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ALWAYS LEARNING

PEARSON


To Marv,

who started being my dad long before he married my mom.

Thanks.


An election is a moral horror, as bad
as a battle except for the blood.

—GEORGE BERNARD SHAW
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JUNE 23, 1975, OJAI, CALIFORNIA

Jenny straddled Tom’s lap in the backseat, her tongue deep in his mouth. The Eagles wailed on the radio. He lifted his hands under her blouse to her breasts. She ground herself into his crotch and he let out a groan. Tom’s erection threatened to tear through the zipper of his pants. They’d been here so many times before. He knew he’d have to stop soon.

Tom and Jenny came to the overlook near the creek bridge every night now. They didn’t even make a pretense of going to the movies or out for a burger. Just hours of dry humping and kissing before curfew. Then Jenny, as if an alarm clock went off in her head, would pull back and rearrange her clothes, put her bra back on, and tell him to start driving home.

Tom thought he’d explode if this kept up much longer, but he forced himself to stay patient. As frustrated as he got, Jenny was the hottest chick he’d ever seen, let alone touched. Unlike most seventeen-year-old guys, he could be a little patient. Tom wasn’t about to blow this chance.

She moaned and ground harder. Tom’s eyes crossed under his closed lids. She broke away for a moment, both of them gasping for air.

“We should stop,” he managed to choke out.

She reared back from him. Her mouth spread into a grin. “Fuck that,” she said, and laughed. With one swift move, her blouse was off and over her head. “Fuck me,” she said to Tom.

He didn’t have to be told twice. His pants became a ball on the floor of the Buick. She shimmied out of her own tight jeans and underwear, and then pulled him on top of her again. God, they were both naked, this was really going to happen, they were really about to do it…

Tom hesitated.

“What?” Jenny said. “I swear to God, if you tell me you don’t have a rubber—”

Tom tried to look out the window. It was totally steamed over by their breathing.

“I thought I heard something.”

She smiled at him. She thought he was stalling. “You don’t have to be nervous. I want to do this. Really.”

“So do I,” he said. He thought he heard the sound again. Like something swishing through the tall grass at the side of the road.

“You didn’t hear that?”

She shook her head. “You’re not scared of the Char-Man, are you?”

They both laughed. The Char-Man was an old story, passed along from senior to freshman at Nordhoff High. Supposedly some guy was caught in a big fire back in the ’40s, and had gone insane from his hideous burns. Now he lurked in the woods near the bridge and attacked anyone foolish enough to be caught out after dark. It was a joke. Nothing more.

Sure, bodies had turned up over the years. A couple kids from school went missing. And yes, a few weeks ago, there was that story in the paper about the dead hitchhiker by the bridge. But bad stuff happened. Everyone said the same thing—“The Char-Man got them.” But they smirked when they said it.

Tom looked at her. This was what he’d wanted for so long. What was he waiting for?

“I’m not scared,” he said.

She smiled and leaned back a little. He could see everything. Jesus, she was beautiful.

All Tom could think was, Oh man oh man oh man oh man.

Then there was the terrible scraping noise of metal on metal.

Tom and Jenny both turned toward the sound in time to see the door of Tom’s Buick peeled away like the pop-top of a beer can.

A huge man stood framed in the weak glow of the dome light. He only stood there a split second, but Tom knew he would never be able to erase the image from his mind. A full-sized ax looked like a toy hatchet in one of his hands. His clothes were ragged leather, sewn together in irregular patches. And the smell—the smell was like a sewer below a slaughterhouse. It hit them like a physical slap.

Worst of all was his face: skin hanging on the skull in long yellowish drips, like wax melted and left to cool in place, crisscrossed with blackened scabs that oozed fresh blood.

The Char-Man. He was real.

Tom had no time to recover from the shock. The Char-Man’s hand darted into the car, impossibly quick, and yanked Jenny from the backseat. She fell on the ground.

