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Chapter 1
Delilah held the large cobra above her head as the sound of drums thundered around her. Enraptured worshippers whirled in frenzied celebration, possessed by the Loa. They recited Roman Catholic prayers in a sing-song chant as they undulated and convulsed, clawing at themselves and falling to the ground as if in the midst of seizures.
The backyard of the huge mansion was surrounded by large evergreen trees and a ten-foot cinderblock wall placed there specifically to hide their rituals from curious neighbors. At twenty-four years old, Delilah was young for a mambo. It was a title she had never wanted. It had come to her along with her curse … and her power.
Delilah recited prayers in Latin, French, and Yoruba. She sang Catholic hymns in Latin. Her haunting ethereal voice was just barely audible above the prayers and cries of the other worshippers. Her heartbeat sped up to match the tempo of the drums. She felt the demon inside her awaken. She could feel its excitement in anticipation of the coming sacrifice.
Hers was not a normal Loa. Not a Rada Loa. The malevolent force that overtook her during the ceremonies was a Petro, an evil spirit. It had no Roman Catholic name. It was not identified with any saint or angel. Delilah knew its real name but dared not speak it. It was something straight from hell. But no one here cared. They only wanted its power.
Her voluptuous, cinnamon-brown body moved in and out of the shadows cast by the circle of flickering torches surrounding the ceremony. Her long dreadlocks looked like a stallion’s mane at full gallop silhouetted by moon and torchlight. Her body spasmed, jerking and convulsing in an odd corybantic dance. Her muscular limbs and torso twisted and contorted at painful angles as the music took hold of her flesh and the demon slowly uncoiled in her mind.
She heard the demon spew its seductive lies in the quiet spaces between her thoughts, and she obediently repeated them to her followers, switching from French to English as she enticed them to unburden themselves of their guilt and anger, their fears and regrets, their blood. Her stomach churned and bile rose in her throat. She hated this thing that shared her body, hated knowing it could feel even her most private sensations, it could hear her most intimate thoughts, it could control her. But she was addicted to the power and control it gave her over her followers, addicted to the money they brought her in exchange for the joy she could give them.
She was only twelve when she’d invited the demon inside her during one of the ceremonies. It was an accident. She had only been an observer at the ceremony, watching as her mother, father, and eldest sister invited the Loa into themselves and began to dance and curse and thrash about on the ground. Delilah wondered what it would feel like to be possessed as they were and it had taken her right then, before the thought had fully formed in her mind. Right away she felt its power, heard its thoughts, felt it trying to take control of her mind. It had terrified her. Delilah begged the houngan to remove the Loa from her. That’s when she discovered it was not a normal Loa but something else. By then her parents had discovered the value of her new abilities, the money and prestige it could bring them. No matter how much she begged they refused to allow the voodun priest to cast the demon out.
As the demon took over, Delilah’s pupils dilated so far they appeared completely black, like two sunless pits cored into her skull. A wide full-toothed grin scarred her face from ear to ear. She drew the blade across the serpent’s throat and began to saw back and forth, severing its head from its body. Blood rained down onto her upturned face and dribbled down her forehead, down her throat, washed over her breasts.
All around her naked forms jerked and gyrated in rhythm with the conga drums. Someone took the snake from her hands as the last drop of its blood spilled. They led her to a goat chained to a stake in front of the drummers. The animal shivered and stomped as men and women from twenty-five to sixty danced around it waving torches. Delilah knelt before it with her knife and quickly slit its throat. More than a dozen hands reached in to catch the animal’s blood as it spurted out in a fountain of red.
Something within Delilah surged, roared, and attacked. She dropped the knife as the demon inside her seized the goat and began tearing it apart, ripping large chunks of dripping red meat from its bones with her fingernails and shoveling it into her mouth.
The drumbeat began to slow, growing softer, less violent. Delilah knelt in the dirt with the goat’s severed head in her lap. One by one the assembled acolytes drew Delilah’s dagger across their wrists and offered her their blood. And one by one Delilah drank from their flesh, imbibing their hatred and fear and leaving them empty; happy; at peace.
As she drank the last of their sins her body shook with violent emotion. She collapsed in the dirt, screaming. Sweating and shaking, she drew her knees to her chest and hugged them tight, curling into a fetal ball. A grimace of excruciating agony twisted her features. Tears streamed from her tightly shut eyes, mixing with the blood and forming pink rivulets that raced down her cheeks. All their pain, rage, and terror churned in her guts, burned in her intestines. Their corruption radiated through her muscles, joints, and internal organs in jolts of white-hot agony. It seared its way down into the marrow of her bones.
Spots danced before Delilah’s eyes. She felt the demon retreat from her, leaving her alone with the pain. She forced herself to open her eyes as two of her followers, an overweight middle-aged couple with pale wrinkled skin and graying hair, approached with their wide-eyed adolescent daughter in tow. The girl had red hair, pigtails, and dimples. She looked terrified. Delilah felt sorry for her but the pain was too great. She grabbed the child and savagely pried open her mouth.
“I’m sorry,” she said as all of the misery and pain she’d imbibed boiled up from her belly and erupted from her mouth into the mouth of the pigtailed girl. The girl dropped to her knees, gagging and retching.
Delilah felt better almost instantly. She wiped her mouth with her arm and then reached down and helped the young girl to her feet. The girl flinched, crying out, and tried to pull away from Delilah.
“Hush up, now. I didn’t hurt you. You’ll be all right but you have to listen to me, okay?”
“Mommeeeee!” the girl cried.
“You need to listen to me if you want to live.”
The girl looked up at her parents who were standing above them, hugging each other. They looked frightened but happy. Delilah scowled at them and then turned the girl around to look at her.
“You have to get rid of it now,” Delilah said. “Can you feel it inside you? The evil? You have to get rid of it before it gets out. Do you understand? You can’t let it get out or something bad will happen.”
The girl was still crying but she nodded. Her mother reached down to hug her, but Delilah shoved her away. “No one touch her. You know what will happen.”
The girl’s mother pulled her hands back and hugged them against her chest, suddenly frightened. Delilah looked at the woman and her husband and then at the others. They had all stopped dancing. Even the drums had stopped. Her faithful followers began gathering up their clothes as if awakening from a dream or from a long night of alcohol and drugs. They dressed hurriedly, once more becoming the doctors, lawyers, bankers, investors, entrepreneurs, CEOs, and politicians they were. Even as they dressed their eyes remained glued to Delilah and the pigtailed little girl.
Delilah did her best to hide the disgust she felt for them. How can they do this to their own children? Is it worth it? Does it feel that good? she wondered, but she would never know. She was the conduit. She would never feel their relief. All she would ever feel is their pain.
“Mommy? Daddy?” the girl cried, reaching out for her parents as they shrank away, crying and smiling and shaking their heads.
“It’s okay, honey. It’s all right. We’ll be waiting for you at home. It will all be over soon.”
Delilah seized the girl by the chin and turned her head to look at her. “Listen to me, child. You have to run now. You have to find someone to give it to before it starts to get out. You can see your mommy and daddy again after you’ve gotten rid of it. Go now. Go get rid of it.”
Delilah watched as the girl walked out of the ring of torches and into the night.



Chapter 2
That evening, Bruce cautiously opened the door. He never had guests, and the only people who ever rang his doorbell were solicitors trying to sell him window treatments, landscaping packages, or pest control services. Lately it had usually been one of his neighbors complaining about his dog, Pete, barking.
