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CHAPTER 1

ALBERT SLOWED THE Aston Martin and jerked the 
steering wheel hard to the right. The car jumped from the 
one-lane road twisting through the Appalachians and onto 

the snow-coated forest floor. The rear of the automobile fishtailed, 
bouncing him around as he whistled “Winter Wonderland” and 
swung his arm rhythmically like an orchestra conductor. He was just 
outside Blackwater Falls, heading toward the camp he’d set up. 

“Help! Somebody help me….Please! I’ve been kidnapped.” The 
screams from inside the trunk only recently restarted. Pile-driving 
kicks like cannons being shot off began to punctuate the cacophony 
of desperate yells. It was as if the jolts and knocks made the hostage 
realize he was probably heading someplace from which he wasn’t 
coming back.

Careening over a big bump, Albert’s head hit the roof as he 
fought to stay in control of the automobile, choking the steer-
ing wheel while navigating a rough section between tall pines and 
wild brush.

“Help me! Anybody!” 
The captive’s desperation was palpable, far more intense than 

the bout of panic that assaulted Albert’s ears when the guy first came 
to, but which had died away in the hopelessness of the situation 
sometime after they crossed from Maryland into West Virginia. 
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“Shut the hell up! Asshole.” Albert brought the car to a stop and 
put it in park. He reclined the seat and stared at the endless number 
of trees and huge jagged boulders that rose out of the upward sloping 
desolate landscape covered in random patches of snow. Somewhere 
northwest of them was the waterfall. Its noise hung in his ears like 
the echo of the ocean in a conch shell. An owl flew from one tree to 
another and still the screaming continued.

“Please! Anybody!” 
Albert turned off the headlights and cut the engine, releasing 

the seatbelt and swinging around toward the rear. “I said…shut the 
hell up!” He banged on the center-console. “Nobody can hear you.” 

The frantic shouts became louder in response to his demand, 
and it sounded like his prisoner might actually—maybe—be able to 
kick himself out of the confined space.

“That’s enough.” Albert got out of the vehicle and slammed the 
driver-side door. Dead foliage crunched underfoot as he marched to 
the rear of the automobile. What little of the screaming managed 
to escape the aluminum enclosure dissipated in the vast wilderness. 

Albert pressed the remote button. “Get out.”
The man pushed his feet against the lip of the trunk, pressing 

his back into the rear of the compartment. His arms were taped 
against his body.

He squinted. “I…I know you. You’re the gardener…or mail-
man…or someone who works in the neighborhood.” 

“Yeah, that’s it, rich boy.”Albert reached toward him.
“Then who the hell are you and what do you want from me? 

Money? I have a lot I can—”
“Enough! I don’t need your money, but what you wrongly 

have is rightfully mine, and she needs to come home, needs to be 
with me.”

“Who?”
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Albert looked at the creased pamphlet he was holding in his left 
hand between his thumb and forefinger. “Devil Canyon Country 
Club? That’s the name of your little pet project? Perfect, because 
that’s what you are, the devil.” The lingering sound of the final ‘l’ 
trailed off into the night sky. 

“What?”
“You purchased that warehouse by the waterfront in Dundalk 

for it. Didn’t you?” Albert crumpled the glossy paper and threw it at 
him, then grabbed his shoulders, tugging him out of the trunk. 

“Not that! Her. Tell me who she is. I’ll fix it. I’ll get her for 
you…whoever she is… whatever you want. Please…I don’t want to 
die.” The words trailed off and became caught up in his ragged rasps 
and mouthfuls of swallowed air. 

Duct tape ripping away from a roll tore into the peacefulness of 
the forest. 

“No! Wait…. Just—”
Albert slapped the extra-wide tape over his mouth. 

“That’s better.”
His words, unable to be formed, became mumbles that quickly 

turned to shrieks and howls. 
“Not another sound.” Albert produced a twelve-inch hunting 

knife and waved it in front of his face. His prisoner’s eyes became 
wide, moving between the blade and his face time and time again 
before Albert sidestepped around the shaking, slumped frame 
and jabbed the point of the blade under his ribs, prodding him 
to walk further into the woods. “Move it! It’s Christmas, time for 
my present.”



CHAPTER 2

“ONE MINUTE TO countdown, Baltimore!” The D.J.’s 
voice boomed from the oversized speakers. “Are you 
ready for an awesome 2019?” 

“Yeeaahh!” A thunderous response shot into the air.
“I can’t hear you, Baltimore!”
“YEEAAHH!” An even louder harmonious reply flooded the 

night, followed by stray hoots and hollers. The bass-heavy dance 
music once again took hold of the Inner Harbor, and the revelers 
started gyrating about and swinging their hips on cue. 

Richard spotted Eric dancing with girls he’d never seen. His 
friend was still wearing the shiny, red top hat with sparkly, script 
letters, spelling Happy New Year above the rim. How’d he manage 
not to lose the thing? He had on oversized heart-shaped tinted glasses, 
too, which looked ridiculous, but not out of place.

“Richie!” Eric pushed through the sea of self-absorbed partiers 
who stepped on his feet and toes. A hand grazed his face. Time was 
sprinting toward the moment when the calendar resets. The two 
teens stood heads craned toward the sky watching the dazzling array 
of arching multi-colors that signaled the end of the fireworks. The 
sky darkened and the energy vacated the waterfront like air escaping 
through a small leak in a balloon. 

It was a live-for-the-moment, act-in-the-moment, worry - about 
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-it-next-year-or-not, time. Anyone who lived in the metropolitan 
area long enough knew that on most other days, shortly after sun-
down, streets were eerily deserted except for the homeless, drunk-
ards, and trouble makers. On nights like this, it was easy to forget 
Baltimore was a dangerous city. 

“It’s eerie. Everyone’s gone,” Eric said as he kicked and slapped 
at rubbish swirling in a corner. “Come on, John and the girls are 
over there.” He pointed at them. 

The six teenagers came together and stood in a circle.
“This is lame. Want to head to Canton?” Richard gestured east 

while walking away to lean against a metal rail. 
“Why?” Eric asked.
“Because this place is over. Canton’s  where it’s at now, dipstick. 