Tom could hear her screaming. His own mouth was open and his throat was raw. He realized he’d been screaming the whole time too. He scuttled back as far as he could into the corner of the seat.

The Char-Man roared with frustration and reared out of the open door. A second later, the blade of the ax bit through the roof of the car directly above Tom’s head. It began to move, drawn back through the metal and upholstery like a knife. The Char-Man was literally slicing the roof open to get to Tom.

His eyes darted out the open door. He saw Jenny, frozen with shock.

He managed to form a single word. “Run!” he screamed.

That broke her from her daze. She got to her feet, tripped, fell, and got up again.

Tom heard the tortured metal of the car give way. The roof was suddenly open to the night sky, distant stars completely oblivious to what was going on beneath them. A shadow blotted them out as the hideous shape loomed above him. Tom’s eyes darted involuntarily back to Jenny, who barely seemed to be moving at all. She had just made the edge of the road when Tom heard the grunt from above.

The Char-Man had seen her, too. If it was possible to read that melted nightmare of a face, Tom saw frustration. The Char-Man was not about to lose one of his victims.

Tom saw the Char-Man lift the ax and cock it back over his shoulder. He knew what was coming next. He tried to yell, but the blade flew before Tom could draw a breath.

It spun end-over-end in a perfect spiral toward the back of Jenny’s head.

As if she could sense it coming, Jenny turned and looked. Tom saw tears streaming from her eyes as the ax whirled like a rotor through the dark.

Then, out of nowhere, a hand snatched it from midair.

For a moment, everything stopped. Tom and Jenny went silent. The Char-Man stood like a statue. They all looked at the man who had not been there only a second earlier.

He didn’t seem much older than Tom. He was just a guy in a cheap suit. He certainly didn’t seem anywhere near as powerful as the Char-Man. But he wasn’t afraid.

Tom could see one unusual thing about him: he wore, under the open throat of his shirt collar, a metal cross that glinted in the moonlight. It was so at odds with the rest of his outfit and his square haircut.

The young man looked at the ax, then at the Char-Man, and finally broke the awful silence.

“You dropped this,” he said. “By all means, have it back.”

He hurled the ax. It spun through the air even faster than before, a pinwheeling blur that ruffled Tom’s hair.

He seemed to hear the impact seconds after it must have happened. A deep, hollow thunk—as if the ax hit wood rather than bone and meat.

The Char-Man stared at the ax lodged deep into the space between his eyes. Then he toppled over.

Hands grabbed Tom. He was being hustled from the car by someone else—another man, not so young, wearing a suit as well. Clearly a plainclothes cop, Tom thought, despite the shaggy sideburns. The guy pulled a gun from a shoulder rig, and that was all the confirmation Tom needed.

“Come on, kid, move,” the cop said. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

Tom realized they were jogging toward the young man and Jenny. The man had given Jenny his coat.

“But—wait, what’s going on?” Tom wanted to know what was happening. Why were they running? “What about my car?”

They reached Jenny. The cop was still hustling them toward the road. A car waited there, exhaust puffing from the tailpipe.

The young man gave Tom a look that chilled him as deeply as the sight of the Char-Man. “Answers later,” he said. “Move now.”

“Who are you?” Tom asked.

“Shut up and get in the damn car,” the cop ordered, and Tom and Jenny complied. They piled into the backseat. The young man stood by the passenger side while the cop got behind the wheel.

Just as he put the car into drive, the engine died. The sudden quiet lay over them like a shroud.

“Ah, damn,” the cop said. He jerked at the shifter and tried to restart the car.

The young man stood by the door, watching the spot where the Char-Man lay. “Too late now,” he said. “I’ll handle this.”

“I can get it,” the cop said as he turned the key. He put his whole arm into the motion, as if he could hand-crank the engine back to life.

“No, you can’t,” the young man said. “It always works like this. The engine always stops. The phone is always dead. The police always go to the wrong address. It’s just the way the world is around him.”

