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The moon cast an eerie glow over the desolate streets as if nature conspired to amplify the sinister aura surrounding me. I moved through the city like a predator searching for prey, my senses attuned to the dark longing coursing through my veins. Ahead, my next victim emerged from his car and began striding toward the front door, oblivious to the danger lurking in the darkness behind him.

Following is an easy, natural part of the hunt. I’m alone, unseen, and ready to slide closer, careful and quiet, a silent spectre lurking within the dancing shadows. The only sound that broke the unsettling silence was the whispering rub of the rope I’d looped tightly around his throat, depriving him of thought and air. 

“Not a sound,” I hissed in a chilling whisper, my voice barely audible. “Do exactly as I say, or I’ll slit your throat. Do you understand?” 

He nodded stiffly, his face increasingly dark from the lack of air. With a controlled pull on the noose, I allowed him to taste the suffocating fear, providing him just enough hope to keep him docile and compliant. Time was of the essence. I swiftly immobilized him with tape, ensuring his readiness for what awaited him. 

The empty house beckoned, its windows bathed in the ethereal glow of moonlight while a tropical breeze whispered through the air. A growing pressure surged within me, a powerful and intoxicating sensation yearning to be unleashed. 

I turned to gaze upon my victim as the initial flicker of fear transformed into a raging inferno of terror within his eyes. In that moment of connection, our gazes locked, pulsating with a twisted understanding fueled by his racing blood and impending agony.

A cacophony of wild music surged within my inner ears, each note resonating with the imminent climax that lay ahead. The sound of the knife piercing his skin reverberated through the empty house, its impact growing into a final chorus of fulfillment and exultation. 

Tonight, I stood as his judge, ready to extract retribution for the sins that stained his soul.
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I listened to the tranquil waves gently lapping against the shore as the wind tousled my hair. The sea stretched before me; a mesmerizing shade of blue mirrored the vast sky above while the sailboats danced across the horizon like delicate butterflies in an artful masterpiece. It was a place of enchantment, or so I wanted desperately to believe, until the jarring sound of my cellphone chiming broke the spell. I glanced at the screen: dispatch—a new case, another life extinguished.

With a sense of urgency, I navigated through the intermittent gaps in traffic and jogged toward the nearby parking lot. The address provided by dispatch led me to the prestigious Upper East Side of Miami. When I got to the crime scene, a crowd had huddled by the gate. Several reporters were circulating through the crowd, hungry for pieces of information. I stared for several minutes at the onlookers, wondering if someone in the crowd knew something. For all I knew, one of them could be the killer. 

Quite a bit of traffic was going by while more curious people arrived. The house where the murder occurred was waterfront with an unobstructed canal view, a few miles to Aventura Mall, and a short boat ride to the Intracoastal and Haulover Cut for ocean access—no security cameras in sight.

I showed my badge to one of the uniforms at the barrier and strode up the distance to the front door. As I stepped inside, I noticed how shocked my team’s faces were. Cops face daily gruesome and brutal things, but they have learned to hide their feelings in the presence of death. And yet, whatever they had seen was so horrific that they couldn’t control their emotions. 

A sense of unease crept up my spine. The body of an older man was hanging from the ceiling, his face set in a tight mask of agony, presumably caused by a knife slamming through living skin and bone into his body. His genitals had been removed, and his torso’s skin had been stripped and draped around his arms to resemble wings. Hooks were bored into the ceiling, and ropes held up the body. His legs were held together with tape. The stench of fear and despair hung heavy in the air, a haunting reminder of the evil unfolding here. 

For a few seconds, it didn’t seem necessary to breathe. I just stared. It reminded me of the Viking “Bloodeagle” ritual, a form of punishment and execution; the graphic ritual method sees the victim’s back sliced open, their ribs severed from the spine with a sharp tool, and their lungs pulled through the opening to create a pair of “wings” while still alive. 

My trained instincts kicked into high gear as I observed the meticulous precision with which the crime had been executed. The mutilated body, grotesquely displayed like a twisted work of art, sent chills through my body. The scene bore the chilling signature of a sadistic psychopath who derived perverse pleasure from inflicting pain and suffering on their victims.