Agreed?”
“Yeah!” John twirled in place, and took aim at him with his 

thumb and pointer finger. “Pow.” He made a sound like a gun. 
“Good idea, Rich.”

Madison and her girlfriends, Tanya and Halie, sounded off in 
agreement. The six teenagers flagged down a town car. It dropped 
them outside a strip of bars on a main street. They staggered about, 
kidding with each other in the waves of music and laughter crashing 
all around them in every direction. 

“Let’s head to the waterfront. It’s only a few blocks from here,” 
Eric screamed to his friends while waving his arm like a general, 
then walked away. 

After playing on train rails and docks, the teens traveled down 
O’Donnell to Boston Street, and eventually found themselves on 
South Clinton facing an industrial area. 

“What time is it? My folks are going to freak,” said Halie
John looked at his phone. “About three.”
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“Are you kidding? I’m screwed.” Madison ran her hand through 
her hair and paced in a circle.”

“Relax. What’s done is done. We’re already screwed,” 
Richard laughed.

Then the others did, too, before they continued on their way. 
“Check out this old building!” Richard said as he fiddled with 

the handle. “I don’t think it’s locked.”
The friends entered the cool, damp interior, laughing 

and giggling.
“This place stinks!” Richard held his nose. “I mean literally.”
“You’re a genius, dude.” Eric slapped him on the back.
The floor was poured concrete with some dirt areas. The fram-

ing was cinderblock, metal at its peak, stretching about thirty feet 
high. Industrial shelves lined the walls, discarded boxes, crates and 
metal drums were scattered about.

John started making out with Halie. Eric grabbed Tanya around 
her waist and pulled her close. The two lip-locked couples—seem-
ingly oblivious to anything other than the face attached to their 
own—moved off to the side, leaving Madison and Richard staring 
into the darkness. Alone in the quiet, their heads returned to center 
and their eyes became locked in a stare. Madison broke it off and 
looked away, folding her arms.

“So….” Richard looked at her and shrugged. 
“Ummm,” she replied.
He moseyed over to her, hands stuffed in his back pock-

ets. “Hey,” he said, looking at her like a kid who’d seen a puppy 
he wanted.

“Hey,” she smiled, pulling her arms close to her body and taking 
a step back.

His eyes remained fixed on her, and he repeatedly stretched 
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out his fingers, then closed them into fists. He lurched forward and 
grabbed her face, smashed his lips against hers. 

“Stop it! What are you doing?” She pushed him backward.
“I don’t know…I thought maybe—”
“You thought wrong. I’m not that drunk, Richie. It’s not 

going to happen.” She turned from him and walked further into 
the building.

“Wait,” he followed her. 
“Forget it!” She took off running.



CHAPTER 3

ONE BY ONE Albert lit five candles, pausing to exactingly 
place each near the points of a pentagram he’d created from 
the victim’s well-cleansed bones. The entire design was about 

an arm’s length in all directions from center and sat on two pieces of 
half-inch plywood sheathing angled on cinderblocks. 

He whistled while dragging a bulging, doubled-up lawn bag 
toward his creation. Tiny amounts of blood leaked from the bot-
tom. On the dirty cement floor, a barely visible dotted line trailed 
behind it. He picked up a candle, holding it out and making sweep-
ing movements. The flame flickered like it might go out. No other 
stains were noticeable. Good. Must’ve just happened, maybe a stone or 
something punctured it.

Unknotting the top of the plastic bag, he pulled the dead man’s 
intestines out, slick with blood. He knew from experience the tubu-
lar organ would be long enough to surround his creation, eighteen 
feet in circumference when made into a circle, having a six foot 
diameter. It looked something like you’d see in a butcher store. Some 
of it rested on his forearms similar to a zookeeper handling a giant 
snake. Placing a section on the ground outside the pentagram, he 
lifted the remainder bit-by-bit over the satanic symbol until it encir-
cled it, then stood back and tilted his head before moving closer and 
fussing with it. 
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At the sounds of laughing and screeching, he perked up and 
cocked his head, clutching the handle of his gun and placing his 
finger by the safety. Just some stupid kids. He relaxed and continued 
about his business, ignoring the commotion coming from the front 
of the building. They probably won’t come back here. If they do, I’ll 
take care of it. 

He reached back into the sack and sifted through the remainder 
of body parts he was planning to scatter about the staging. They’d 
been marinating in the fat and muscle since being stripped from 
the corpse and diced up. He pulled the dead man’s heart out, which 
squished under the pressure of his grip. Albert smiled and tossed 
it aside. Next came fingerless hands he flung to the side, then toe-
less feet that followed a similar trajectory. He looked like an animal 
foraging for food. Got it. His fingers were stuck in the eye sockets 
of the skull. He raised it above his head, intending to place it in the 
center of the regular shaped polygon like a hub he cut from wood as 
the focal point of his design. 

Footsteps rushed in his direction. A shadow stretched across the 
floor, looming larger second by second. He dropped the skull, and 
it rolled away. Reaching for the .38, he blew out the candles and 
darted behind some boxes, peeking around them to get a glimpse of 
the intruder. 



CHAPTER 4

RUNNING DEEPER INTO the deserted warehouse, 
Madison’s feet slipped out from under her, and she fell back-
ward into a small, freezing, puddle. “Shit!” She couldn’t see 

more than a few feet in front of where she sat. Her breathing was the 
only sound she heard, and her beating heart the only sensation.

She pulled a Zippo from her pant pocket, but it got caught on 
the lip of the fabric and dropped to the ground.

“Shit. Shit. Shit!” 
She propped herself on her knees with her face inches from the 

dirt, but she didn’t see it. She patted the floor and ran her hand 
lightly over the surface. 

“Yes!” She sounded like someone who’d won something. She 
flicked the metal grinder and the red flame jumped into the black-
ness. With a trembling hand, she swung the lighter around, think-
ing she had heard footsteps, certain something moved. 

“Is anybody there?” Her eyes darted about. “Halie, is that you? 
Tanya?” She stilled, waiting for a response. “Who’s there?” She yelled 
in the direction of the sound and movement. “Help me.” Her feeble 
voice was caught up in sobs. She was certain she’d seen something, 
but wasn’t able to make out a face. She only saw eyes reflecting light. 
Then whoever or whatever it was disappeared.