“What are you talking about?” Tom demanded. “He’s dead. We’re safe now, right?”

A bellow of rage answered him. Tom looked over at the body by his ruined car.

Slowly, the Char-Man rose, the ax still deep in his skull.

“God damn it,” the cop said.

“Don’t blaspheme,” the young man said.

Tom was speechless. Jenny just kept saying, “No, no, no, no, no,” over and over.

With one hand, the Char-Man gripped the handle of the ax. A firm yank, and it came loose. His face was now split in half. Tom could see the wound filling with blood, the skin dripping over it already. In a moment, it would be one more scar among many.

The cop had his gun up. He turned to the young man, who stood waiting. “You sure about this, Cade?”

The Char-Man advanced on them one slow, confident step at a time.

The young man—Cade, the older guy called him—smiled. “Looking forward to it.”

Tom turned to face him. He was about to ask if the guy was out of his fucking mind. You’d need a tank— Hell, you’d need an army to kill that thing.

But he stopped before any of that could leave his mouth.

He saw teeth. Not teeth. Fangs.

Cade wasn’t human, any more than the Char-Man. They were both something other.

Cade moved. Tom blinked, and he was gone—there was a puff of dust on the ground, and then he was on the Char-Man. Together, they hit Tom’s car hard enough to crumple the frame.

The cop stepped out of the driver’s seat and opened the back door. He waved impatiently to Jenny and Tom. “We need to run,” he said.

Tom and Jenny were still moving like molasses. Their bare feet hit asphalt. It was like they couldn’t get their bodies to respond. They couldn’t stop looking at the Char-Man. Tom didn’t know why everything seemed so goddamn slow.

The cop tried to pull them along. Jenny wouldn’t budge. “We can’t just leave him,” Jenny said. There were more sounds from the fight—awful, inhuman sounds.

Tom looked back. Cade didn’t look like he was winning. The Char-Man swung the ax at his head, driving him back toward Tom’s car and the edge of the overlook. A few more steps and he’d be backed up against empty air.

Cade stepped toward Tom’s car rather than closer to the ravine. The move cost him. The Char-Man took a big chunk of flesh from the side of Cade’s ribs.

Cade curled in pain. His back was exposed to the Char-Man, his arms against the car for support.

The Char-Man lifted his ax with both hands and prepared to deliver the final blow.

“We really should have run,” the cop said.

The ax fell like a meteor from the sky.

Tom heard something. He realized what it was later. But he saw the fanged smile again and he knew that the Char-Man had been fooled just as they had.

Cade spun, impossibly fast again, and got under the hulk of the Char-Man. Unbalanced, falling forward, the Char-Man was helpless as Cade lifted him up into the air.

Right over the door post of the car, jagged and exposed from where the Char-Man had torn back the roof.

The Char-Man landed with a sickening noise. The door post tore through his abdomen, pinning him like an insect in a shoe-box diorama.

It didn’t kill him.

He wriggled and struggled. Tom realized the Char-Man was trying to get a handhold or foothold so he could push himself up and off the metal that impaled him.

But Cade would not give him the time or the chance.

Cade was already at the front of Tom’s car, pushing as hard as he could. The car moved. Tom had set the emergency brake. It snapped under the strain.

The wheels rolled freely after that. Driven by nothing more than Cade, Tom’s car began rolling toward the edge of the overlook.

The Char-Man seemed to realize what was happening. He doubled his efforts. He began to turn, to try to tear the door post through his side rather than pull himself off it.

He almost made it.

Then Cade sent the car over the edge and down into the ravine.

Tom didn’t know why, but he had to see what happened next. Without thinking, he ran to the edge of the overlook.

The car bounced once on the rocks and crumpled. Then it rolled over, crushing the Char-Man before it slipped into the water and vanished.

Cade stood there for a long moment. Tom realized Jenny and the cop were both right next to him. They all watched the surface of the water.