Fuck them, he thought. It’s my house.
Like their dogs don’t bark. Just because Pete’s a little big they want to single him out.
Pete was more than “a little big” though, and Bruce knew it. Pete was a one hundred fifty pound Great Dane who stood taller than four feet at the shoulders, and Bruce loved him like a son. He’d adopted the dog from an animal rescue shelter when it was just a few weeks old. He was one of a litter of seven that had been born inside the shelter. Bruce had been separated from his wife of five years for less than a week when he’d wandered into the shelter looking for a cure for the desperate loneliness that had been keeping him up every night since his wife had left him, sick of starving to pay off the debts his compulsive gambling continually accrued. She’d cleaned out his bank account and filed for divorce the same day.
Bruce knew he probably would have committed suicide - or murdered her, at the very least - had he not found Pete. Even now Pete was the only thing that kept him sane, the only thing that kept him away from the slot machines and blackjack tables.
The instant he saw the floppy-eared puppy with the massive black paws and mottled patches of gray on its back and muzzle, he knew they needed each other. It had taken only a few minutes watching the big puppy stumble clumsily around the cage being trampled by its noisome brothers and sisters before Bruce signed the papers to take him home. He decided to name the dog Pete after the one friend who’d been smart enough to tell him not to get married.
As Pete grew, Bruce made alterations to his home to suit his new friend. A large, covered kennel in the backyard attached to a doggy door leading directly into Bruce’s bedroom was the latest addition. He paid forty dollars a month to a service that cleaned the kennel once a week. He spent hundreds of dollars a month on designer dog food, dog grooming, and veterinary bills. He was as faithful to Pete as the big Great Dane was to him.
He had just finished clipping the dog’s toenails and giving him a bath when the doorbell rang. He finished drying the dog off before hurrying downstairs to answer the door. If it was one of his nosy, dog-hating neighbors he would give the son-of-a-bitch a piece of his mind.
The pudgy middle-aged divorcee was ready for a confrontation when he unlocked the door and opened it just wide enough to peek out. On his porch stood a little girl, her long red hair in pigtails, wearing a torn and dirty Catholic school uniform. She looked like she’d just crawled through the desert on her belly. There were scrapes and cuts on her legs and forearms. A look of profound sadness creased her features.
“Yes? Can I help you?”
The little girl stepped forward, and Bruce had an irrational urge to slam the door and bolt it. A tear dribbled from a corner of the little girl’s eye.
Bruce paused. She’s just a little girl. She’s probably selling Girl Scout cookies or something. At night though? Maybe she needs help?
He opened the door wider, and the girl stepped closer. She reached out and touched his hand, and a jolt went through him as if he’d just been punched. For a second his mind was bombarded with horrible images: arguments, fights, rapes, murders. He staggered backward and stifled a scream.
“Tag. You’re it.”
“What did you do? Who are you? What did you do to me? Where are your parents?”
But the little girl was already walking away.
“What did you do to me?”
The girl stopped and turned back. Her eyes were sad and distant. “You’d better run. They’ll be coming soon.”
“What? Who? Who’s coming?”
“Everyone. Everything.”
Bruce watched her walk to the end of the block and turn the corner before he shut his door and locked it again. That was fucking weird, he thought as he smoothed a wisp of hair down over the bald spot in the middle of his head.
He heard the growls seconds before he turned around. The patch of gray that went from the left side of the dog’s muzzle and across both eyes, which had always reminded Bruce of a Lone Ranger mask, now framed two narrowed eyes that bristled with rage. The Great Dane’s muzzle wrinkled. His lips curled back, quivering above his curved fangs.
“Pete? What’s wrong, boy? Pete, no! Noooooo!”
The Great Dane rose up on his hind legs like a grizzly bear. When he opened his mouth, it was larger than Bruce’s entire head. Bruce barely had time to scream before one thousand pounds of crushing power clamped down on his face. It was more than enough to puncture his skull. He beat at the animal feebly as it tore off a large portion of his face and began to chew.



Chapter 3
Detective Malloy waved to the bouncers as he walked into The Hot Box and flashed his badge to avoid the entrance fee. It was a formality really. They all knew who he was. Malloy was a regular.
“How’s it going, Detective? You catch any big-time gangsters lately?” the big Samoan bouncer asked. At six-feet five-inches and well over three hundred pounds, stuffed into a tight-fitting tuxedo, he looked like a villain from a James Bond flick.
“All I’m interested in catching tonight is something that can easily be cured with penicillin.”
“You’re sick as hell, John. When you gonna settle down and get yourself a nice respectable woman, maybe have some kids and a white picket fence and shit?”
Detective John Malloy reached over and patted the huge leg-breaker on his rotund belly.
“When you lose about a hundred pounds, Tiny.”
“Hey! I need this weight. It helps me with my power-lifting. I’m a fucking athlete, brudda. I’m goin’ for the world bench press record next year. I’m up to seven hundred twenty-five pounds. By January I’ll be at eight hundred and then by next summer I’ll break nine. I’m gonna drive up to LA and do it right on Venice Beach.” The mesomorphic Islander was grinning like a con on parole day.
“Well, good luck with that, Tiny. Me, I’m just going to go in there and try to find me some pussy to cuddle up to for a few hours.”
“You’s a sick dude, John. You and your partner have been together for too long. You’re starting to sound black. Pretty soon you’re gonna be saggin’ and drinkin’ forties and shit. Go on in, fool.”
Malloy laughed. He walked into the dark club, casting one last look at the huge bouncer. Nine hundred pounds?
As big as the guy was, John didn’t doubt Tiny could do it. He just didn’t have the heart to tell him that someone had already shattered the old nine-hundred-pound record three times and the new record for the bench press was now more than a thousand pounds. It would only shake the man’s confidence.
It took a moment for John’s eyes to adjust to the dimly lit interior. Two topless brunettes gyrated on the center stage doing pole gymnastics, while guys crowded the chairs around the stage waving ones and fives at them. The girls smiled broadly, winked, licked their lips, and blew kisses in well-practiced seductions meant to convince the lovelorn they might actually have a chance at bedding them. Somehow they still managed to look bored. When one dropped down on all fours and began making her ample ass bounce and wobble, the immediate response in John’s loins urged him further into the club. John was without a doubt an ass man.
The Barbie-perfect nightshift girls filed in behind him as he entered the club. Their hair was already styled, makeup perfect, their silicon-augmented breasts defying gravity. They held no interest at all for John. Those girls were strictly business. They were the ones who earned eight hundred dollars a night teasing and toying with idiots like him who thought they might have a chance at bringing one home. Then, after they drained one sucker’s wallet dry, they moved on to the next chump and the next and the next, eventually leaving the club solo with three or four times the daily earnings of the men foolish enough to think they could buy them.
The dancers from the swing shift were just winding down, doing their last lap dances of the evening, chatting with customers, making deals to meet the wealthier or more attractive ones someplace after work to continue the party in more discreet surroundings, planning which nightclubs they would hit after work, or drinking at the bar.
John tried to steer away of the drunk ones. They were easy, but they were trouble. They would pass out or throw up in your car, spend all night crying about some tragedy or heartbreak from their past or present, and then pass out or throw up in your house, or, in the worse cases, wake up the next day with little memory of the evening and cry rape. Too much drama to risk. John knew exactly what type he was after.
He was looking for the fresh meat, the ones who were new to Vegas or new to the profession entirely. The ones who were still enjoying themselves and looking to have fun.