She brought the lighter closer, examining the random red spatter 
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on the white turtleneck beneath her coat. “What the fuck?” She 
brought the flame near the ground, close to the puddle. There was 
a skull a few feet away. She was pretty certain it was human. Wide-
eyed, she jumped to her feet and looked out and around. The sight 
made her shake and scream. She now understood why the building 
smelled like death and the odor was so strong where she stood. 

Sprinting toward the exit bathed in the light of the full moon, 
stars, and perimeter spotlights knifing through the half-open door, 
Madison met up with the others. 

“What the hell is all over you, girl?” Tanya reached her hand out.
Madison jerked back, hyperventilating. “Holy shit, holy shit, 

holy shit!”
“What happened? Is that blood? What the fuck’s all over you.” 

Halie wrung her hands and bounced on the balls of her feet.
Madison didn’t say anything. 
“Let’s get out of here!” Halie started toward the exit.
“Hold on.”John gently placed his hand on Madison’s shoulder. 

“What happened?” She immediately pulled away and turned her 
back to him. 

“I don’t think she’s going to answer you,” Eric said.
John grabbed her by the hand and pulled her through the open-

ing into the cold morning. She tripped over something and fell. 
John and Eric helped her up. The teens sprinted into the cold morn-
ing air, chased by the specter of what might be coming after them. 
When they were a good distance from the building, close to the 
road, John dialed 911.



CHAPTER 5

“YOU GOT TO be kidding.” 
Detective Angela Obonauch ignored the ringtone, 

not wanting to answer her phone, but knowing she had 
to. Her left hand hit the top of the nightstand like a fish dropped 
on a boat deck, flopped around like it, too, searching for the plastic 
casing. Putting her hand on the glass screen, she felt the vibrating 
sensation against her palm. She pushed the pillow off her head and 
sat up. 

She squinted at the alarm clock across the room strategically 
placed on the small wooden table under the bay window because 
she’d kept hitting the snooze button. She couldn’t see the time well 
without her glasses. The red numerals looked fuzzy, like they were 
floating in the dark room. She leaned forward on her bed. “Quarter-
to-five?” She collapsed back on the mattress, flung her arm across 
her eyes. “Damn it.” She picked her head up and looked at the 
phone’s display. It was ‘The Job.’

“Detective Obonauch.” Her voice was hoarse and raspy.
“Nuchi. Sorry to get you so early, but there’s a pretty bad 

scene at South Clinton Street,” said a voice on the other end of the 
line, calling her by the childhood nickname that followed her to 
the academy.
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“What’s going on?” She sat up and kicked her feet over the side 
of the bed. 

“I’m not sure, exactly. Pinsky called it in. Said there were muti-
lated remains at the abandoned Generosa Stamping building. A 
bunch of teens broke in early this morning and found it, called 911.”

“Why’s the call going out to me? We’re not even next on the 
board. I’m supposed to be off.”

“I know, but you were requested. The order came from the shift 
commander. Listen, I called Anderson, but couldn’t get hold of him. 
Can you reach him? The two of you need to get down there pronto.”

“Okay,” she said running her hand over her forehead and 
through her hair. She pushed the end button and dropped her hands 
into her lap, holding the phone. Angela was exhausted. On a nor-
mal weekday, she’d have woken in an hour or so anyway to make 
breakfast and help Justin and Zack get ready for kindergarten, but 
not today. She was supposed to have the day off, and the boys didn’t 
have school.

She shook off her sleepiness and dialed her partner. Gary 
answered on the first ring, sounding alert. Does the guy ever sleep?

“Job called, said you didn’t answer.”
“I went for a run, took a shower. What’s up?”
She gave him the same sketchy information she’d received. He 

asked questions. Angela had few answers. She searched the floor for 
her brown furry slippers, reached for the white bathrobe draped on 
the paisley upholstered love seat in the corner. 

“All right, I’ll meet you there. I need twenty to twenty-five min-
utes.” She hung up and immediately called her parents.

“Mom?”
“What’s wrong Angie babe? Everything okay?”
“Fine, but can you take the boys with you today?”
“Of course. But I thought you had a special day planned with 
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the twins? Top secret and all, if I remember, you didn’t even tell your 
own mother.”

“Mom. I got called to a homicide. Dave’s got work. Can you 
take them?”

“Yes. Yes I can.” Her mother’s voice lost its playfulness. “Do you 
want dad and me to pick them up?”

“No. I don’t want to inconvenience you. You know how dad 
gets with any last minute changes. Dave will drop them off on his 
way in.”

“It’s no inconvenience, dear. Your father will be fine.”
“No. Thanks Mom.”
“Okay, but don’t be too long. He’s already finished loading the 

car. You know him and punctuality.”
“Yes, Mom, I know. Thanks. You’re the best.” 
“I know. Love you dear.”
“Love you, too, Mom.”
Angela headed to the boys’ room. She turned the knob and 

cracked opened the door like a burglar trying not to be caught. The 
light from the hallway invaded the darkness and crept across the 
floor. It slid up the bed, illuminating the two small sleeping figures 
before crawling up the headboard to the mural of the Fantastic Four 
and neighboring posters of Power Rangers.

Justin’s arm partially hung off the mattress. She sat on Zack’s 
side and stroked his head. He roused but said nothing. She moved 
over to Justin, pulled his arm onto the bed and gently rolled him 
over, waking him in a similar fashion. 

“Guess what guys? The two of you are going to have a special 
day with Nana and Papa, so we have to get up extra early. They’re 
taking you to see Aunt Gina and Cousin Connor.”

“That’s the surprise, Mommy? Yeah, that’s a great surprise,” 
Zack smiled.
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“Yeah! Yeah!” Justin chimed in. “I love Cousin Connor.”
The boys jumped on their beds and cheered. Angela walked over 

to the fire-engine red armoire and picked out clothes. 
When they were dressed, she took out wood blocks, set them 

on the floor, then returned to her bedroom. She lightly shook her 
husband. Dave worked for the CIA, and while he didn’t have off 
New Year’s Day, he also didn’t have to wake so early. He grunted and 
swatted at her.

“Dave.” She patted him on the back and gently rocked him. 
“Come on, honey.” Her voice had a tinge of irritation.