“This one is special, isn’t it?” said Philippe Balu, the lab forensic, peering over my shoulder. “I hope for him that he was already dead when the killer did that to him.”

Not according to the Viking ritual, I thought. 

“This has yet to be confirmed,” I said instead. 

There was a quiet rush of air, and I looked beyond Philippe to see that Sergeant Tony Moretti had arrived. He glanced around the room, and I was waiting to see his reaction to something this extreme. He stared at the body for several seconds, cleared his throat, and beckoned me to come closer.

“Well, Detective Olsen, as an ex-special agent for the FBI, what can you tell me?” he asked.

I felt a bit of irony in his voice, as I felt every time he mentioned my work at the FBI, but I pretended not to notice. I decided not to mention the similarity with the Viking “Bloodeagle.” Maybe my imagination was too much fed by the legends of my grandparents, who were originally from Norway.

“This isn’t a spontaneous kill,” I answered him. “The crime was planned ahead of time.”

“What makes you think that?”

“It takes time to mutilate a body like this. The knife wounds are precise and very deep. It has been a slow, deliberate killing performed with great accuracy. The killer is a professional in butchering people. Which means a sadistic psychopath.”

“If this is his signature, we have never had anything like it in Miami.”

“It doesn’t have to be the same pattern. We need to examine the unresolved cases to see if they have something in common with this one. Maybe the killer was trying to find his signature.” 

“That’s a very ... interesting thought, Detective. But I still believe that our best bet is to find a witness. Maybe somebody saw something. So, let’s concentrate on that for now.”

He patted my arm and walked away toward the medical examiner, who estimated that death had occurred on Monday, the previous night, around eleven o’clock. 

I looked at the body again, but there was nothing else to tell me more than I already knew. I turned away from the body and stared around the room, and that’s when I felt like I was missing something. But what? 

As I watched Tom Bishop, the blood spatter analyst, taking a blood sample, I got my answer: there was too much blood. No human being had such a large volume of blood in his body, which meant that some of the blood belonged to someone else. 

Could it be the killer’s blood? I intended to ask Tom how quickly he would do the blood analysis when our phones buzzed—we received a match from the facial recognition system. 

According to the system, the victim was Harry Miller, the head of Sunshine Build Group, one of the largest construction companies in Miami, specializing in design, construction, and high-end remodeling. The house belonged to the company. 

Moretti crossed the room, clearing his throat to get our attention. 

“All right,” he roared, eyes turning to him as if they were on the same switch. “Now that we know the victim’s identity, we will follow standard procedure: Officer Sanchez and I will notify the family. Detectives Olsen and Freeman will search for possible witnesses. Detective Bennett will check the neighbourhood for security cameras. I want everyone at headquarters by five o’clock. Questions?”

There weren’t any questions.

“Okay,” concluded Moretti. “Let’s get to it.”

After Moretti and Maria Sanchez walked out the front door, I joined Detective John Freeman. We had been partners for almost six months, and we seemed to understand and support each other reflexively. John was African American, around five-eleven, built like a chunk of granite, with facial features to match. He was married to a beautiful Cuban woman and had a three-year-old son. 

He told me he’d spent the last twenty minutes canvassing the neighbourhood and looking for security camera footage.

“Any luck?” I asked.

“Not enough to say hello to the killer.” 

“Let’s see if we are luckier with the neighbours,” I said.

The first possible witnesses were an elderly couple who lived in the house next door, to the left. They were shocked that such a violent crime had taken place in their neighbourhood, but they had not seen or heard anything suspicious. 

Same with the other neighbours. It should not have been much of a surprise. Sometimes, people are so afraid that they hide information that could help the investigation. 

Disappointed, we headed back to headquarters, hoping that the forensic experts would have some answers for us.
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Judging by the number of northern license plates, many people had come down to enjoy the warm, sunny weather at the beach. Driving among those happy tourists on this perfectly sunny day felt odd while trying to catch those lurking in the shadows. 

Back at headquarters, I poured myself a coffee and followed the team into the conference room. Usually, Moretti gave everyone enough time to get ahead with the case before holding the meeting. I was wondering if anyone had any leads at this time.

