sparsely scattered trees stretched downhill and connected with the main thoroughfare at an intersection with Grove Street. Isolated and quiet, that location was paradise to those who wished to stay off the grid undetected.
“Welcome back, partner. You couldn’t have picked a better day to return. Hope you had plenty of fun and sun because you’re stepping right back into the graveyard,” Toombs said.
“Might be a bit late for the dead guy, but at least he seems to be looking up. So, who is the stiff?” Alyssa asked.
“Fabian Davidson, twenty-nine years old with multiple priors. His rap sheet is as long as the River Nile. Bonded out of County two days ago on drugs and robbery charges. Based on this massive overkill, someone really wanted to hurt him.”
“Numerous prison tattoos all over; he was certainly a popular guy on the inside. What kind of tool do you think made these wounds? My guess, a sledgehammer or something equally solid,” Alyssa said.
“Six fingers chopped off. They spared no cruelty with this guy. Doesn’t seem like an attempt to conceal his identity, though.”
“No, it doesn’t. If the killer was trying to conceal his identity, he would have taken all the fingers, so that’s not it. Perhaps he did it to complicate the investigation and buy time as he discarded the body like garbage. Get in touch with Vice and our guys at gang’s intelligence. See if anything flies on their radar that connects to him,” Alyssa said. 
“Sure thing. Payne, you have no idea how happy I am that you’re back. That schmuck Detective Biggs is a real piece of work. Can’t wait to see the back of him. He’s not a bad detective. He’s just a weird one to work with.”
“Come on, Biggs is one of the good guys. You just missed me, that’s all. Davidson’s phone, did you find it?”
“No. If he had one, it isn’t here. We did a quick search before you arrived, and there was no sign of a phone.”
“Well. The killer certainly wasn’t beating around the bush with this one.”

    
  






  
  Chapter two

Payne and Toombs arrived at homicide to a partylike atmosphere. Cheers of welcome back, and the sharing of cupcakes brought the office instant delight. McBride and Cruikshank stood at their desks in pleasant acknowledgment of her return, and so too did Greenwood and Hanson. High fives and cheeky jokes saw Alyssa out and down the hallway to Lieutenant Lorrigan’s office. Lorrigan was still riding high on the massive serial killer case they closed a few months earlier in 2021. Since then, the Columbus Police Department could do no wrong in the eyes of the masses. For the most part, they were seen as the savior of the city, and Alyssa Payne was the primary reason.  
“Aha, my star detective is back in business. Goddamn, Payne. All of a sudden, you’re an overnight rockstar. Everybody wants a piece of you these days,” Lorrigan said, leaning backward into the huge leather chair.
“I’m only here to do my job. Solving homicides is what I do, not playing a PR puppet. It may be good for the department, but I’ll leave the politics to the guys who make the big bucks.”
“Detective Biggs signed off on all the casefiles he worked on with Toombs while you were bathing in the sun. They’re on your desk. Biggs went back to his division this morning. So, I see you caught a dead banger on your way in. How’s that going?”
“Nothing yet, but we’re eyeballing a few possibilities. Let you know what we find,” Alyssa said, rising to her feet.
“Okay. I got to tell you, it’s great that you’re back with us again. I forgot to inquire. How’s Daniel doing?” Lorrigan said. 
“Dad’s doing good, really good. He’s tough,” she concluded, then exited.
Alyssa traded Lorrigan’s spacious office for her own, which was probably half the size and a lot less comfortable. She slid into the chair and tunneled head-on into the files on her desk. Three weeks away the office seemed a strange place to her. She stewed on the picture of her parents on the desk, staring back at her. Thoughts triggered deep within her of the innumerable changes she had experienced and how far she had come. Where life had landed them at that particular moment in time. Her magnificent gift for fighting crimes. It all seemed so reflectively nostalgic yet hopeful and refreshing simultaneously. It also presented an opportunity for brutal honesty of her take on the situation. All eyes were on her while the scope of expectations exploded tenfold. Many believed she was so shrewd she could simply wave her magic wand and miraculously solve murders. However, when all was said and done, she knew nothing was further from the truth. She had to work even harder than before. She now had to dig deeper and continue following the evidence wherever it went, regardless of whom it led to. 