“No. Come on.” He rolled over and buried his head in 
the pillow.

“Dave, I’m serious.” She smacked him on the back of the head. 
“Take the boys to my mother’s. They’re leaving at 6:30 am to spend 
the day with Gina. I got to get to this homicide.”

“Six-thirty? Come on. I don’t have to be at work ‘till 10:00. 
Can’t I take them later?”

“You want to deal with Mr. Punctuality and his long memory? 
Just take them now, please, afterwards you can go to the IHOP by 
them. You love that “Grand Slam” or whatever it’s called.” She fin-
ished slipping on her blouse and pants, and reached for her gun in 
the nightstand drawer. “I know you’re tired. I didn’t want to get up, 
either, but there’s nothing I can do.” She grabbed a hairband from 
the dresser. “I got to go.”

Dave turned over and sat up. He rubbed his eyes and walked 
toward his wife looking like a man who had one too many drinks. 
He kissed her. She kissed him back, walked out of the bedroom, 
across the small den, and disappeared through the front door into 
the cold early morning. 



CHAPTER 6

GARY EXCHANGED PLEASANTRIES with the uniforms 
stationed outside the warehouse before proceeding inside the 
building. As he moved farther from the daylight, the inte-

rior became cavern-like. A minute or two in, he saw the glow of far 
off spotlights. The shuttered building didn’t have electricity. At the 
fringe of the brightly lit area, he heard the loud humming of the 
portable generator that provided only enough power to maintain 
the police equipment. 

In front of him on the wet warehouse floor laid a skull. A few 
feet further, hands without fingers, next toeless feet, and finally a 
heart. It was like the set of a bad B-movie. All that was missing was a 
Jason or Chainsaw Massacre archetype. 

The body parts evoked memories of bread crumbs in the story 
of Hansel and Gretel, marking a path to a circle-like surround, bulg-
ing in spots and sitting on a makeshift altar. Inside its circumfer-
ence lay a crude pentagram made from what appeared to be human 
bones. Black candles were positioned all around it. 

Walking forward, Gary pulled out a handkerchief and cov-
ered his nose. His steps became smaller and more measured until 
he stood atop the assemblage. His partner arrived. He didn’t turn 
around immediately, knew her easy saunter.

“Nuchi, want me to have someone get you coffee?”
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“Yeah,” her eyes moved from the design to the immediate area.
Gary called to a patrolman. “Bobby, get Detective Obonauch 

some joe, half-and-half, please.” He turned his attention back to her. 
“So what do you think? Gang activity or a madman?”

Her head jerked back and her eyes darted left and rested at the 
corners of their eye sockets as her expression curled into a quizzi-
cal look.

Squatting, he slipped on a pair of white latex gloves, lifted a 
section of the surround to his nose. “Intestines, almost certainly 
human.” He stepped over the circle to the primitive star design. 
“Definitely human bones, but they’re smooth and clean, hard to 
imagine it’s a recent kill.”Gary picked one up and brought it to his 
face. “It smells like it went through some kind of a process, maybe 
hydrogen peroxide?”

“That’d explain it.”
He stepped back over to the large letters smeared on the ground 

above the design. 
MY DAY HAS COME. YOU ARE GONE BUT LEFT 

A GIFT.
He touched it, manipulated a small amount between his fingers. 

“I think the words are made of eviscerated muscle and fat, muti-
lated, sliced and diced and chopped.” Gary looked over his shoulder. 
“I’m thinking Scorpions. Only the cryptic message is something we 
haven’t seen.”

“Oh, you were serious. You arrived at that awful quick. What 
makes you think Scorpions? That gang’s on your brain. You’ve been 
obsessed since he was broken out of North Branch. I think Carlos 
must’ve rented space in your head.”

“Maybe. But there’re elements.”
“No, there’s not.” She finished putting on her gloves, ran her 

hands over the words GONE BUT LEFT A GIFT. “And there really 



18   |   Ken Ulano

isn’t physical evidence on the surface to indicate it’s a gang job. 
Besides, Carlos’s boys are more about severing than slicing and dic-
ing—and the bones? What’s that about?”

Gary turned and faced her. “The Hall case?”
“Not even close.”
“The slug to the back of the head, severed limbs.” 
“Okay, some of that, and…nothing like this.”
“But you thought that one was?”
“Possibly, but it’s different. And could just as easily turn out to 

be someone else’s work.”
Gary remained crouched by Angela, picking up a scoop of dirt 

and letting it sift through his fingers. Neither one looked at the 
other. “So you think I’m just jumping on the Scorpions?”

“Little bit, but I get it.”
“Get what? That I blindly attribute everything to the Scorpions?”
“Not blindly, but lately you seem to be getting there pretty 

quick. And I feel like you have been ever since…you know.” Angela 
cast her eyes to the ground where they paused before moving in the 
direction of the crime scene, stopping when she was looking straight 
at the carnage. “No offense, partner, but that’s kind of the track 
you’ve been on lately.” She took two steps in the direction of the 
hodgepodge of remains.

“What? My mother?” In three strides Gary overtook her. His 
expression looked like he was constipated. “That has nothing to do 
with this or any other case. I’m following the evidence. I don’t bring 
my bias.”

“Come on. You’ve had a hard-on for this guy since before you 
cuffed him and put him away. And the guy’s walking around free 
now. I’d—” 

“Gabby Michaels, WBAL-TV,” announced a loud voice.
Gary tucked his chin and discreetly smiled.
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“Do you have any idea who did this?” The reporter waved her 
cameramen forward.

The bright lights shone in the detectives’ faces. Gabby stuck out 
her microphone.

“Crap. Who let them in?” Angela turned around and faced 
down the uniforms that came in after the news people. “Get them 
back on the other side of the tape! We’re in the middle of an inves-
tigation.” She stared at Gary. “She’s so damn pushy that woman, 
always seems first on-site.” Angela fiddled with her gun handle. 
“You know?”

“She can be a handful.” Gary walked off. 
“Where’re you going?”
“I just thought of something. I’m going to go check it out. 

Besides it’s your turn, remember when you left me at the prison.” 
He laughed and walked off. 