Nothing. Not so much as a bubble.

“Is he dead?” Jenny asked.

Cade seemed to ignore her. “Try the car,” he told the cop.

The cop walked back to the road. Tom heard the engine start like it was still on a showroom floor.

“Dead enough,” Cade said to Jenny. “For now.”

They all drove back to town together. Jenny kept Cade’s coat, and the cop—he said his name was Griff—found a dusty blanket in the trunk for Tom.

They dropped the teenagers off at the local hospital with a good-enough cover story: Tom and Jenny had parked on the overlook without setting the brake. They got out just before the car went over, taking their clothes with it. People would laugh at them and their parents would be furious. But that all seemed very small to Tom now. They were alive. His perspective had just grown much wider, if a little darker.

The cop, Griff, whatever he was, warned them never to tell anyone the truth. People would think they were crazy. This was better left forgotten.

Jenny looked at Tom like he should say something. But Tom only watched as the cop left them behind.

Jenny never really forgave him for staying quiet, even if they did end up having sex—indoors only—all summer long. That small betrayal, that tiny bit of cowardice, was enough to drive a wedge between them that would lead to Jenny dumping him before she went to college.

Tom didn’t care.

Cade, for his part, didn’t say another word to them. And Tom was grateful.

Tom married someone other than Jenny, did well in real estate, had two kids, divorced, and married again. He grew into a prosperous middle age, gained twenty more pounds and learned to golf.

Most days he could almost believe it was something that happened to someone else, like a ghost story or a UFO sighting.

But he could never forget the sound he heard when he saw Cade’s smile, right after he’d impaled the Char-Man.

Cade was laughing. He sounded happy.

The Char-Man had nearly killed Tom. But it was that laughter that echoed in Tom’s nightmares for the rest of his life.
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Bogeyman. The word comes from the Russian, bog, meaning “god.”

—Peter Levenda, Sinister Forces



SEPTEMBER 20, 2012, THE OVAL OFFICE,
WHITE HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

The President of the United States was afraid.

Zach Barrows had worked personally with President Samuel Curtis for eight years, starting as a campaign volunteer in high school. He’d seen Curtis at the end of twenty-four-hour campaign marathons, in the small hours of the morning weighing a missile strike, playing ball with his son, and dealing with dangers that staggered the imagination. It was safe to say Zach knew the president as well as anyone in the White House, with the possible exception of his wife. Curtis regarded an emotional display the same way he’d look at grime on the cuff of one of his immaculately cut suits: he didn’t put up with it. But Zach could see the fear.

And when the man who commanded a nuclear arsenal and the greatest military in history was frightened, it meant that something other than human intervention was required.

That, unfortunately, was part of Zach’s job every day now. That was where Nathaniel Cade came in.

Cade stood next to Zach on the Oval Office carpet. Cade was a vampire.

Zach remembered how he’d laughed when he first heard that.

Then he actually met Cade. Although Cade looked like a fairly normal guy in his twenties—maybe a little pale—he exuded an aura of menace. People had been known to start gibbering uncontrollably just by standing near him. Zach figured this was an inborn survival mechanism in humans; the fight-or-flight response telling the brain to get the hell away from this thing before it turns you into lunch. In response, Zach had wet his pants.

The laughs were few and far between after that.

Zach once thought he’d be the president’s chief of staff—the youngest in history—but instead found himself shanghaied into a world that, for most people, simply didn’t exist. The conspiracy theorists had it all wrong, he’d been told. Werewolves, zombies, demons, witches, and various other creatures had all been on this planet for a long time, waiting in the dark for their chances to feast on human blood and souls. The United States had been fighting a holding action against these horrors almost since it was founded. The entire secret history of America was a record of this war. Like an infectious disease, every time there was an outbreak, the government did its best to contain it quietly and quickly.