“Want a lap dance?”
Her lips were packed with so much collagen they looked like two sausage links. Even in the dim light it was obvious her face was shellacked with several coats of makeup. Her breasts were two round basketball-shaped bags of saline with a bra-size somewhere between F and infinity. Cottage cheese hung from the back of her nearly non-existent ass, and stretch marks radiated up from her waistline. She probably had kids who were stripping already.
“No thanks, darlin’. I’m just lookin’.”
The old girl looked disappointed yet undeterred. “Well, that doesn’t sound like much fun.”
Malloy shrugged. “It’s what I do.”
The ancient burlesque queen squinted and inched closer to John, examining his face. “I’ve seen you coming in here for years. I’ve seen you buy plenty of lap dances. How come you never buy one from me?”
“No offense, but you just aren’t my type.”
“Because I’m not young and gullible? I know your type. You don’t want a lap dance, you want what every guy in here wants, but you’re just a little more single-minded than most and a little more smooth. You come in at shift change because you know that’s when the girls have made all their money and are winding down, getting ready to leave. You’re hoping you can get one of them to leave with you, and you think the young, inexperienced girls are more likely to go for it. Old girls like me are just after money, right? Well, what makes you think we don’t want to fuck too?”
Malloy looked the woman over with renewed interest. He wasn’t into fake breasts, and the size of her enhancements suggested she was on her third or fourth boob-job. He hated the whole bee-stung lips thing, although he had to admit it did make one think about blow jobs. He just hated the artificiality of it. Her body was well-worn and aging rapidly, and had it not been for plastic surgery she would have never been able to strip at her age, which Malloy placed at nearly forty-five, possibly even fifty. Her sagging ass was not the least bit appealing. In fact, there was almost nothing attractive about her except long athletic legs that suggested a regular workout routine and the prospect of sex with someone who was clearly quite experienced in the act.
Still, she did seem willing, and that made her the most attractive woman in the place.
“I don’t trick. I’m a cop.”
“I’m not asking you to pay for it. I’m just asking you to keep it up long enough for me to get off too,” she replied with a coy smile.
“What’s your name?”
“My stage name is Contessa. But my real name is Samantha.”
“Well, I’ve only got one name, John Malloy.”
“Pleased to meet you, John. Wait here while I get my coat.”
They left together fewer than fifteen minutes after John entered the club.
Tiny smiled and shook his head as he watched the detective leave.



Chapter 4
“Do you have to go to work today? You know I’m not feeling well. Can’t you stay home and take care of me? It’s not like those bastards appreciate you at that job anyway.”
Mohammed rolled his eyes toward the ceiling and let out a long sigh. He continued to brush his teeth, concentrating on the feel of the bristles against the contours of his gums and the chalky, minty taste of the toothpaste. He brushed long after the toothpaste dissipated, until he was merely scrubbing his own saliva across his teeth. Anything to delay the argument his wife was trying to instigate. He was sick of this shit. It was the same almost every day. Emily hated being left alone, but how could he help it? He had to work to support them, and he loved his job.
And isn’t a housewife supposed to stay home all day cooking, cleaning, and all of that? Isn’t that the whole fucking point? That’s why they’re called fucking housewives, isn’t it?
Emily wasn’t much of a cook though, so he usually made his own meals. Her cleaning schedule was erratic at best. Most of her days were spent calling him at work every hour on the hour between soap operas and talk shows to complain about being lonely and beg him to come home. He knew this would eventually be the death of their relationship. Mohammed had watched enough talk shows to know that when women began feeling lonely and neglected, it was only a matter of time before they started sleeping around or filed for divorce or worse yet - counseling. But what could he do? He had to work.
“I’ve got a job to do, Emily. I can’t just take off work whenever I want. I’ll get written up.”
He wondered if things would be any better if she had a job to go to. Maybe if she had something she loved to do, something to keep her occupied, she’d spend less time worrying about him. The problem was there was nothing Emily seemed to have an aptitude for or an interest in except him. Usually that made Mohammed feel good, needed, like the fucking MAN, except when he had to sneak out of his house every morning, trying not to wake her so he wouldn’t have to hear her whine about being lonely.
“But you never take a day off! You’ve got sick days, don’t you? Tell them you’re sick or tell them I’m sick and you need to be here to take care of me.”
The idea of spending the day with his wife was not entirely unappealing. Emily had put on weight since they were first married, but it had all gone to the right places, thickening her hips, thighs, breasts, and ass. Mohammed found her more irresistible every day. There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for her, and he sometimes felt she took advantage of that.
“I can’t tell them that, Emily. My wife having a migraine is not an excuse to miss work.”
“Well, I’ll be damned if you’re leaving this house! You leave me here alone and in pain, you’d better never come back!”
Detective Mohammed Rafik paused as he shrugged into his shoulder holster and for an instant he contemplated taking out his Glock .40 and blowing a hole in his wife’s skull. The thought made him smile, but that smile fell hard from his face, collapsing into a deep frown as he acknowledged he could never harm her. Seven years of marriage and he’d never so much as shouted a harsh word in her direction and never would. He wasn’t put together that way. He loved his wife, annoying as she was at times.
Mohammed let his holster slide off his shoulder and clatter to the floor. “I’ll call the captain and tell him I have food poisoning or something. I need to call Malloy too. He’s gonna be pissed.”
“Fuck him. That guy creeps me out anyway. He’s probably gay or something. How come a guy that old has never even been married? I’ve never even seen him in a serious relationship.”
“He just likes his freedom. He’s a good guy,” Mohammed responded.
Emily frowned. “Say that when he’s promoted above you even though you’ve got twice his qualifications. And don’t say it won’t happen because you know damn well it could. Your dad is right about one thing: white folks can be devious.”
Mohammed shook his head and sighed again. Somehow during the course of their marriage Emily had slowly grown prejudiced against her own race. She had never been exposed to racism before she’d started dating Mohammed and had been shocked and enraged when it was suddenly forced upon her. He remembered the hurt on her face the first time they were followed around a department store by security, or when they stood on the corner in LA watching as one taxi after another passed them by, or when a white woman clutched her purse tighter and crossed the street when he walked by.
He can remember her anger when white men would stare at them and scowl as if they were disgusted to see her with a black man. She’d been appalled to discover just how much prejudice truly existed in the world, and since then she’d been distrustful of every white person she saw. She had so much in common with Mohammed’s father it was almost scary. Mohammed wasn’t ignorant of the realities of racial politics in America. He just didn’t condemn the entire race for the ignorance of a few.
His partner, for one, was different. Mohammed just didn’t want to argue the point. He knew his partner was a good man. They’d been watching each other’s backs since before he was married, and if Mohammed had it his way, John Malloy would be right there beside him until the day he left the force.
“Just give me a second to let everyone know I won’t be in today and I’ll be right back.”
Emily smiled. “Thank you, baby. Hurry up and crawl into bed with me.”
Mohammed smiled back, wondering which would degenerate first, his marriage or his career.



Chapter 5
Detective John Malloy had never seen anything like the carnage that lay strewn in steaming, half-eaten piles all over the sidewalk. Something had torn the guy apart. A thick, pulpy stew of body parts lay puddled at his feet in a gruesome collage of bones and half-eaten flesh. The lone witness sat on a police cruiser across the street, shivering and drinking coffee despite the oppressive heat. She said she’d heard the victim’s agonized cries and ran out of her house to find a pack of dogs, including the victim’s own Great Dane, several cats, birds, and a riot of rats and various insects eating her neighbor’s remains. The scattered remains still seethed with activity as legions of insects and vermin swarmed the brutalized carcass.