“Hey, it’s not—”
“Detective Obonauch. Is the victim a man or a woman? How 

old are they? Is there a connection to some of the other recent homi-
cides?” Gabby’s breathless questions were rapid fire with not much 
time between each. 

Gary turned back around to watch the inevitable clash. Angela 
stared at her, wanting no part of this ambush. 

“Officers!” Angela stood on the balls of her feet, looking 
through the intruders. “What part of get them out of here don’t you 
understand?” 

The officer stepped forward. “I don’t know how they got by us.” 
“You don’t know?” Angela crossed her arms, tapping her fingers 

against her right bicep.
“I was outside when they pulled up. I heard them being asked 

to back off and give the police time. Lieutenant Russo advised Miss 
Michaels there’d be an informal press opportunity when the other 
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media outlets arrive.” The large cop folded his arms across his chest, 
shifted from foot to foot, looking uncomfortable. “I could’ve sworn 
I saw her head back to the news van.” 

“Can you escort them out, please?” Her tone sounded aggravated.
“Miss Michaels,” the officer reached toward her “you were told 

you had to wait for the press opportunity. It’s scheduled at approxi-
mately nine-thirty. You can ask your questions, then.” 

“Sorry, that’s not how I operate. I like the raw emotion, the 
unprepared moments, not the contrived well-thought-out-crap you 
feed us,” she ripped her elbow from the officer’s grip. “Take your 
big, hairy, ape-hands off me, and don’t touch my guys either, unless 
you want to buy the city a juicy lawsuit.” 

“Can you believe her?” Angela yelled as she wandered over to 
her partner. “What a pain in the ass.” 

“That she is,” Gary replied with little emotion. He turned to the 
pentagram. “This makes three where the vic isn’t just murdered, but 
brutalized, body parts severed. Forensics determined one of them 
was still alive through most of it.”

“I’m aware of that. So what’s your point?” 
“Just an observation. Either it’s a gang hit with a personal ele-

ment, or a psychopath.”
“That narrows it down. Thanks.” She pulled out her phone and 

started dialing. 
“I’m trying to have a discussion with you.”
“You’re pointing out the obvious.”
“Yes, yes I am. So let’s follow up on the obvious. If it’s not a 

gang—and I do believe it’s likely the Scorpions—then the greatest 
probability is it’s a sociopath.” He jotted something on his note pad 
while he spoke. “And if that’s the case, then whoever did this prob-
ably had a really messed up childhood, probably did a lot of other 
bad shit leading up to this.” 
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He flipped the cover closed, threaded the pen through the metal 
rings, and placed it in his coat pocket. “If nothing comes of canvass-
ing and following up on the Scorpions, and maybe the MS-13, let’s 
start finding out if anyone unofficially worked on some bad juvie 
stuff. It’s going to be hard to follow that line officially, but we both 
have strings we can pull.”

“Okay, that’s a good straw to grasp at. It might actually have a 
chance. Hey, here comes Jack and his forensic goons. You want to 
hang around, shoot the shit?”

“Nah. I’m done for now. We can reach out to him later.”
He and Angela held up their hands and smiled before passing 

under the yellow tape and heading toward the exit.



CHAPTER 7

FALL 2008, AN alarm pierced the darkness and bounced off 
decaying buildings, shattering the cool evening’s quiet. The 
homeless, sleeping in the filth and disrepair, ignored the blar-

ing. But the street-walkers, pimps, and drug dealers who’d set up 
shop on the streets, perked up as if hearing reveille. They scattered 
into corners and crevices, hid in alleys and empty buildings. Their 
customers fled along with them. 

The shrill siren came from a pawn shop on the bottom floor 
of an old three-story building, just a short drive from Baltimore’s 
Pigtown area. Half the streetlights were out. Empty cans and paper 
danced to the wind’s orchestration, while bottles and heavier gar-
bage rolled about, collecting in piles. 

The store’s metal security gate had been peeled back like the top 
of a tuna can. The front window smashed. Jagged shards framed the 
opening, looking suspended in the blackness of the night, glinting 
under the luminosity of the few working lights.

Carefully maneuvering past the sharp edges was Albert wearing 
a Batman costume and mask, his arms full of stolen goods, and the 
front of his outfit bulging.

“Shit, I needed a bigger duffle,” he grunted as he ran from 
the noise.
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*

The beat-up, yellow1989 Ford F-150 came roaring out of an 
adjacent alley and sped down the local streets in the direction of 
Interstate 395. On the passenger seat were automatics, while the 
butt of a sawed-off shotgun was wedged against the door, barrel fixed 
in the floor’s corner. On the rubber mat laid a partially unzipped, 
overturned duffle. The bag shifted when he accelerated, stopped or 
made a quick turn. Some of the hunting knives and switchblades 
spilled out, jewelry too, particularly the smaller pieces such as rings, 
tie-tacks and earrings.

He purchased the Batman getup months ago at a garage sale in 
the unlikely event there would be any operational cameras or wit-
nesses. He knew immediately he wanted it, bargained it down to 
two dollars. Later, he’d entertained the notion that the acquisition 
was just as much a subconscious throwback to his childhood as a 
need to conceal his identity. He didn’t need an entire costume for 
that purpose. The black body suit worn beneath he’d purchased days 
later. It was cheap, too, on clearance for a dollar and fifty cents. 

Since childhood Albert enjoyed disguise. As a kid he’d dress up, 
making him feel like a different person far from the tragic existence 
that was his life, a fleeting illusion of safety that, for a brief time, 
provided the fantasy of escaping his father’s alcohol-fueled rage. He 
even made costumes that resembled inanimate objects to camouflage 
himself. It rarely worked, but even when it did, he knew eventually 
he’d have to encounter his dad’s wrath and the accompanying pain.

Upon reflection, he decided that fear must’ve caused his young 
mind to act irrationally because those attempts at disguise made his 
dad angrier and the beatings far worse than if he had just let him do 
whatever he was going to do in the first place. 

Albert spent hours designing costumes, using whatever he could 
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scavenge from his mom’s stuff, the garbage, items on and around 
the property. Some of his creations were pretty good, consider-
ing he’d few resources with which to work. Albert never received 
toys or gifts, unless you counted the books his mother periodically 
brought home.