In 1867, the country found the right weapon for the fight. Cade was discovered on a ship that ran aground outside Boston Harbor. At some point in the long journey, he killed and fed on the other members of the crew. He had chewed through their flesh and sucked the meat dry of all blood. A half-dozen soldiers shot him at point-blank range without killing him when he was found.

For the first time in its history, the United States government had captured a vampire.

But rather than destroy him, then-President Andrew Johnson bound him to serve the United States with a blood oath administered by the voodoo queen Marie Laveau. Cade was sworn to follow all lawful orders of the president and his appointed representatives, then turned against the other creatures of the night.

Cade was stronger, faster and tougher than anything human. And in almost one hundred fifty years, there wasn’t a monster in the world he hadn’t killed at one time or another.

President Curtis selected Zach to serve as a liaison to Cade when Cade’s previous handler, William H. Griffin, was due to retire. Zach was the first political operative to fill a job that ordinarily went to ex-FBI, ex-CIA, and ex–Special Ops. Zach still wondered occasionally if he was being punished for a one-time fling with the First Daughter in the Lincoln Bedroom.

After three years, Zach had to admit the job was interesting. At the very least, Cade hadn’t tried to eat him yet.

“We have a problem,” the president said. “Earlier tonight, Brent Kirkman—one of the advance staffers on my campaign—was killed along with a local volunteer.”

“Jesus Christ,” Zach said.

Cade gave Zach a look. The vampire wore a cross around his neck, using the pain as a tool to combat his thirst. He was still a believer, even if he knew he’d never get to Heaven himself. “Someone has to protect the meek until they can inherit the earth” was his only explanation. Zach still didn’t understand how that worked, but he usually knew not to take the name of the Lord in vain. Cade hated that.

But Brent—Brent had been a friend.

“You knew him?” Curtis asked.

Zach nodded. “We were both on the Illinois staff when we started.”

The president nodded. “You may not want to look at this, then.”

He lifted a folder and handed it to Cade. Cade flipped through it in seconds, his face never changing expression.

Zach took it. He swallowed hard to keep his lunch. Despite all he’d seen on the job—and it was a lot—he never got accustomed to all the ways a human body could be degraded and ruined in death.

It was hard to tell where one corpse ended and the other began. They were carved up, skin and organs and bones sheared clean through, the torsos laid open like a biology experiment. Muscle and fat were sliced cleanly off their frames. Blood stained the walls of the tight, confined space around the bodies.

Zach figured out why he was having such a hard time understanding the pictures. Suddenly, the images made sense, like a vase resolving itself out of the silhouette of two faces. The woman had been on the man’s lap when they were killed. They were intertwined with each other when someone had hacked them to bits.

“What did that to them?” he asked.

“We had the FBI do a rush analysis. Fortunately, it was a very distinctive weapon,” the president said. “Blade was too thin to be a standard ax or hatchet, but too thick to be a machete. The blade got stuck in the bone at one point. He was able to match the metal traces with a military survival ax. Used to clear brush from World War Two to Vietnam. Also slices through people pretty good, as you can see.”

A picture was helpfully included in the folder. The tool had a handle like a pirate sword’s grip and ended in a wicked hook at the end of a curved blade. It looked mean.

“I didn’t see anything about this on the news,” Zach said.

“And you won’t,” the president said. “We’ve got the crime scene locked down and we’re invoking the Patriot Act to keep the murder of Mr. Kirkman and the volunteer out of the public record. You should understand better than anyone, Zach.”

He did, all too well; Zach still watched the polls between zombie outbreaks. The president’s reelection campaign was in trouble.

Curtis had been riding a wave of high ratings after the attempt on his life in the White House three years earlier. For an all-too-brief time, insulting him was like burning the American flag. Even the commentators at Fox had to smile when they said his name. At that point, reelection looked like a walk.