Damn, Mohammed would pick today to call in sick. This is the kind of case he’d love. I hate this type of shit, Detective Malloy thought as he surveyed the bloodshed, trying to decide where exactly to begin.
“Shit!” Malloy said, slapping a hand to his forehead and fishing in his front pocket for a stick of sugarless gum. He walked slowly over to the corpse, staring from one pile of shredded meat to the next.
The body was a mess. What hadn’t already been consumed crawled with scavengers. A fresh body with so many parasites feeding on it wasn’t just odd, it was unheard of. When the call came in only twenty minutes ago, the victim had still been alive. His screams could be heard in the background as the 911 operator took the witness’s frantic phone call.
“Oh my God! They’re all over him! They’re tearing him apart! Send someone now! They’re killing him!”
Malloy scratched his head. He’d never seen maggots on a fresh corpse. There were scavengers on the body that shouldn’t have been there for another two or three days.
The detective ground his teeth and shook his head. His nostrils flared and his hands squeezed into tight fists, anticipating a long, drawn-out investigation that would get weirder and weirder every step of the way. He’d been doing this long enough that he could anticipate the really bad ones. He liked to think he had a sixth sense about these things. Of course any moron could’ve walked up to this scene and recognized that this would not be your normal forty-eight-hour case. This wasn’t some drunken idiot standing over the corpse with the gun still in his hand or some guy murdering his wife and trying to blame it on some generic black assailant.
From the moment they had to chase away the first rat trying to run off with the victim’s foot or the crows fighting over his intestines, anyone would’ve gotten the clue that this case was not going to be easy.
“Fuck me.”
After that mess last year, John had no stomach for another weird case. He still didn’t know what the hell he had walked in on back then. Detective Torres was just now beginning to reveal bits and pieces of what he and his partner had gone through at the hands of that little prick Dale McCarthy, and John wasn’t sure he even believed the few vague details Torres had told him. Except he couldn’t deny what he’d seen. That little geek had brought the detectives back to life, and Malloy had helped Torres cover it up and keep it a secret from Detective Lassiter and Harry, Malloy’s long-time friend and mentor on the force. He hardly believed any of it. He wished he could convince himself none of it had happened.
Malloy stood over the mangled remains, fighting off flashbacks of standing over Trina Lassiter’s body less than a year ago after Dale McCarthy tortured and mutilated her and somehow brought her back to life. This was much worse than what had been done to her.
I’d like to see that twisted fuck bring this one back to life, John thought with a grim smirk. He covered his nose and leaned over the corpse. Muscle and fat had been torn away, and the white bone beneath was covered in teeth marks. In some spots the bone had been cracked open and the marrow sucked out. Bile rose in Malloy’s throat and he sucked it down. His stomach felt queasy. He closed his eyes and stood, turning away from the corpse.
What the fuck is going on?
Malloy looked across the street at the neighbor who witnessed the attack. She was leaning against a patrol car being interviewed by none other than Detective Lassiter. Malloy watched Trina Lassiter in amazement. It was still hard for him to believe she was alive. He wondered how much she remembered. He wondered if Torres would ever tell her the truth - how she was murdered and resurrected by that psychotic piece of shit - and if he should tell her. He wondered how long he would be able to keep it a secret from her and Harry.
He tried to put it out of his head and focus, but something about this case was dredging up the horrible memories.
He walked up behind Detective Lassiter as she interviewed the witness. She stiffened and quickly turned toward him. The pen she’d been writing with was now gripped tightly in her fist, and Malloy was almost certain she would have stabbed him in the throat with it if she hadn’t recognized him. She smiled at him, but her eyes looked haunted and tired. She may not remember what happened to her, but she still had signs of post-traumatic stress disorder. He wondered what her dreams were like.
“When did you get here?”
“Same time you did. The captain thought you might need some help since Mohammed didn’t make it in, so I volunteered. I haven’t worked a homicide in a while though. I saw you were already heading toward the body, so I thought I’d interview the witness.”
“Anything?”
Trina shook her head. “She’s in bad shape.”
Malloy stepped beside her as she turned back to the witness.
“Detective Malloy, this is Mona Miller. Mona, this is Detective John Malloy. Mona was just telling me what she saw when she came to her door after she heard the screams. Do you want to tell Detective Malloy what you told me?”
Mona Miller was unhealthily skinny. She looked like a drug addict or chemo patient. John suspected the former, though he wouldn’t have ruled out HIV. The way she was dressed in men’s boxers and a baby-doll T-shirt that revealed her midriff suggested she was a stripper or a hooker. Both of which were common professions for a girl her age and body type in Las Vegas. She had huge black eyes that stared out from her gaunt face, like the sketches of aliens drawn by alleged abductees. Her pupils were dilated, staring at something far away, as if she were still witnessing her neighbor’s destruction. She was shivering despite the heat. Goose bumps rose on her arms while she repeated her story. The coffee in her rainbow-colored mug splashed as she raised it to her quivering lips. She was scared senseless.
“They were eating him alive. They were all over him! He was covered with animals, and they were just ripping into him, tearing him apart. He was screaming. Horrible, terrible screams. There was so much blood. Pete, his Great Dane, had Bruce’s head in his jaws, crushing it. Bruce was so terrified. He was in so much pain. You-you should have heard the way he was screaming. I’ve never heard anything so-so agonized. They were all over him. They were all over him! And-and I wanted to kill him too! I don’t know why. I’ve never wanted to hurt anyone before in my life. I mean, Bruce and I got along just fine. But at that moment I-I hated him. I wanted him dead.”
“She’s in shock. Let’s get her a blanket.” John called to a nearby EMT. Soon they loaded her into an ambulance. Trina ordered a uniform to ride along with her. There was a possibility she was more than just a witness; she very well may have killed him herself. Hacked him up and fed him to his own dog. He’d seen stranger things - much stranger things.
“So are you going to be joining me on this case full-time? You leaving sex crimes and coming over to robbery/homicide?”
“No, I think I’m going back to riding a desk for a few more months until I can get everything figured out, you know? I’m just here to help until Mohammed’s back.”
“Trina?” Dark violent shadows swirled in her eyes. It was like he could almost see her nightmares. “Is everything okay with you? I mean, are you all right?”
“I’m fine. I wish I knew what happened to me though. I wish somebody would just tell me the truth. Maybe then these nightmares would go away and I could sleep. Maybe even get back to being a real fucking detective.”
Malloy thought about it. How do you tell someone she was tortured and murdered by a serial killer who has the power to bring people back to life and that her friends have to keep the killer alive or else she’ll die? How do you tell someone that? And how would she deal with it if you did?
“Some things are just better remaining mysteries, you know? There are some truths that help and some that hurt. Just let this one go.”
Trina stared at Malloy for a long moment. Her body was tense, muscles flexed. Veins stood out in her neck as her jaw muscles worked. John could see the pain, fear, and confusion inside her through her eyes. He thought she was either going to scream, slap him, break down in tears, or stab him with that pen she still clutched in a death grip. Instead, she turned and walked away.
“You have a good day, John. Good luck with your case,” she said in a strained voice, not turning to look at him as she hurried off.