“Let’s get started,” he said.

He briefed the information officers on what they could and could not release to the press and then asked for reports on the progress in finding the killer. Everybody gave him a brief rundown, and he listened impatiently, looking at us expectantly. 

As I’d thought, there wasn’t much. We had nothing except two footprints of different sizes that did not match in the system. Meaning there were two killers. The forensic technicians were waiting to hear back from the labs. Moretti’s frustration was visible when he realized we had no relevant evidence to point us in a specific direction. 

“Come on, people, this is a vicious crime,” he said, his voice holding more than a smidgeon of irritation. “I need you to find something. Officer Wang, were you able to confirm the chain of command at Sunshine Build Group?” 

Lee Wang, the crime analyst, cleared his throat. “Yes, Sergeant. Miller’s son, Jeff, will take over as CEO.”

“There you go,” Moretti exclaimed. “That’s motive.” 

“I don’t know, Sergeant,” intervened Maria Sanchez. “The guy seemed pretty broken up over his father’s death.”

“If he’d killed him, would you expect Jeff Miller to show up happy?” asked Moretti.

“No. Of course not,” Maria answered.

Moretti let the silence grow while glancing around the room to ensure everyone followed the conversation.

“Sorry,” he finally said, “remind me how many murders you’ve worked on again, Officer Sanchez?”

Maria looked utterly flustered. “This will be my first.”

“Right,” said Moretti, an ironic smile on his lips. “That’s what I thought.” 

Maria’s mouth opened for a moment, then closed. She had decided that it was wiser to keep her mouth shut.

“Officer Wang, what do we know about the victim’s personal life so far?” asked Moretti, ignoring Maria’s discomfort.

“Well, um, he was extravagant,” answered Wang. “He collected expensive cars, houses, and boats. Not necessarily in that order.”

“Married?”

“Yes. And divorced once.”

“What was his relationship like with his ex?”

“You realize, Sergeant, that I started working on this case an hour ago!” Lee said, his jaw clenched in frustration. 

“What’s your point?” asked Moretti.

“I’ll look into it,” replied Wang, realizing it was pointless to upset Moretti.

“Thank you.”

“There is something else,” Lee added. “The Sunshine Build Group has a ninety-million-dollar contract pending.”

“That’s another motive: competition,” exclaimed Moretti. “Our job is to ensure that his death had nothing to do with the impending deal. It is also necessary to check the company’s stock. Did it take a hit? Something like this can be expected when the head of one company is murdered. This means we should look for anyone who sold or shorted the stock before his death. That’s what we call motive.” 

He deflected anyone from possibly adding something, leaving no room for doubt that he was in charge.

“To verify all you have mentioned,” John said, “we need access to certain people’s phone records, emails, and bank accounts. You have to try to get us warrants.”

Everyone agreed with him. 

“You guys are nuts! “ replied Moretti. “There’s no way to get them. People always hide things in companies that play with millions of dollars. But they also have connections in high places. No judge will give me those warrants.”

“We know that,” John said.

“You know that, but you still want me to waste my time trying?”

“Yes,” said John. “The fact that Miami has never seen such heinous crimes must convince the judges. We will make sure the suspects know we will investigate anyone who sold or shorted the stock before his death. Hopefully, they’ll grant us access if they have nothing to hide.”

“And if one doesn’t?”

“They become the focus of our investigation.”

Moretti didn’t have time to answer. His phone started buzzing, and he looked at it impatiently. We watched his face as he listened, then frowned deeply.

“Oh, Jesus,” he said. “We have another body. Dispatch will send you the GPS coordinates.” 

Ten minutes later, John and I were slaloming between vehicles in traffic. The sun was still bright in the sky when we arrived at the crime scene, which was as disturbing as others. The killer dumped the body of a young woman behind a canopy of bushes bordering the courtyard of a large apartment building on Jackson Street. The building was five stories high and had two wings. 

“I’ll check for cameras,” John said.

“I can see two cameras from here,” I said. “Hopefully, they’re angled right.”

“Hopefully,” said John while moving away. 

I scanned the body head to toe. The things that the killer had done to what had once been an attractive young woman were best left unseen. The knife wounds were precise and deep, similar to those on Harry Miller’s body. Could there be a connection between the two murders, or was it my imagination? 