    
  A slight rap bounced off the open door as Detective Hanson entered the office and dropped into a chair before Alyssa’s desk. Hanson’s commitment to the job had always been rock solid and even more so since joining Alyssa’s team. Though Hanson loved being on the job, she could also be a bit of a firebrand at times. Consequently, it came as no surprise that she’d butted heads with Alyssa once or twice in the past, both being passionate in the way they expressed their views. In the end, butting heads took nothing from the mutual respect that existed between them.  
“How was the trip?” Hanson asked. 
“Better than expected. Plenty of bourbon and a whole lot of sleep. The night life was fun too, but you know I was never much of a fun junkie,” Alyssa replied. 
“It was a bit slow here, and Detective Biggs did okay, though there wasn’t much to investigate in terms of murders. Until now anyway.”
“I’m heading out to the deceased’s residence. Was there something else you needed?” Alyssa asked. 
“Just making sure you had a good time, but now I’m not so certain you did,” Hanson said, followed by a parting giggle. 
Alyssa headed out and joined her partner at his desk. Word came back from Vice and the gang unit, and as far as they could tell, nothing grabbed their attention regarding Davidson’s killing. Alyssa and Toombs left the office bound for Fabian Davidson’s home. It was believed he lived with his mother at Franklinton. Mere minutes cutting through traffic was all it required until they drew down at the gate. A couple of guys polished a car parked two houses down with the doors open and music thumping. Both detectives glanced at each other and then slipped through the gate onto the front porch. Quick knocks on the door drew a curious-looking middle-aged lady to their aid. 
“I don’t need to ask who you’re here for, do I? So, what did he do this time? Don’t matter anyway because Fabian ain’t here,” she said, shifting her gaze between them. 
“I’m Detective Payne, and this is my partner Detective Toombs. Please, may we come inside for a moment?”
She stepped out of the way and waved them in. “Already said Fabian wasn’t here. I know, you’re just doing your job, right? Detective, how am I doing so far?” the woman asked, pointing them to the couch. 
“Are you Fabian's mother?”
“Yes, I’m his mother. It wasn’t easy. Boy tried to come into the world the wrong way, but after three agonizing hours in labor, I gave birth to him. Did something happen? Is he okay?”
“I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but Fabian was killed. He was found this morning.”
A sorrowful silence swept across the room as reality settled in. The woman bowed her head and fought valiantly to deny her falling tears from drenching her stiffened cheeks, but she couldn’t. She turned away from the detectives and glanced down at her folded hands in her lap. Then she raised her head and looked around the room, still avoiding the detectives. Something about her said she always knew this day would come. She simply didn’t know when, and from the look of things, it probably hurt more than anything she had ever experienced.
“When did you see him last?” Toombs asked. 
“He was locked up in County Jail for two long weeks, you know. If it had not been for the help of Pastor Goudy, he would still have been wasting away in that awful place. If I had just left him there, he would still be alive today. Pastor Goudy helped me bond him out on Saturday. He spent the night with me here and left around midday on Sunday. That was the last time I laid eyes on him,” she said, mopping moisture from her face with a tissue. 
“Did he mention anything about having a beef with anyone?”
“No.”
“Can you think of anybody who would hurt your son? Anyone who wanted him dead?”
“Could be someone from the rotten crowd he ran with, or any of the folks he swindled. There is no denying he was terribly troubled, but he was still my son,” she sobbed, bowing her head farther into the bulge of her bosom. 
“Do you mind if we take a look around his room?”
“Down the hall, the door on the right.”
The detectives made their way down the hall into the dark gray-painted room. Inside was as bare as a worn-out spare tire. A bed, a night table with signs of cigarette burns, and a half-empty closet. He clearly spent little time there, at least in that room anyway. Within minutes of entering the deceased’s darkened den, they were right back out the door. When they exited the house, the men on the roadway were gone and so was the car with the thumping music. 
“What do you think?” Toombs asked. 
“What do I think about what?” Alyssa asked. 
“You know. How this whole thing is shaping up for you? It’s not awfully unusual for a guy with sticky fingers to get caught up, is it?”
“It’s early days yet, and I haven’t seen anything convincing one way or the other in terms of motive. Our next stop should be the medical examiner. Hopefully, he’ll give us something to work with.”
A quiet slow cruise carried them to the ME's office. As far as Toombs was concerned, Davidson led a crude street life of ruthless dishonesty, making enemies at every angle. His brutal battering and eventual demise most likely came as a result of a dubious deal gone wrong. Maybe he stiffed the wrong street dealer or robbed the wrong household and death was the price he paid. Should the detectives decide to straddle down the path of possible reprisals for his crimes, that list would be far too lengthy to unravel effectively. The number of people who’d suffered at his hands were innumerable. Still, it would only account for those reported, the unwritten ones could possibly prove even more vengeful and deadly.