He watched her walk back to her car and drive away, following the ambulance. He wondered if he had done the right thing. But he remembered how Detective Torres had told him Trina had snatched the gun from Harry after Dale resurrected her and then walked over and blew Dale’s head off.
He knew he’d made the right call just now. There were some things we just should not know.
Detective Malloy looked from Detective Lassiter’s car to across the street at the victim’s house, where a huge black Great Dane sat on the porch contentedly licking blood from its paws. John’s stomach lurched, bile scalded the back of his throat, and he had to suck his lunch back down into his stomach.
Then he got angry. “What the fuck are you idiots doing?”
The skull that lay beside the huge dog had half the flesh eaten from its face and the scalp was peeled back like a bad toupee. It had holes in the top of the cranium from where the Great Dane had bitten into it. Several officers were crowded around the porch inching closer to the dog with guns drawn, trying to decide whether or not to shoot it to retrieve the evidence.
“Jesus! Get that thing away from that dog! He’s eating the evidence!”
The three nearest officers looked at each other and then over at the tremendous canine. Ropes of blood and viscera coated its fur.
“We’re trying! What if he’s rabid or something?”
“Shoot him if you have to!”
The officers crept hesitantly up the walkway, nervously preparing to confront a mad dog the size of a pony. But the dog turned out to be somewhat less than mad. The massive Great Dane rolled around on the porch waving its tail excitedly, bathing in its master’s blood, batting the skull around with its huge paws like a cat with a chew-toy filled with catnip.
The first officer, a young, clean-shaven Latino named Miguel Cruz who seemed more amused than wary, drew closer to the porch, and the dog trotted over to him, wagging its tail. It licked his hand, smearing it with blood. Cruz leapt back as if he’d been bitten. He smiled self-consciously when he realized the dog had only licked him.
Instinctively, the young officer reached down to pet the dog while its tail waved frantically. The other two officers lowered their weapons and looked at each other in amazement.
Detective Malloy shook his head. “What the fuck are you doing?” He took a deep breath and slowly unclenched his fists. He ran his palm down his face and looked heavenward, hoping for some sort of heavenly assistance as he watched the man-eating Great Dane with a face encrusted with gore roll on its back like a lap dog while the young officer scratched its belly. Finally, the other two officers walked up onto the porch and plopped the victim’s head into a trash bag, noting with revulsion that its tongue had been torn out and eaten, no doubt by the very animal now happily playing with their fellow officer.
Detective Malloy wasn’t taking any chances. “Cruz! Stop petting the suspect and get a leash or something on that thing! Tie it to a tree and call animal control before it gets hungry again.”
“But I don’t have a leash,” officer Cruz answered. The dog had licked his face, and now the officer was covered in the victim’s blood.
“Jesus Christ. Will you look at yourself! Go check inside the victim’s house for a leash or use your belt. And clean yourself up while you’re in there before the media arrives. Bag anything you get off your face! It’s still evidence. Who called the meat wagon?”
“I called them the minute I called you,” Officer Patrick said, a young Irish cop Malloy recognized from the precinct. He was sitting on the hood of his car with his eyes glazed in shock. He’d been the first officer on the scene, and although he had the benefit of having no one around to see him throw up, he had not had the benefit of a warning before walking headlong into the most gruesome murder scene he’d ever seen or heard of. He tried to pretend he was okay, but every time he stood, his legs would shake so badly he couldn’t walk and had to sit back down again.
“Uh … the rats are back, sir,” Officer Patrick announced.
“Jesus Christ! You guys get those rats away from the damned evidence, would you?”
“We’ve been trying! They won’t go!” one of the two horrified patrolmen standing around the corpse said.
“Then shoot the damned things! Where the fuck is Animal Control? I thought they got the call first?”
“They’re short staffed, sir. They’ve only got like ten officers. They’re breaking up a dogfighting ring on the Westside, but they’ve got someone en route.”
“Jesus Christ!”
The two officers immediately drew their weapons.
Detective Malloy looked around at the growing crowd of spectators, who were now staring at the two officers in horror as they prepared to shoot vermin off the corpse of their friend and neighbor.
“No! No! Damn it, don’t shoot! Use your batons and your pepper spray, but wait until we get all these civilians back. And do not hit the corpse!”
Malloy ordered the remaining patrolmen to move everyone back behind the police line, but no one had thought to put up any tape yet. The officers hastily strung a line of caution.
More squad cars began to arrive. Malloy made sure none of the new officers on the scene looked at the body. He needed at least a few officers who weren’t struck dumb with shock.
He grabbed the first two officers who stepped out of their vehicles. “You two! Get these people back and get me some crime scene tape up across this whole street. No cars. No people. Nothing crosses this tape until we’ve processed the crime scene and this body is on its way to the morgue.”
Cruz had come back out of the house and was standing next to John with the dog on a leash.
“What’s that dog doing over here?” Malloy said. “I told you to tie it to a tree.”
“There’s no tree big enough.”
Malloy looked around at all the scrawny fifteen-gallon box trees that lined the block and shook his head. “Tie it to your damned bumper then. Where’s the ME? CSU? They’d better get here soon ‘cause I’m not processing this scene myself.”
He glanced back at the pile of mangled meat in the street and felt the bile rise in his throat again. No way I’m picking through that shit, he thought, turning back to watch Cruz tie their prime suspect to the bumper of his car.
From the corner of his eye, he saw the two officers smashing rats with their batons and spraying pepper spray all over the corpse. The ME was going to kill him. Not to mention what CSU would do when they showed up to find the scene littered with rat carcasses. Malloy shook his head. What else could he do? He couldn’t just let the rats cart off the corpse. He had no clue what had happened here.
He hoped the hysterical neighbor who they’d taken to St. Ann’s was the killer, though he knew that was highly unlikely. Besides, that wouldn’t explain the bizarre behavior of the animals. He’d never seen a corpse that was only hours old so severely set upon by scavengers. Looking at the condition of the corpse, he would’ve guessed it had been lying in the woods for at least three days, yet it had been less than an hour in the middle of a city street.
“Fuck. Why me?” he grumbled as the crime scene van pulled up along with a news van whose crew immediately got out and began filming the officers beating rats off the mounds of human hamburger.



Chapter 6
April was sick of hearing about Delilah. She didn’t want to talk any more about her problems. She was sick of everyone trying to fix her. She was broken beyond repair. She had come to grips with that now. Why can’t everyone else? she thought.
“I’m not going to some voodoo ritual and dancing naked in the woods. I don’t even go to church. I don’t believe in God or Satan or angels or demons or any of that stuff. Why would I go to some demon ritual to try to get myself possessed?”
“It’s not a demon ritual. They’re Loa, fallen angels. They help people. They can help us.”
She crossed her slender arms over her chest and sighed in exasperation. She knew she looked like a child when she pouted. Not like the sexy nymphs with collagen-filled lips; she just looked like a spoiled brat. Her face was too cute and delicate for the type of sexuality women like that exuded. Her body was too thin and waiflike, almost boyish. She was glad for that. Part of the reason she kept her weight so low was to avoid sprouting the type of curves that, in her opinion, turned women into sex objects. That was just one more symptom of her dysfunction.
Six years of college and a master’s in psychology and she had not been able to repair the damage done to her by the boys who had assaulted her years ago. She’d lost her virginity screaming and fighting as she was held down on a gymnasium floor by three boys she’d thought were her friends. She hadn’t fully trusted another man since. She couldn’t even stand being around her own father.