I wanted to know if I was the only one who thought of this, so I stepped over to where Tom Bishop was poking at some eventual evidence.

“Hey, Tom. What’ve you got?” I asked him.

“Not much. But take a look. Did you notice anything familiar about the stabbing?”

“I did. The wounds are precise and very deep, like the ones on Harry Miller’s body,” I explained. “And there is no blood because the killer committed the crime elsewhere.”

“What else?”

“There was too much blood at Harry Miller’s crime scene, meaning some of the blood belonged to someone else. Could it be her blood?” 

“Great job! Liv Olsen, you’re a hell of a cop.”

“I don’t want to interrupt such a chummy scene,” John said. “But I need to talk to Liv.” 

Tom raised his eyebrows. “Of course, Detective Freeman,” he said jokingly.

I followed John, ducking under the yellow tape and stepping away from the crowd. 

“What do you want, John?” I asked him.

He turned around and faced me.

“There are four cameras around the buildings, but they last worked some time ago. And, according to the administrator, two hundred forty people are living here.” 

“And we have to question every one of them,” I said, discouraged. “We’re going to need a workforce.”

“Yeah, I know. It’s shaping up to be a very long day. But there is something that can help us get a lead.” 

“And what would that be?”

“I think I know the victim.”

“Not sure?”

“Ninety percent. I’ve only seen her once, but I know someone who can confirm whether I’m right.”

“And who is this someone?”

“He’s a friend of mine. I can call him, and if he is available, we can meet him and show him the victim’s photo.”

“It will do little good. The facial recognition system will tell us who she was in the next few minutes.” 

“I know that. But my friend may know something about the connection between her and Harry Miller. Imagine how this can further our investigation if I’m right.”

“How will we justify our absence to Moretti? We’ve only been here twenty-five minutes. We are supposed to interview the tenants to try to find possible witnesses.”

“Moretti will be happy if we make any progress. We have two murders and no potential evidence that could point us in the killer’s direction.”

He was right. So far, we had nothing.

“All right. Let’s do it.”

He pecked in a number on his phone, and somebody answered on the other end. 

“Hey, Jensen, it’s John ... yeah, it’s been a while. Look, I’ve been digging into a recent crime, and something popped up that I think you might be able to help... Excellent. I’ll be there at seven-thirty.”

“We are lucky to have called now. Two minutes later he wouldn’t have answered because he was going for a swim. He’ll meet us in front of his building at seven-thirty.”

“Where does he live?”

“Bal Harbour. Not far from where you live.”
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The rush hour was coming to an end. My stomach started making strange noises, and I realized I had not eaten anything all day. And the day wasn’t over yet.

“Who is this Jensen we are going to meet? “I asked John.

“He’s my brother’s private investigator agency partner. If I’m not mistaken, the victim worked for them.”

“Why didn’t you contact your brother?”

“He’s out of town.”

“Jensen is a Danish name. Is he Northern European?”

“He is a true New Yorker.”

“Oh! I hope he has some answers for us.”

“I hope so, too.”

It was a good half hour before we arrived in Bal Harbour Village, a shining enclave at the northern tip of Miami Beach.

John slowed as he pulled into the parking lot of a condo building. 

“We are too early,” he said. “Let’s grab a coffee somewhere.”

“I drank too much coffee today. I prefer to walk on the beach to clear my thoughts.”

“Okay, then. Here at seven-thirty.”

I walked across the grass belt, feeling the sea breeze tickle my skin. It was the golden hour. A large sailboat slid regally across the water into a majestic sunset. Suddenly, just as the sun began to set, I was drawn to a swimmer gliding effortlessly through the water. When the outline of his strong shape loomed in the reddish light of the sunset, I had the impression of seeing the ghost of the God of Thunder, Thor, coming out of the water. 

He was more than six feet tall, muscular, and absurdly good-looking in a rugged, masculine way. I stared at him for an endless moment, paralyzed with a strange, unfamiliar need, entirely captivated by his appearance. Finally, I became aware that he was getting closer. I tore my eyes away from him and returned to the parking lot. John was leaning against the car, sipping coffee.