Unfortunately, the president and his advisers underestimated the rage. People wanted to blame someone—anyone—for the economy’s ongoing death march, and Curtis was the man behind the big desk. People wanted to see some return on the billions of dollars funneled to the banks and financial giants in the bailouts, and all they got were foreclosure notices and pink slips. The end result was record profits for the people who’d blown a hole beneath the waterline of the U.S. economy. As far as the electorate was concerned, Curtis might as well have signed the multimillion-dollar bonus checks to the bankers personally.

Still, it was more than just the issues. The fury running across America was almost visible, a red mist that burned like tear gas in the eyes, sending regular people into frothing, teeth-gnashing tantrums on TV every night. It didn’t matter what the topic was; there was always someone ready to howl with outrage over it.

Curtis had the massive advantages of incumbency, not to mention an unprecedented billion-dollar campaign war chest, in his favor. But his party got stomped hard in the midterms—“a real pasting” is how Curtis put it the morning after the results—and he’d been playing a defensive game ever since.

He was battered daily by attacks that shouldn’t have made the back page of the supermarket tabloids: he was secretly a Satan worshipper; no, worse, he was an atheist; he’d sold the national park system to Saudi Arabia; he had given the codes to the nuclear arsenal to the United Nations; and the old reliable from the 2008 election, that Samuel Curtis was the Antichrist himself. Zach sometimes wondered how an admittedly rather half-assed attempt to give health care to poor people ignited such raw hatred, but hey, that was politics.

Campaigns were stories more than anything else, and Zach could feel the narrative thickening like quicksand around Curtis’s feet: Jimmy Carter. High gas prices, the economy flatlining, wars and tension in the Middle East—it all added up to the same ending: loser.

If the media heard about Kirkman getting murdered while screwing a volunteer, that would become the whole story: a president so unpopular anyone connected to him was actually in danger. It had just the right elements to appeal to the 24/7 noise machine: plenty of sex and danger, with zero issues to get in the way. The pundits could regurgitate something like this for months. Curtis’s chances of winning in November would go subterranean.

Zach realized now why President Curtis was afraid. He was scared to lose.

Cade turned to the president. The slight movement made Zach twitch involuntarily. As a rule, Cade didn’t move much. But when he did, things usually died. They’d been working together almost three years, but that didn’t mean Zach was done being afraid of him.

Zach once visited an exotic animal sanctuary where the owner kept big cats—lions and tigers—he’d raised from cubs. Zach watched as he tossed a steak to one tiger for a snack. The tiger began eating. The owner took a step in its direction. The tiger gave a murmur and flicked its tail—barely a sign of annoyance. But the guy who had literally fed this animal by hand for its entire life backed away like he had touched a hot stove. “It’s still a wild animal,” he said when he saw the look on Zach’s face. “You can’t change nature.”

Zach always tried to keep that in mind about Cade.

“Why am I here?” Cade asked the president.

Vampires are not big on social graces, Zach reminded himself.

But Cade had a point. This was a murder. Awful, yes, and ugly, no question. But hardly in the same league as the things he and Cade dealt with on a daily basis. Only a week ago, they had dealt with a squad of men who’d learned to use Spontaneous Human Combustion to make themselves into living bombs; they could walk through any kind of security and simply will themselves to explode. Like all of the threats Cade dealt with, they had tapped into the occult to make themselves into something inhuman that required an inhuman response.

Only two of the SHCide bombers managed to reach their targets; the other four were easy prey for Cade.

Curtis didn’t mind Cade’s question, or didn’t show it if he did.

“This is why,” he said. He passed a single photo across the desk to Cade. “I’d like you and Zach there in person before sunrise.”

Cade scanned it. His mouth curled in a frown.

Zach felt his stomach sink again, and it wasn’t the pictures in the folder now. Cade never showed emotion. A slight frown from him was like a scream from a human. Zach was instantly on alert.

Cade spoke directly to the president. “This is not good.”

Oh shit, man the lifeboats, Zach thought. Cade says it’s bad.

Regretting it even as it came out of his mouth, Zach asked, “Somebody mind telling me exactly what we’re talking about here?”