April went away to college in Las Vegas to get away from all of them. None of the group therapy sessions or rape counselors or Jungian psychiatrists had done a thing for her. She was sick of trying.
“It’s the same thing, and I’m not going. I’d feel like an idiot dancing around in some kind of Dionysian orgy.”
“It’s not an orgy. Matt and Linda go see her every week, and look at what’s it’s done for them. They can’t keep their hands off each other. Maybe she could help us too?” Steve pleaded.
His insistence was beginning to make April uncomfortable, as it always did. She didn’t think Steve would ever hurt her, but she knew how men could get when they were sexually frustrated, and Steve was well past the point of frustration. In the six months they’d been dating, she’d only had sex with him once, and she’d cried for almost an hour afterward. Every time he touched her, something inside her cringed, and she wanted to scream.
What the fuck is wrong with me? She knew she loved him, but there had to be some other way to show it. “I’m not joining a cult just because I don’t want to fuck three times a day.”
“You never want to fuck!”
“You know why. Can’t you be a little sensitive?”
“I’ve been sensitive for months, and I’ve got the calloused palms and tennis elbow to prove it. Now I’m just fucking horny and I’d like to sleep with the woman who claims to be in love with me. Why does that make me a bad person?”
April dropped her face into her palms and shook her head. “It doesn’t. You’re not a bad person. I’m just not ready right now.”
“Why can’t you just let it go? Are you going to spend the rest of your life hating men because of what a couple of assholes did to you back in high school? Sex can be fun, you know? It isn’t always like … like that. There wouldn’t be six billion human beings on the planet if people didn’t enjoy doing it at least a little.”
He sighed and chewed his bottom lip. “You know, I could make it good for you. But you’re too hung up on what happened back then. Look, I love you, but I’m done. If you won’t even check this thing out … if you don’t want to even make an attempt to salvage what we have together, there’s no reason for me to stay. I really do love you, but I’ve got my needs, and there are plenty of women willing to fulfill them if you’re not.”
April felt the rage build inside her, and for a second she could clearly see herself clawing Steve’s eyes out. She could almost feel her fingernails gouging into his eye sockets and shucking his eyeballs from his skull like oysters. She ground her teeth together, eyebrows furrowed, fingers curled into fists, her entire body trembling.
“You mean like that fat bitch with the big tittles I caught you fucking on my goddamned couch!”
“I’ve apologized for that for the last time. I’m done apologizing. I’m just done. Period. I’m leaving you, April. Do you even care?”
Just as quickly as it had come, her anger dissipated, leaving April feeling cold and empty. “Just go, Steve. Spare me the fucking lecture. You don’t give a fuck about me. All you ever wanted was to get in my pants, and now that you see that’s not going to happen you’re bailing out just like …”
Steve raised an eyebrow and stepped closer to April, grabbing her by her upper arm. “Just like who, April? Just like every other man you’ve ever gotten close to? Do you even know how you sound? Do you really believe that every guy you meet is some sexual predator? You really do hate all men, don’t you?”
April jerked away from him with a sneer. “Well, I can’t say I’m liking you very much right now.”
Steve sighed and shook his head. His shoulders sagged in defeat. He reached down, picked his coat up from the couch, and scratched his head and sighed again as he walked toward the door. “Go see her, April. I love you, and even if we can’t be together I want you to get some help.”
“Just get the fuck out. Go fuck your fat, big-breasted whore.”
Steve shook his head and let out a sigh. “Goodbye, April.”
***



It took several weeks, but she finally called Linda and Matt. “Linda?”
“What’s up, girlfriend?”
She paused for a moment, trying to gather the nerve to speak. All the saliva in her mouth had dried up, and for some reason she felt like she wanted to cry. She bit her bottom lip and let out a long stuttering breath as a tear rolled down her cheek.
“April? Is something wrong?”
“I want you to take me to see Delilah.”



Chapter 7
John Malloy didn’t make it back to the precinct until five o’clock that evening. He’d been at the crime scene for the greater part of three hours and then spent another hour at the hospital waiting to interview Mona Miller. Her story hadn’t changed, even with medication. She insisted that half a dozen different species of animals had all suddenly decided to kill Bruce Martin for no apparent reason. All the detective could do was wait for the ME’s report and hope somebody confessed.
The dog was scheduled to be euthanized by animal control immediately, his remains to be shipped down to the morgue so they could autopsy him and examine his brain for rabies and his stomach for the remains of Bruce Martin. Apparently, Mr. Martin had been a fairly large guy, well over two hundred pounds, but the remains that had been scraped off the sidewalk and shoveled into a body bag weighed less than seventy.
The crime scene photos were spread out all over John’s desk. Just looking at them made his head hurt. He knew the chances of solving this crime would be slim. They’d have to dig through the bellies of about two or three dozen rats just to find enough of the victim to even resemble a corpse, and there was little or no hope of finding enough evidence to convict anyone but the dog. Maybe he’d just blame it all on the dog and call the case closed. It would be much simpler that way.
He wished his partner hadn’t called in sick today. He needed Mohammed’s brains right now. He was stumped. He decided to wait until tomorrow for the coroner’s report, and if they found even a pound of human flesh in the dog’s belly he’d just blame it on the damned dog. He needed to move on to the other cases, whose files were piling up on his desk like he was starting his own recycling business.
John studied the crime scene photos. The gruesome images made no sense to him. They looked more like the car wrecks he used to work as a patrolman.
He decided he needed to see the ME tonight or he’d never be able to sleep, let alone work any other case. His mind was like fly paper - once something stuck, it was stuck for good. He stood up and started for the door. The look on his face must have been even worse than he thought because none of the other detectives approached to ask about the case. No doubt they’d heard about the guy found in piles all over the street, and the haunted look on John’s face was enough to warn them off of further inquiry. They each had their own cases haunting them. They didn’t need any more ghosts.
The walk from the office to the parking lot was littered with curious and concerned stares. Even more annoying were the expressions of relief plastered on the faces of those detectives happy they had not drawn his case. Malloy didn’t understand what all the attention was about. Sure the case was gruesome and weird as hell and sure they would probably never know exactly what had happened, but it was just as certain almost no one would care.
The media hadn’t even called yet. In all likelihood they’d already dismissed it as un-newsworthy. Unless someone started talking about all the rats and insects that had set upon the corpse it was just a story about a guy murdered by his dog. Even if they did write something it would probably just wind up as back-page filler. It would be on some side column reserved for quirky news stories where all the headlines ended in exclamation points like: Man Marries Horse! or Midget Love Triangle Ends In Murder! The TV news would be even less interested. At most they’d give it a ten-second spot, “A Las Vegas man was killed today by his own dog. Neighboring pets apparently joined in the feast.” There would be some light banter then on to the latest sports stats. If it didn’t involve drug gangs, serial killers, missing white kids, or millionaires or celebrities murdering each other, it wasn’t going to make the front page these days.
There’s nothing glamorous about this crime. It’s not the type of case careers are made or lost over. I should just close the book and move on to the next one, Malloy thought.
As Malloy was winding his way through the parking lot he spotted Harry getting out of his truck. Harry had been his mentor when Malloy first got his gold shield. He was almost twenty years older than Malloy and looked like an old hippy with his long gray ponytail, but he was still the best detective Malloy knew. He had almost been like a father to him and had helped him on many cases those first few years before John got his legs under him.