“So, did you clear your thoughts?” he asked me.

“A little. It’s so peaceful on the beach now, and the sunset is beautiful. It’s like being in heaven.”

“Miami is supposed to be a city of sun and endless fun.”

“Is supposed to,” I said. “But the countless forms of hideous death I have witnessed lately make me believe that hell is empty and all the devils are here.”

“Speaking of the devil, here comes Jensen,” John said.

“I turned around and saw the swimmer who had caught my eye a few minutes earlier. He was so attractive that I was dumbfounded. His eyes were a deep blue, like the colour of the crystal-clear water where magnificent sea creatures swim.

“Hey, mate,” he said, shaking John’s hand. “And who is this beautiful lady?” he asked, looking up at me.

“This is Detective Liv Olsen, my partner,” said John, putting his hand on my shoulder.

“Hi. Jensen Hunt.” He held my eyes briefly, shook my hand, and turned his attention to John. 

“What can I do for you?”

“We are investigating a double murder. I’m not sure, but I think I saw one of the victims in your office a few weeks ago. I hope I’m right. Let me show you her picture.”

He took out his phone and showed Jensen the picture. For a long moment, Jensen stared at the sight. 

“Well?” asked John impatiently. “Do you know her?”

“Yeah. Her name is Briana Cooper. She worked for us. We gave her the cases we weren’t interested in, like the follow-ups of unfaithful spouses.”

John glanced at me, and I realized we were thinking the same thing: maybe Harry Miller was having an affair, and the killer was the vengeful husband.

“Are there any leads?” asked Jensen.

“None,” answered John. “Liv thinks the same person killed both victims, and our blood spatter analyst agrees with her.”

“Who is the other victim?”

“Harry Miller, the head of Sunshine Build Group, a construction company,” John said while showing Jensen Harry Miller’s photo.

“Jesus! It looks like an execution to me!” exclaimed Jensen. “Only a sick person can do something like that!” 

“We agree on that,” said John.

“So, you want to know if Briana had a file on Harry Miller or if she had a personal relationship with him,” concluded Jensen.

“Exactly,” said John.

“It has to wait until tomorrow morning; our secretary handles Briana’s files. I will let you know.” 

“Thanks, Jensen,” said John. 

We shook hands with Jensen, and we got into the car. My heart was pounding. No man had ever struck me like Jensen Hunt, and I could not fathom why. I felt foolish and bravely attempted to calm down and gather my thoughts.

“This crime looks like good old-fashioned revenge,” said John, bringing me down to earth. “Tomorrow, we will know more after we have the results of the labs, the autopsy, and possibly a connection between the victims.”

“Hopefully, someone saw the killers when they dumped Briana Cooper’s body.” 

“It will be pure luck.”

“Which we need,” I said in a hopeful voice. “Let’s see if our team has progressed with the queries.”

When we arrived at the crime scene, Maria Sanchez was questioning a short man. He looked intimidated by her tone and badge. She was pushing at him verbally, perhaps hoping he would give her a clue about the killers. Then she saw us and let him go. She snapped her head around and looked at us rather angrily. 

“Where the hell have you been? Moretti has been looking for you everywhere!” 

We told her about the information we’d gotten.

“At least you got something,” she muttered. “What I got is nothing. Nobody saw anything, heard anything. Nothing.” 

Her eyes glazed and refocused on something on the other end of the parking lot. A news van was rolling in. 

“Those assholes will be all over us in a minute,” she snorted. 

“Where are the others?” John asked her.

“Interviewing the tenants. I’ll join Michael on the second floor, and you can start on the third floor.”

“Let’s do it,” I said. 

We knocked on the first door and took out our badges. A man in his forties opened the door.

“Police. We want to ask you a couple of questions,” said John. “May we come in?”

The man reluctantly opened the door. I always hated interviewing people at home, especially when they were getting ready to relax after a long day at work. But this was all part of the bargain, all part of the determination to see justice done. 

We knocked on several doors for the next few hours and asked the same questions. Unfortunately, no one had seen or heard anything. Around eleven-thirty, we decided that it was enough for the day. 