He made a right on Washington Boulevard, then turned left on 
Otterbein Street before ducking into an abandoned alley. He got 
out of the truck and removed the costume and his boots with their 
thick heels and raised inserts. He left on only the black bodysuit 
and gloves.

Balling up the discarded items, he threw them against the build-
ing and headed back to the truck. He leaned over the driver’s seat 
and pulled out a twelve-ounce bottle of gasoline from the glove 
compartment, poured it on the small bundle against the wall. 

Striking the match, he hesitated, changed his mind and blew it 
out. He picked up the garment and the boots and tossed them in a 
nearby dumpster then followed them with his gloves before tossing 
in a match. He watched the container erupt in flames. 

The orange and amber light danced on his bodysuit and the 
truck. Grinning, he climbed back into the F-150 and drove off.



CHAPTER 8

ALBERT CHECKED THE clock. He’d reached Interstate 
395 two minutes faster than his best dry run, despite the 
moments he wasted watching the fire. He entered the main 

artery and changed to the center lane. Reaching the fifty-five miles 
per hour speed limit, he turned on the police radio and fidgeted 
with the volume. The police hadn’t arrived, yet. He smiled at their 
lack of response time. He’d counted on it. 

Careful not to speed and to properly signal on lane changes, 
his eyes rotated from the passenger side to the driver side to the rear 
view mirror, assessing if the law was on his ass. Becoming increas-
ingly confident he’d gotten away with it, his vigilance vanished and 
his thoughts intruded on the drama playing out over the air waves. 

White-knuckled, choking the steering wheel, he steamed over 
the continued mistreatment by his co-workers. Just last night, Victor 
Ortega acted like a giant asshole again—for no reason, no provoca-
tion whatsoever. 

Albert had called him a dumb spic under his breath, thinking 
Victor was out of range because he was all the way at the end of the 
corridor. Apparently not, he had run at him cursing, took a swing at 
his head. It was the first time Albert called him anything like that—
out loud, anyway—and the first time Victor actually tried to hurt 
him. Not only was this jerk physically imposing, but also well-liked. 
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No one would’ve helped the nineteen-year-old if he was getting his 
ass kicked. So he kowtowed as usual, laying it on extra thick and 
apologizing repeatedly before slinking away.

It burned him up to have to be so compliant, but he knew if 
the skirmish escalated they would’ve all ganged up on him, and 
he’d probably have lost his job to boot. For the remainder of work, 
Victor and his brother Hector kept antagonizing him and making 
obscene gestures. Albert ignored them and went about his duties, 
head bowed, humming Mozart’s Piano Concerto Number Seven, fan-
tasizing about how he’d exact revenge. After work, he packed up 
without looking at anyone and left.

He slammed the steering wheel. 
“Assholes!” 
They crossed the line. If Victor takes a swing at him again or 

harasses him nonstop, they’ll be sorry. He wasn’t going to accept that 
from anyone, including the other jerks with whom he worked at 
Marty’s. Today, right here, it’s the dawn of a new day. He now had 
everything necessary to protect himself, retaliate if needed, or launch 
an offensive. 

Stealing was easy. He did it often, but this pawnshop gig was 
a rush, perfectly executed. He was beginning to understand he was 
better than those idiots he worked with, smarter than everyone else, 
including the police. So if it got to the point it was no longer toler-
able, Victor and Hector would get their comeuppance, rue the day 
they decided to ever fuck with him. 

Albert turned off at his exit. There were few others on this 
remaining stretch of Interstate almost at the most western point 
of Maryland. The community where he lived had many dirt roads, 
maybe as many as paved ones. His street didn’t even have a sign, 
and there were only two other homes within walking distance of the 
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sad, dilapidated house where he’d spent his life. It would’ve probably 
taken a good twenty-five minutes to reach either by foot. 

While growing up, he’d experienced tremendous isolation. No 
one came around his place, heard his screams, or was aware of the 
pain and secrets that haunted the property, even knew of his exis-
tence. He’d spent most of his childhood afraid, a good portion feel-
ing helpless and alone. He’d read about better lives and kinder exis-
tences, but concluded long ago that there were probably few who 
actually lived that type of life, and, in all likelihood, it was just a 
fabrication, or at a minimum a great exaggeration.

His truck pulled into the dirt and gravel driveway and stopped 
in front of the rundown shed set at the back of the property to the 
right of the house. Albert got out and unlocked the chipped door 
with flaking white paint. He pulled away the rotting chest he’d 
placed at the back of the structure off to the side and lifted the dirt-
covered scrap wood that concealed the larger than a manhole open-
ing hidden beneath. It’d taken the better part of two years to exca-
vate the underground area completely.

He’d contemplated doing it since he had turned twelve and ini-
tially dug sporadically. After his fifteenth birthday, he began spend-
ing large chunks of his days on the project, digging it out when his 
dad was away or passed out. Over the last few years, Albert became 
convinced he was the only one who’d still go to the shed. He didn’t 
think his dad had any idea it now had a basement whose floor area 
was many times that of the small structure atop it.

Returning to the truck, he went around the passenger side and 
removed the duffel full of stolen items, as well as the loose guns and 
rifle. He carried them inside and lowered them into the hole, orga-
nized them on the primitive shelf system he fashioned, then went to 
the house. 

His father, spread-eagled on the couch, eyes closed, bellowed 
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like a farm-animal with each irregularly spaced exhalation. The usual 
empty ice cream bowl teetered on his pregnant-looking belly. His 
left arm hung over the couch, loosely grasping a beer bottle. 

The Philadelphia Phillies had won the National League Pennant 
yesterday, and his dad apparently hadn’t stopped celebrating. It had 
been fifteen years since they last won before losing in the World 
Series. He had been four at the time, yet remembered that night like 
it was yesterday. 

In his mind’s eye he could see his dad seated at the kitchen 
table, guzzling beers, listening to the game on the small, old, black 
transistor radio with big silver knobs and a broken speaker grate. 
The casing was cracked in spots and the top half of the antenna had 
been snapped off, and it no longer folded. 

The voices that came out of that radio were, for the longest 
time, all that brought any part of the outside world into the house. 
They didn’t even have a phone, and his dad’s beat-up old truck was 
the only vehicle.