Cade handed the photo to him.

The killer had used his victim’s blood to draw and write all over the walls. Zach had seen that already in the other crime-scene photos. But this was a close-up of one line in particular, written directly above the bodies.

It said, IT’S NICE TO BE BACK.

Zach couldn’t see why it made Cade react the way he did.

“All right,” Zach said. “I hate to admit it, but I’m lost. What makes this so terrible?”

The president looked to Cade to answer. Cade said, “Because I’ve seen it before.”

“You know who this is? Great. So we’ll pick him up—”

“As I said, it’s not that simple,” Cade said. “It’s the Boogeyman.”

Zach waited a full five seconds. Nobody laughed. If anything, the tension in the room only increased.

“The Boogeyman,” he said, just to be sure. “The Boogeyman killed an employee of the President of the United States.”

The president nodded.

Some days, Zach thought, I really hate this job.
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Hello from the gutters of N.Y.C. which are filled with dog manure, vomit, stale wine, urine and blood. Hello from the sewers of N.Y.C. which swallow up these delicacies when they are washed away by the sweeper trucks. Hello from the cracks in the sidewalks of N.Y.C. and from the ants that dwell in these cracks and feed in the dried blood of the dead that has settled into the cracks.… You can forget about me if you like because I don’t care for publicity. However you must not forget Donna Lauria and you cannot let the people forget her either. She was a very, very sweet girl but Sam’s a thirsty lad and he won’t let me stop killing until he gets his fill of blood. Mr. Breslin, sir, don’t think that because you haven’t heard from me for a while that I went to sleep. No, rather, I am still here. Like a spirit roaming the night. Thirsty, hungry, seldom stopping to rest; anxious to please Sam. I love my work.

—“Son of Sam” letter to Jimmy Breslin, May 30, 1977



SEPTEMBER 20, 2012, MANSFIELD, OHIO

The crime scene was a mess. Like everyone else, patrol officer Fred Baker stood around, unsure of what to do. Nobody on the force was used to this sort of thing. They were a small-town department. They didn’t get many homicides. Baker had only been close to dead bodies once before in his three years on the force. He’d been the first to respond when a couple cars met in a head-on near the interstate. One driver wasn’t wearing a seat belt and had been splattered all over the road. Baker took one look at the man’s skull and tossed his cookies.

Surprisingly, he didn’t throw up when he saw the carnage in the utility closet. Maybe it was because it didn’t look like anything human, at least not from the waist up. Waist down, it was easy to see what had been going on—and he wasn’t sure how they were going to handle that, either—but above, it just looked like something from a slaughterhouse.

It was too surreal for him to be sick. Like everyone else, he stood around, waiting for the state police. It wasn’t even a close call. Let them handle it. This was a nightmare.

Baker realized someone was talking to him. Her voice snapped him out of his daze. He remembered he was supposed to be keeping a perimeter.

“Move along, ma’am,” he said automatically to the woman. “This is a crime scene.”

Only then did he really see whom he was talking to. She was a gorgeous blonde—she looked like someone he’d see in a magazine. But when she spoke again, he saw what was wrong with her, as half her face turned down in an ugly sneer.

“I know it’s a crime scene, dipshit,” she snapped. “That’s why we’re here.”

Baker didn’t reply. He was staring. He knew it was rude, but he couldn’t stop himself. Half of the beautiful face simply didn’t move. It was frozen perfectly in place, as if preserved under a thick coat of shellac. The other side looked tired and angry, but the frozen part was fresh and perfectly calm.

Then she brought her creds right up to his nose, breaking his stare. He managed to read the letters “FBI” before his eyes crossed and blurred.

She pulled the badge and ID away and half-glared at him again. He felt mortified and stupid. His uncle had had a stroke, and half of his face didn’t work, either. She probably hated it when people stared, too.

“Sorry, ma’am,” he said. “I didn’t, uh, I didn’t know we’d called in any federal assistance yet.”