“This case is more complicated than I thought,” John said as we walked to the car.

“Some cases are like a puzzle, and you discover a skilled monster with each piece. But I’m sure we will catch him.”

“Right now, we need a meal and a good night’s sleep,” John concluded.

I agreed with him. I was hungry and looking forward to going home, showering and sleeping. Little did I know, the game had just begun, and the sadistic psychopath would be one step ahead in a world of darkness, where the line between good and evil blur and the true nature of evil is bare.
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I woke up before dawn the next day, having slept fitfully. Even dozing, my mind had played and replayed the encounter with Jensen. An involuntary shiver ran down my spine. I was irritated, bewildered, and confused. I was falling for a man who probably didn’t even remember I existed.

I quickly showered and turned on the TV while getting dressed to see the latest news. Every channel had the same information: “The dead woman discovered yesterday is Briana Cooper, thirty-one years old, from Miami. The police are asking anyone with information to come forward and speak to them in confidence.”

I got to work a little later than usual, and the building was already buzzing with frantic activity. The press room was overflowing with people; cameras and microphones were everywhere, and there was no sign of Sergeant Moretti. Usually, he took every opportunity to see his picture published in the newspapers. He wasn’t present this time because he had nothing to say to them. 

I was just about to pour a cup of coffee when John appeared and signalled me to hurry up: the briefing was supposed to start in two minutes.

“Jensen emailed me this morning, and guess what?” he asked. 

“What?”

“Jeff Miller had hired Briana Cooper to keep his father under watch.” 

“Perhaps he knew his father was in danger. We need to talk to him.”

“Until then, let’s see if forensics have some answers for us.”

As we entered the briefing room, we noticed that everyone else had already gathered, their attention focused on the unfolding situation. The laboratory analysis provided a significant revelation. The blood discovered at the crime scene, where Harry Miller tragically lost his life, was determined to belong to both him and Briana Cooper. This discovery shed light on the peculiar absence of blood at the location where Briana Cooper’s body was found. Our hopes rested on the upcoming lab results, which we anticipated would offer more conclusive evidence. “It’s becoming increasingly evident that the same perpetrator was behind both of these tragic deaths,” John remarked.

“The frustrating part is that the forensics team hasn’t uncovered any leads that could point us toward his identity,” I said, voicing my disappointment.

“We might have to rely on the pending lab results for a breakthrough.” 

“We do have one lead, though,” John speculated. “Jeff Miller had been keeping a close watch on his father, and there might be a connection between that surveillance and the crimes. So far, we’re the only ones with a lead. Let’s hope Moretti recognizes its significance and assigns us the case.” 

Fortunately, Moretti did grant us the case. We scored a modest victory. Yet, the challenges ahead would be substantial, and we’d likely require assistance unravelling this intricate puzzle. 

“Our first step should be paying a visit to Jeff Miller to understand why he hired Briana Cooper,” I suggested. 

John agreed, and we headed for the parking lot. The morning rush had subsided, and within minutes, John skillfully navigated us to the vicinity of the Sunshine Build Group building. As he made a series of swift turns, we descended the long, tree-lined driveway, ultimately reaching an open area adorned with brown and tan paving stones. 

The structure before us left an indelible impression. Grey marble hallways were decorated with hanging plant baskets, creating a striking ambience. 

A courteous smile graced the secretary’s face as we approached. 

“Good morning. How can I assist you today?” she asked. 

“We are here to meet Mr. Jeff Miller,” said John. 

“Do you have an appointment?” she inquired. “Unfortunately, we do not,” replied John. 

We reached into our pockets, retrieved our badges, and displayed them for her. After a brief phone conversation, she gestured for us to follow her and guided us into what appeared to be a conference room. 

“Mr. Miller will be with you shortly,” she announced, leaving the room.

There were many photos on the walls showing Jeff Miller and his father with the mayor of Miami, political figures and famous people in show business, and images in which the Millers, surrounded by staff members, proudly showed the awards they received. 

“There’s no doubt that the Millers are well connected,” I said, pulling out my phone and making a copy of every photo. 

“What are you doing?” asked John.

“We must use every piece of information that can give us a lead.”

At that precise moment, the door opened, and
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