Ear next to the radio, head on the table, beer in his hand, his 
dad jumped up with each bad call and flailed his arms and cursed. 
That night he was more out of control than normal, and his mother 
paid the price.

“Ben,” she’d said in a voice barely above a whisper. “I need 
you to take me to town tomorrow to do a food shop,” speaking no 
louder or stronger than when she’d said his name. Albert hung on 
the door jamb, his foot wrapped around the thick wood, waiting to 
ask his mommy if she could read him his favorite Hardy Boy book. 

His dad ignored her. He didn’t even look up.
“Did you hear me?” she asked a little louder. “”Can you take me 

to the stores and the market to buy food tomorrow?”
Albert froze. He could feel it in the air. It was coming. He stood 

transfixed, his dad’s red face hovering over the table. He began 
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inching backward into the darkness of the other room, watching 
his father from the shadows as the bastard lifted his head in what 
appeared like frame-by-frame motion.

“You stupid nagging whore, can’t I have a minute of peace?” 
His mother stood tentatively with a confused expression.
“What are you staring at, you sorry bitch?” 
“I’m sorry, Ben, I—”
He charged at her and tackled her, pounded and kicked her, 

then dragged her into their bedroom. 
Her bloody face and shrill screams remained pasted to the walls 

of Albert’s mind who, many years later, still vividly recalled his sense 
of terror.How the warm pee soaked his pajamas bottoms and turned 
cold almost immediately. 

Every night there was a reason for his dad to drink, a lot. The 
only difference now was he was too big and his father too old and 
unhealthy to hurt him any longer. And she…she wasn’t around to 
beat on anymore. 

Though he understood intellectually his father wasn’t much of 
a threat any longer, sometimes his initial response was still to be 
flooded by fear.



CHAPTER 9 

THE DAY HIS father lost his job because he wasn’t able to 
work any longer was like Albert had been pardoned and set 
free. He’d been lounging around reading The Silence of the 

Lambs when he heard truck tires grinding into the gravel. He sat up 
and cocked his head—a car door slammed. Moments later there was 
the sound of feet being dragged up rickety stairs. Keys jangled and 
were fumbled about before poking at the lock’s casing like someone 
was trying to locate the slit. 

Albert peered over at the entrance. When the door opened in a 
hesitating fashion as if being pushed on by the wind, the noise and 
smells of the outside rushed into the living room 

His father entered the house with his head down and shoulders 
slumped. He shut the door hard. Not an angry slam, but a definitive 
forceful thud like he was closing it on someone or something. He 
leaned on the knob like it was the only thing keeping him from fall-
ing over. He turned toward the kitchen and limped to the refrigera-
tor, moaning as he struggled along. 

Albert heard the tearing of a beer can tab, and a chair scraping 
against the kitchen’s unfinished cement floor. Odd, how his father 
didn’t say a word. The conspicuous absence of “Where are you, 
dumb-ass?” and the tirade that usually came afterwards. Albert got 
up and walked over to him, leaned against the doorjamb. 
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His father sat slouched on the high-backed, wood-spindled 
chair, twirling a beer can between his palms resting on top the 
dented and scratched pine table.

“I need you to go and pick up some things.” He pulled out the 
squished pack of cigarettes from the breast pocket of the dirty old 
lumberjack shirt, stained and untucked in spots. He placed a ciga-
rette between his lips. “Oh, but don’t go to the local store, go a few 
towns away.” 

“A few towns away?” Albert folded his arms and leaned his head 
in, eyes practically bulging.

“That’s right.”
Albert squinted, rubbed his chin. Silence bathed the room for a 

few long seconds. “I don’t know where it is or have any money.”
“I’ll tell you how to go.” The older man stretched out his leg 

with some discomfort and reached into his pants pocket, pulling out 
a wad of crumpled bills. “Take this. It’s my final pay. Get beer and 
cigarettes, crap for the house.” 

“Your final pay? What’d you mean?” 
“What are you a goddamn parrot? What’s so hard to under-

stand? I don’t got work anymore, dumb ass. Isn’t that obvious you 
stupid genius?”

“Can’t you get another job?”
“Are you kidding? Look at me. I can’t even get around the house 

good anymore. Again, isn’t that obvious, you fucking genius? Shit, 
you’re an idiot.” He smacked the side of his head. “I don’t know why 
that woman thought you were profoundly gifted.” His dad’s voice 
became unnaturally high on the last two words, and his face had 
a put-on, snooty expression as he twirled his index finger in small 
circles. His expression then became twisted in anger. “You‘re a pro-
found moron, that’s what you are, always have been a dumb ass. So 
stop your whining, you little girl.” He smacked the table. “You’re 
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sixteen, be a man and do something other than lying around here 
eating my food.” 

The rarely used reference to his dead mother quieted him and 
made him sad and nostalgic for a moment. “But I don’t have a driv-
er’s license.” Albert came over to the table and sat across from his 
father. “I’ve never been off the property, other than when you were 
teaching me to drive. I don’t know….” 

His father struggled out of the chair.
Albert stood.
The old man pressed his cigarette into the ashtray with author-

ity, and twisted it over and over as he stared hard at his son. “Don’t 
lie to me boy. I’ve heard the truck tires on the gravel late at night 
when you think I’m asleep. Where the hell you’ve been going?”

Albert took a step back. “I’m sorry. I—”
“Stop!”
Albert flinched.
“I don’t give a shit about that as long as you don’t cause me 

any trouble.” He lit another Pall Mall and eased himself back into 
the chair.

“Starting tomorrow you’re going to find a job.” He exhaled and 
the smoke rose, curling around itself before breaking up and dissi-
pating. “Don’t worry about the license thing. Just don’t speed or do 
something stupid that’s going to get you pulled over.” 

“A job?”
The old man shifted in the chair and hacked his brains out. He 

swigged the beer. “Yes, a job,” he repeated back in a high-pitched 
voice. “How the hell else we going to live? Shit, you really are a 
moron.” His father buried his forehead in his hands and shook it 
side-to-side, laughing until it turned into a coughing fit. It took a 
few moments for him to regain control of himself. “Holy crap, you 
don’t have any common sense, boy. Do you?”
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Albert’s eyes rolled into the top of his eye sockets as his head 
went backward like his pupils were being pulled by little weights. 
Stopping inches from his shoulders, his head slowly returned to an 
upright position.