She was already moving past him, pulling one leg along with her in a kind of shuffle, on the same side as her immobile face. An older Latino man moved with her, lifting the crime-scene tape to allow her to get under it without stooping.

Baker’s sergeant noticed the intruders and stepped in front of them. “Hey, this is a crime scene,” he said. “What the hell are you doing?”

The blond woman sighed heavily and brought out her shield again. The Latino man did the same.

“Agent Courtney,” she said. “And this is Agent Vincent. We’re with VICAP.”

The FBI’s famous serial killers apprehension unit. The sergeant tried not to look impressed and failed.

“We didn’t call anyone,” he said. “And I don’t see how this is a federal case.” But he didn’t sound sure, so at the end his voice curled up in a kind of question mark.

“Your case might have bearing on an ongoing federal investigation,” Courtney said. Baker wondered how someone so pretty could sound so mean in just a few words. “It’s important we get a look.”

The sergeant hesitated. Baker knew he was wondering how the feebs got here before the state police. But Courtney didn’t seem interested in waiting around.

“Sergeant? You going to show us the crime scene now? Or do we have to wander around until we find it ourselves?”

Her tone got the sergeant moving again. “Baker,” he snapped. “Show the agents to the scene. Don’t disturb anything.”

Agent Courtney snorted. “Believe me, it’s not my first murder scene,” she said.

She shuffled away, and Baker scurried after her.

She and Vincent were both perfectly respectful of the scene, however. They put on gloves and booties, and Courtney put her hair under a shower cap. That was more than Baker had done, and he’d been walking around the area for almost an hour.

Courtney gently opened the door of the closet. She peered in at the wreckage.

Baker tried not to look at it, but it was simply impossible.

The man and woman had been in the act of coitus—that was how Baker would write it up in his report—with the woman against the sink in the closet, the man pressed up against her. His pants were around his ankles and her skirt was hiked up to her waist. That much was obvious.

Everything else looked like a bomb hit a slaughterhouse.

Their torsos were sliced and hacked into bits. The man’s arm had been cleanly sliced away and sat on the tile floor, still wearing its watch. The woman’s mouth was open, but only the jawline remained. From the nose up, there was nothing but broken bone and blood.

Courtney barely even noticed the bodies. Her attention was focused on the symbols and writing scrawled in blood.

She looked at Vincent. “It’s him.”

Vincent nodded.

“Who?” Baker said. He couldn’t help asking.

“Sorry,” Courtney said, using her teeth to strip off her gloves. She tossed them on the floor, already stomping away. “That’s privileged information.”

They were out the door. Baker jogged after them.

“Wait,” he said. “Aren’t you going to stay? The state police will be here soon. I’m sure they could use—”

“Not our case,” Vincent said without looking back. They moved under the crime-scene tape again, headed for an anonymous black sedan.

“But you know who this is. I heard you. Don’t you want to catch him?”

Courtney paused at the passenger door of the car. She seemed to take pity on Baker. Half her face quirked in a smile. “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “We know just what we’re going to do with him.”

She slammed the door and they drove away.

An hour later, the head of the regional FBI office showed up. He looked like he’d been rousted out of bed. He had a whole SWAT team of other federal guys and they locked down the scene. The head FBI guy simply ignored the sergeant and ordered them all around like they were fast-food jockeys.

“Did the other agents call you?” Baker asked him, trying to get a little professional respect.

Baker got nothing but a blank stare in return.

“You know. From VICAP? The serial killer guys?”

“VICAP hasn’t been anywhere near this case,” the fed said coldly. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Baker might not have been a federal agent, but he was not stupid, either. He realized he’d let unauthorized people into a crime scene; he’d be lucky if the photos didn’t show up on someone’s Facebook page.

He shut his mouth and followed orders after that. He didn’t have a clue what was going on, and he decided he preferred it that way.




End of sample
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