    
  The medical examiner’s office seemed as old and cold as always, which contrasted Doctor Sherman’s lively personality. He laughed, grabbed the detectives’ hands, and shook them hard then began unloading his monologue of praise and gratitude. He praised the Columbus Police Department, asserting that his bet was always posted on Payne’s to solve the Jurist case. He plunged so deep into his animated stint that Alyssa had to steer him back on course to the issue at hand.  
“What about the stiff that came in this morning, Fabian Davidson? What can you tell me about him?” Alyssa asked.
“Yes, of course, quite a bit, actually. Please, forgive my propensity to babble. I’m simply overjoyed to witness justice served to that monster while I’m still alive,” Sherman said. 
“Duly noted. I’m right there with you on that, Doc,” Alyssa said.
Doctor Sherman led the way into the morgue, slipped on a pair of gloves, and made his way to the body laying supine on a table. Perhaps the chills of refrigeration penetrated the body and made the severity of the injuries appear more vividly. Whatever it was, the extent of the horrific beating became luminously apparent through his rigid skin. Toombs peered down at the deceased and then focused on Alyssa. Neither of these two detectives could be considered strangers to the sadness that hovered over dead bodies. Particularly in the case of homicides. That looming veil of tragedy always seemed to hang and hovered in the shadows. That was the harsh reality of their jobs. Even though detectives and doctors are trained professionals who learned early on not to make the cases personal, it was easier said than done. No training in the world prevented them from being human.
“Come closer. Take a look here at all this bruising. Shattered fibulas and badly bruised femurs. Nine broken ribs. Both arms broken at the radius which could very well be defensive fractures. Three fingers snipped from each hand probably by a garden clipper. See here, the fatal blow came from his fractured skull. Death didn’t find him quickly; the killer made sure of it. All this violence and rage brought this poor felon a world of agony. I don’t say this lightly, but in all my days of conducting autopsies; I’ve never seen anything this cruel and egregious.” Doctor Sherman sighed and stared at them.
“Any thoughts on the perpetrator or the type of weapon?” Toombs asked.
“It took strength to break bones like this. So, he’s physically strong. The fingers were most likely removed with some kind of clipper. As for the bulk of the damage, that weapon was something heavy. Quite likely something blunted, something made of iron or hard wood. At the scene, I noticed a small army of ants converged on his lips and remaining fingers. That might explain a thing or two down the road,” the doctor said. 
With that overview of his exterior observation, Doctor Sherman pressed the record button on his recording device. As the autopsy officially kicked into motion, Sherman spoke into the microphone, listing his findings in chronological order. He moved on to cutting the body open as he continued the examination of the interior. By the end, he concluded much of what was already known. Davidson suffered nine broken ribs and collapse lungs. He never stood a chance with his fractured femurs, tibias, humerus, and massive head trauma. There was no coming back from the rage of his killer. Whatever motivated the perpetrator, his extreme overkill made the murder appear personal. Sherman collected a sample from the stomach contents for analysis at the lab. 






  
  Chapter three

Three happy horses grazed from the green acreage that encircled the ranch. Smoke from Daniel Payne’s smoldering cigar circled and dissipated in the wind. Freshly percolated coffee steamed from his mug while he tapped his feet and watched the sun make its first appearance of the morning. With such a magnificent view from his porch, retirement finally felt like fun for him.  
As far as he was concerned, his glory days were long gone, but Alyssa’s were just taking shape. Nothing brought him more joy and satisfaction than to watch Alyssa work her way up the rugged rungs of the world. Alyssa descended the stairwell dressed and ready for work. She wore her brown boots, long-sleeved white shirt, and khaki-colored pants like a storefront model. A long, brown overcoat swung over her arm, and her Glock was at her waist. 
“Coffee is hot, and I made eggs just the way you like them,” Daniel said. 
“Nice. Smells really good, Dad. I’ll get it to go. How come you’re in such a good mood this morning?” Alyssa asked.
“Let’s just say I see things in a whole different perspective these days. I was out when you got home last night. I take it your first day back on the job went well?”
“If you consider a body dumped at a dead end a good day, then yes, it was a real doozey. Besides the body, it felt good getting my feet wet again. By the way, Lorrigan said hello, and so did Doctor Sherman.”
“Oh, they probably thought I would be rolling in my grave by now.”
“Dad, you’re such a grouch. You know they mean well. They’re friends, and they just want to know you’re okay. Anyway, talk later,” she said, then exited. 
Coffee mug in hand, Alyssa stomped stridently through the office at homicide. The unmistakable kick of boots kissing tiles got everyone’s attention for sure. The second floor had been reintegrated. It was opened up to accommodate the entire homicide contingent, not just Alyssa and her team. Notwithstanding the changes, as supervising detective, she still kept her office adjoining the open floor. Cubicles spanned both sides of the aisle that ran straight down the middle. The layout was fresh and practical. Though it didn’t afford all the privacy of an office, it provided a reasonable environment for effective police work. A few potted plants added to the decor and brought freshness to the usual bare-bones police precinct background. 
McBride snapped his fingers in the air while his other hand held the phone to his ear. Once the brief conversation concluded, he hung up and hesitated instead of announcing what he’d learned. After his deliberate demonstration of urgency, all eyes pointed squarely toward him. Somewhere within the mix of McBride’s split-second pause, he appeared lost in distant thoughts. Alyssa always had a stare that seemed to cut clear through you, and she didn’t hesitate to lay it on him. 
“So, are you going to say something, or are you just going to sit there and wait for Christmas?” Alyssa said. 
McBride batted his eyes a few times like he’d awoken from a dream. “They found another body in an alley off Humphrey Avenue. Crime scene is already en route.” 
“You alright, partner? You seem a little distracted. Is there something going on that I need to know about?” Cruikshank asked from his desk across from him.
“No. It’s all good. Didn’t get much sleep last night, that’s all,” McBride replied.