“Can’t I just do your job?”
“No, that’s not possible.”
“Then what?”
“Then go find a job like everyone else. But not close to here. 

Holy shit! I should come over there and smack some sense into you, 
boy. Now go while it’s still light out.” 

*

Going to the store was an experience—figuring things out, seeing 
strangers, accounting for what he owed and the change due him. 
The whole experience was heady and surreal, empowering. 

The guy at the cash register called him “stranger,” asked if he 
needed help. Albert didn’t respond and walked up and down the 
aisle, picking up items, examining them. 

“Can I help you?” The clerk came from behind.
Albert continued forward, not paying attention. 
“Looking for anything particular?” The man stepped in front of 

him, appearing bothered.
Albert tilted his head, sized him up, shook his head no. 
“Where you from?” asked the clerk. “Not around these parts? I 

don’t think I’ve seen you.” 
Albert didn’t answer, went methodically about the business of 

shopping. He placed the items on the counter, went to the back of 
the store, and returned with two six-packs of beer. 

“Where are the Pall Malls? I need a carton.”
The clerk set it down and started to ring up the order. Before 

he’d even finished, Albert pushed money toward him. 
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“That’ll be twenty-three dollars and seventy cents, please.”
“No. Wrong. It’s twenty-two dollars and fifty-seven cents,” and 

he pushed the money closer. “There it is.” 
The clerk looked at the receipt and squinted, brought the paper 

closer. It was the exact amount before sales taxes. 
“How the hell did you do that so fast? But you forgot the tax.”
“The tax?”
“Are you kidding me? What are you, some kind of joker? 

Seriously, how’d you add all that up so fast in your head? You writ-
ing it down, trying to prank me?”

Albert threw the one dollar and thirteen cents on the counter, 
then scooped up the large cardboard box and put it on his hip. He 
felt stupid and confused. He’d read about sales tax, but had for-
got all about it. He paid without checking because the difference 
wasn’t much.

The next day Albert awoke early and set out to find work. No 
one at the next two towns was willing to hire him without experi-
ence, verifiable skills or references. So he kept on heading further 
east with the same result. He struggled to hold a conversation, and 
the awkwardness was like being encased in slime, thick and hard 
to breathe.

Further and further from home he traveled. The towns became 
bigger, and his search ended up taking him all the way to Baltimore. 
The businesses in poor areas seemed more willing to hire him 
without many questions or paperwork. Albert accepted a job with 
Marty’s Janitorial Services in one of the worst commercial areas in 
the city. There weren’t that many options.



CHAPTER 10

ON THE OUTSKIRTS of Baltimore, sounds of distant 
emergency vehicles violated what was normally a quiet com-
munity. Splashes of brilliant reds, amber swirls and dark 

smoke rose into the starless sky, and the scent of wood burning 
and other noxious odors filled the air. Fear spread as quickly as the 
flames, panic as thick as molasses. 

Two guys jogging north on the tree-lined residential street came 
to an abrupt halt. 

“What the hell? The whole block’s on fire,” the taller of the two 
said, bent at the waist with hands on his hips, breathing hard. 

“The Robertson’s house is totally engulfed. Shit. Must’ve started 
there and spread,” his running companion said as he sprinted toward 
the house. 

The other guy took off after him. “How can the fire department 
just now be on their way? Are you kidding me?”

“Holy shit! Up there.” The first one to reach the front lawn 
pointed. “On the second floor.”

Two small figures pounded on the tempered glass. Fire danced 
behind their excited silhouettes, their screams barely audible. 

“See if you can find a ladder,” the taller one yelled while 
keeping his eyes trained on the window. The entire bottom floor 
was consumed.
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His friend returned in minutes. “Found one on the side of 
Mitchell’s house. Should be long enough,” he said, dropping the 
bottom of it on the ground and pushing the top of it against the 
house. His friend helped position it under the window. The taller of 
the two scrambled up the rungs. 

“Do you think you can reach them?” The other called after him.
Yelling as he climbed past the halfway point, “A little short, but 

I think it’ll be okay.” Then he paused and looked at his friend below. 
“Listen, I may have to throw the kids down. Be prepared to catch 
them.” He wiped his forehead with his shirt. “Get a few others, and 
if you can, a big sheet or something to act as a net.” He looked off in 
the distance “Where’s the damn fire department?”

“I don’t know, sounded like they were around the corner. But 
here comes Bob Reiner and his sons. One of them has a blanket, the 
other kid a first aid kit.”

The man continued to scurry up the remaining rungs, broke the 
glass with his fist. A wall of dense smoke attacked him. Swinging 
a leg up and over the sill, he pushed through the formless barrier. 
Within moments, he emerged with a child on his back, another 
clutched to his chest.

“Tyler’s missing! Please help us!” came shouts from a few houses 
away, a half-dressed couple and their kids, still in pajamas, were run-
ning in circles like they were disoriented.

Across other backyards and front lawns similar scenes were play-
ing out. Families were fighting for their homes and lives. 

*

Running toward the tall beech trees beyond the shrubs and wild 
grass, heading away from the heat and destruction, was Albert clad 
in black down to his shoes and socks, wearing the same body suit 
and ski mask he’d used two years ago in the pawnshop robbery.
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A portable police scanner cradled under one arm, his free hand 
steadying the Rubber Duckie antenna. He turned every few feet to 
watch the blazes, laughing maniacally before swinging round and 
proceeding in full stride.

He reached the tree line where he’d set up camp, three hundred 
yards or so north of the chaos. He flopped down on the folding 
chair and watched the commotion, his heavy breathing the byprod-
uct of a hasty escape. 

He opened a bag of Doritos and also a can of Yoo-hoo. He 
whispered excitedly while he munched on the chips. Chewed pieces 
sprayed from his mouth from time to time. 

He was absorbed by the degree of destruction, wondered what 
it’d be like for someone to be caught in the intense heat, feel the 
pain of searing skin, the fetid odor of melted flesh and burnt hair. 
Do people smell like animals when they burn? He remembered hoping 
he was going to find out.