But Harry rarely said more than a few words to him since the Dale McCarthy case last year. He didn’t even make eye contact. He rushed past with his head down and grumbled a few words. It was obvious he had been hitting the bottle hard lately. Malloy could smell the alcohol on his breath and see his yellowing eyes and livid red capillaries radiating across his nose. He couldn’t say he blamed him. That case had ruined him. It had ruined all of them.
Two other detectives pulled into the parking lot and promptly pretended to be engaged in a conversation when Malloy looked their way. He opened his car door and sat behind the wheel. What do these bastards think they know?
But he knew the taint of the Dale McCarthy case hung over him. He and his partner had been the only detectives Mike Torres allowed in after Harry, Trina, and the Lincolns had come undone following Dale McCarthy’s shooting. He had been side-by-side with the detectives when they walked out of the house after half the precinct had seen them lying mutilated on the floor. They all wanted to know what had happened, and no one believed the official reports, but Malloy stuck to the story he and Mike had worked out. Blood from one of Dale’s victims had been all over Harry and Trina. The two detectives had merely been unconscious. No one could argue against the very compelling evidence of Harry and Trina’s health, despite the Lincolns’s repeated claims Dale had resurrected them all.
Extraordinary rumors floated around the precinct regarding the details of the case, and most were true, though Malloy would never admit it. Now any weird case he pulled brought back memories of that sick fuck and what he’d done to Harry and Trina. He carried it around with him every day. He would until the day he died.
The sun had not set yet and it was still nearly one hundred degrees outside. He winced as the sunlight lanced his retinas and reached for a pair of “Loc” style sunglasses in his breast pocket. He liked the way they hid his eyes and made him look like a serious badass, like an O.G.
He started his vehicle and drove out of the parking lot, preparing for what was bound to be one hell of a long night. All the weird cases came in August. The heat made the city mean.
The drive to the ME’s office was overpopulated with vices and temptations: casinos, bars, liquor stores, fast food joints, strip clubs, porno shops, peepshows, and drive-thru marriage chapels. Not to mention the prostitutes already walking the boulevard, competing for the rush-hour crowd, the husbands out for a quick after-work blow job before they had to go home to the wife and kids and bitching and nagging and foreplay and missionary position if they were lucky and their wives weren’t on the rag. Malloy was glad he wasn’t married. He’d heard rumor of happy marriages, but he’d never actually seen one. To him they were urban myths, like interest-free loans, job positions with great advancement opportunities, and women who had orgasms during anal sex.
Malloy pulled up in front of the medical building, noting how ironic it was that the drive along the “avenue of sin” ended at the morgue. He steeled his nerves and entered the building. Finding his way to the basement postmortem room was as easy as finding his own kitchen. It was a well-worn path.
Dr. Medoff was hunkered down over the remains of a prostitute who’d been badly beaten and carved on. Many of the wounds were old and yellowed. Those had probably come from her pimp, Malloy thought. The bruises around her face were a livid red, blue, and a purple that was almost black. Her eyes were swollen shut and her nose was shattered and smeared across her face as if she’d been in a heavyweight boxing match. Her throat had been cut so deep she’d nearly been decapitated. And there were other cuts on her face, breasts, abdomen, and vagina. Those were most likely postmortem.
Dr. Medoff caught the detective looking over his shoulder. “The guy did a real number on her. Definitely a sadist, probably a serial killer or well on his way to becoming one. Is this your case?”
Malloy was curious. It almost looked like something Dale would have done, except this guy used his fists to batter the woman before slitting her throat. Dale had done all his work with a knife. But Malloy couldn’t really afford to let himself get distracted by anyone else’s mess. He wondered how many serial killers were working Vegas. It seemed like a new one popped up every year.
“Nah, Doc. There’s not quite as much left of my victim.”
“Oh, you poor fuck. You must be here for Mr. Martin. What the hell happened to that guy?”
“That’s what I came to ask you.”
“Well, hell, I don’t know. That guy was eaten alive. Not just by the dogs and cats and rats. That’s obvious. Though there’s really not enough left to determine the exact cause of death. This guy was being eaten by parasites and scavengers that shouldn’t have been anywhere near his body for days. Beetles, spiders, millipedes. And besides the hundred or more bee stings and other insect bites I found all over the victim’s body, I found maggots. Live maggots! I got the body down here two or three hours after the reported time of death and it was already covered in maggots. No way there should be maggots on a body this fresh. The parents would’ve had to’ve carried each larva over to the body and dropped it on him, or the larva would’ve crawled over to the bodies themselves from wherever they were nesting. Eggs just don’t hatch that fast.”
Dr. Medoff walked over to the table where a few misshapen lumps beneath a blanket were the only indication that there was anything beneath it. He pulled back the blanket with a flourish. The piles of bloody pulp lay in several trays on the table along with the head that had been rescued from the victim’s dog. All of it was covered in maggots.
Malloy covered his face and dashed out of the room. He didn’t make it to the men’s room. He regurgitated right in the hallway while two nurses he’d been hitting on for months looked on in disgust. Malloy didn’t give a fuck about whether or not he ever got to sleep with either of them. He wasn’t sure he’d ever sleep again.
They were wheeling in the body of the Great Dane, who’d been at least partially responsible for the vermin-ridden ruin on the autopsy table. As much as he wanted to know if the dog had truly eaten its master, Malloy didn’t trust his stomach enough to risk a trip back in there. He decided to wait for the report. Malloy wished Trina was here. She almost seemed to get a kick out of this type of stuff. Malloy just couldn’t take it.
That night, Malloy crawled under the covers with a cold beer and the TV remote. His massive Rottweilers Athena and Hercules leapt on to the bed to nestle in beside him, the spot they’d slept since he first brought them home from the no-kill shelter as six-week-old puppies.
Tonight, however, Malloy wasn’t in the mood for company. He kept thinking about how that poor bastard’s Great Dane had bitten off and devoured the hands, arms, legs, and head that had fed him. Hercules and Athena were as docile and domesticated as two vicious attack dogs could get. They ate out of his hand, and he could remove food right out of their mouths while they were eating. They were the best friends he’d ever had. Still, he felt more comfortable with them locked outside his bedroom. At least for one night.



Chapter 8
“Normally we’d bring you to one of our services, but that might be too much for you right now. So we thought we’d just introduce you to Delilah privately,” Linda said, bubbling with excitement as they climbed into her Lincoln Navigator and took off from her condo.
Linda had been April’s best friend since grade school. Linda was the reason April had chosen to go to college in Las Vegas. They’d been roommates right up until Linda had hooked up with Matt and fallen head over heels like the fawning couples she’d always made fun of. She was a spoiled rich kid who lived off her daddy’s trust fund, but she was anything but a snob. She liked everyone. She had never had any reason not to. Her life had always been perfect. April was always amazed she didn’t hate the girl.
Matt was a one-night stand Linda picked up at a bar a year ago. That’s what he was supposed to have been anyway. He was a pretty boy, the type who thought every girl wanted him. Linda loved fucking guys like that. She loved crushing their egos and making them feel used when she kicked them out of her house after putting them through their paces.
“It’s how I keep the universe balanced,” she’d say. “Women always wind up feeling used when they sleep with guys. Not me. It’s the guys who end the night feeling like cheap pieces of meat when I’m done with them. You should see some of the things I make these idiots do. You have no idea what a guy will go through for a piece of ass. And when they find out my parents have money, suddenly it becomes more than a piece of ass for them. All of a sudden they want to fuckin’ get married. Then, when I kick their stupid asses out without as much as a phone number, they spend the next few weeks questioning their manhood. It serves the bastards right.”