    
  Alyssa and Toombs got in her Dodge truck and left for Humphrey Avenue. A few minutes later, they arrived at the scene. The shirtless body of a male laid prone on the asphalt beside an overflowing dumpster. The filthy alley sliced off Humphrey Avenue and ran behind an old plaza. Most of the shops there had closed except one restaurant called The Golden Spoon. The entire plaza was designated for renovation in the coming months and was almost completely deserted. A quick scan of the surroundings found no streetlights or cameras in the immediate environs.  
A patrol unit awaited them along with Julius and his crime scene crew. A vehicle from the medical examiner’s office pulled up and parked behind the line. As they moved in for a closer look, similarities to the previous murder gripped their attention like a vice.
“Detective Payne, good to see you and your protege as always,” Doctor Sherman said.
“Good to see you too, though I hardly think my partner will take kindly to that title,” Payne said. 
“Aw, my good friend knew I meant no insult to his unquestionable expertise. Your VIC on the ground would have a lot more to complain about if he could,” Sherman said. 
Doctor Sherman marched right by them, turned, gave a swift salute, and then proceeded to the body. Though the victim’s nose was still down in the dirt, they could tell it was a male. After observing for a few seconds, he indicated readiness to roll the body on its back. Despite the rigidity of the skin, both arms and legs slumped in whatever direction gravity demanded. Sherman immediately swung around and stared Alyssa in the eyes, and she reciprocated like clockwork. It seemed as if she read the doctor’s mind. Whatever telepathic message was silently transmitted between them, their facial expressions confirmed it wasn’t good.
“This wretched soul got the worst end of a blunt object. Almost every limb on his body broken. No question he was brutally beaten to death,” Sherman said, turning his attention back to the body.
“How long?” Alyssa said.
Doctor Sherman reached for his thermometer, checked the body, and glanced at his watch before responding. 
“I would say he has been dead somewhere between ten and twelve hours, somewhere between 10 p.m. and midnight. This massive fracture to the forehead is the most likely cause of death. Of course, you know this is all preliminary until I can properly examine him.”
Sherman pulled a wallet from the dead man’s pants pocket and handed it to Toombs. His driver’s license gave his name as Brian Johnson, of Powell Avenue in Columbus. They ran him through the system, and his record played a full symphony. Alyssa initially thought she’d recognized him, but the blow to his skull initially made it a little tricky. Now she had confirmation that her intuition was spot on from the get-go. Johnson had been a thorn in cops' backs for well over a decade. Alyssa looked at his hands and saw that he still had all ten fingers, but the rest of his body was just as broken as the first victim. Johnson would have turned twenty-nine years old in three days on Friday, January 14th, but apparently, death was too impatient to wait that long. 
In spite of the huge open wound to his head, there was no blood spatter or pooling near the body. So far, there was no indication that anyone witnessed the killing. The body was reported by the garbage truck driver who came to pick up trash and saw Johnson face down in the waste. 
Alyssa snapped a couple of pics of the deceased and the alleyway on her mobile. She next called Hanson at the office and told her to dig into his background, including his next of kin and any known associates. With the gaping wound on the dead man’s head and no pooling of blood or spatter anywhere, it was plausible the alley wasn’t the scene of his demise. Payne gloved up and went through the decedent’s pockets. She ran her fingers over the cuffs then leaned in and smelled it.
“What the hell is going on? I really hope this isn’t some gang feud. Two career criminals dead in as many days. What are the odds they fell afoul of lousy luck?” Toombs said.
“Unless bad luck wields an iron or wooden bat, then I don’t think that’s what we’re looking for here. We need to connect the dots between both men and see if they crossed paths. Let’s see where things go from there. They might have gotten themselves mixed up with the wrong crowd, and somebody is cleaning house. Remember the days of the mob? They would ritualistically slice a finger off for any act of dishonesty or disloyalty. What if someone wanted to make an example of Davidson?” Alyssa asked. 
“So, you think some kind of wise guy is making a play and shaking up business in the criminal world? The guys at gang intel came up completely empty. No chatter, not even so much as a murmur.”
“I’m just saying, whatever is happening is playing out in our streets, and that’s where the answers reside. Look for anything that doesn’t belong here. Anything that may have been dumped
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