April wished she could be that confident about her sexuality. But sex to her was something abhorrent, and she couldn’t imagine doing it with some stranger she felt nothing for.
Somehow Linda’s plan had failed when she met Matt. He had taken her to see Delilah that very first night. They left the bar together, but instead of taking her to his place he’d taken her to some kind of prayer session. After that night, Matt was all Linda could seem to talk about. She had broken her own rule and given him her phone number. They’ve been dating ever since. Linda attributed it all to that voodoo witch Matt had introduced her to.
“You really have to meet her to understand. I have never felt so loved, so free, as I did the night I met Delilah. I used to make fun of people who were in love, remember? That’s because I was jealous and afraid. I had built up a wall around myself. I was so full of hatred back then. Delilah took all that away.”
April hated to hear Linda talk about Delilah. She sounded like some fucking Jesus freak whenever her name came up. Her eyes would glaze over and she’d get this dopey grin on her face like she was high or something. It was the way you talked about someone you were in love with. April noticed that the man she was supposed to be in love with never seemed to bring out quite the same degree of adoration. She was affectionate with Matt and they were so sweet to each other it made April’s teeth hurt, but the way Linda’s entire demeanor changed when she spoke of Delilah was so much more intense. It almost made April envious in a way that seeing Linda grope her boyfriend never had. April thought she should at least see what the woman was all about. If she could turn someone like Linda around, maybe she could help April too.
“And this chick Delilah is like the leader of this cult thing?”
“It’s not a cult, April. Voodoo is a religion, but it’s not like what you see on TV. I mean, there are angels and demons and there’s God of course, but we worship love. That’s what Delilah gives us. She gives us love. She takes all the pain away.”
“Whatever.”
It sounded like what alcoholics said about hard liquor. April leaned her head against the passenger-side window and stared out at the shops along Eastern Avenue as they whizzed by, trying to hide the fact that she was terrified.
They continued up Eastern into Seven Hills, past a huge golf course into a small gated community of big custom-built mansions. Linda and Matt were chatting excitedly as they navigated through the perfectly maintained streets about how beautiful Delilah was and how she was such a wonderful loving human being and how much she’d helped them.
“She’s the most gorgeous person you ever saw,” Matt said in an awed whisper.
“Damn, Matt. Aren’t you supposed to be in love with Linda? If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were fucking this voodoo chick.”
Matt and Linda both fell silent and looked away.
“Whoaaa! Are you?” She looked questioningly at Matt, who stared right back at her, shrugging and blushing. Then she turned to look at Linda, who was smiling sheepishly as well.
“Are you fucking her too? What the fuck? Okay, let me out right now. What the fuck are you guys trying to get me into here?”
“It’s not what you think. Just trust us. Come on, April. I’ve known you since we were little girls. Would I drag you into something that wasn’t cool?”
“I’m telling you right now, Linda, the first sign of any freaky shit and I’m out of there, and then I’m going to kick both your asses.”
They pulled onto a long driveway and followed it up a quarter of a mile, winding through a landscape of thick trees and shrubs that were unusual for Las Vegas, which is little more than a desert. The trees parted as they pulled into a circular driveway in front of a house that looked like something from MTV’s Cribs; Delilah’s home was enormous. The entire front was covered in decorative rock, and green and gray slate with thick veins of blue and purple ran through it. The windows were tinted, and roses of every color bloomed everywhere on the expertly manicured landscape. The house was surrounded by thick twenty-foot evergreen trees on all sides. More than an acre of land surrounded the estate.
The front door was eight feet tall, made of carved wood, and inset with stained glass. The hinges and doorknob were fashioned in an ornate black iron.
Matt walked up to the door, turned the knob, and entered. The women followed. The interior was every bit as impressive as the front of the house.
“This is where she lives?” April marveled. She had been expecting a hut in the middle of the desert. Maybe on a farm surrounded by chickens and goats. This place was absolutely amazing.
“Yeah, it’s gorgeous, isn’t it?” Linda said.
April looked at the cherry wood staircase that led upstairs, the marble floors, the massive chandelier that hung above their heads, and she whistled softly in amazement. She’d thought Linda’s parents’ house was impressive. This place was a palace.
“It’s … wow. And she lets you guys just walk in here whenever you want? She doesn’t lock the doors? Isn’t she afraid of robbers and home invasion?”
Linda laughed. “Of course not. This place is protected. No one would break in here.”
“We’re always welcome here,” Matt added. “Once you meet her she’ll welcome you too.”
“Yeah, I’ll bet.”
“Just go on upstairs. She’ll be waiting for you.”
“There’s no fucking way I’m walking up there by myself to meet some strange chick the two of you are having some kind of menage a trois with. Either you guys come with me or take me home right now.”
They walked up the stairs, and April continued to study the elaborate furnishings that decorated the enormous house. Priceless antique furniture, paintings, and sculptures filled every corner. Ornate woodwork adorned the ceilings and floors, and the walls were painted with an opulent faux finish. Religious artifacts lined the walls. Portraits of Catholic saints, ornate crucifixes, and old black and white photographs of black people April assumed were Delilah’s ancestors hung from elaborate gilded frames. Some wore feathers in their hair or crow’s feet around their necks. There were even photographs of actual voodoo rituals in progress, half-naked black people dancing and contorting. They looked wild, taboo.
April had been an atheist for many years but something about the photos reawakened her long-forgotten Christian fear of Satan and hell. She paused halfway up the stairs. “You sure this isn’t some satanic shit you guys are getting me into?”
“There’s nothing satanic about it. We worship the same God Christians do. We just worship him differently,” Matt answered.
“And how much do you pay this voodoo chick?”
“She doesn’t ask for anything, but there’s nothing we wouldn’t give her if she wanted it.”
“If you don’t pay her, then how does she afford all this? What else does she do for a living?”
“She doesn’t work. She makes herself available to us all day, every day. The house was donated to her along with everything in it. Delilah is much loved.”
“Yeah, she must be. I couldn’t begin to imagine how much all of this cost.”
“Her bedroom is upstairs, just beyond that door. Just knock and go right in. She’s expecting you.”
“I’m not going into some strange chick’s bedroom!” April shouted. She looked at her friend with an expression of abject horror, as if the woman had suggested she rub herself down with bacon and step into a cage full of lions.
“It’s okay. You all come in.” The voice that came to them from the other side of the door was as smooth as song. Deep and resonant and surprisingly articulate, educated. There was only the slightest hint of a Caribbean accent. It was as gentle and melodious a sound as could be imagined and something about it began to relax April almost immediately. April struggled to keep her guard up. It made her wary that the woman could melt her defenses so easily with just a few words.
April was still standing motionless on the staircase when Linda walked up the remaining stairs, opened the door, and walked in. Matt hurried behind her. April took a deep breath and considered dashing back down the stairs and out the door, ready to take the bus if she had to. She stared longingly at the front door and then back up at the open bedroom door her friends had just passed through. Cautiously, she crept up the last steps and into the voodoo priestess’s bedroom. She hesitated just beyond the door, leaving it open in case she needed to make a hasty retreat.
The room was painted a sandy off-white, and every piece of furniture within it was coated with fabric of the same color. White candles flickered by the bedside, and the window was open, blowing a rose-scented breeze up from the garden. Delilah sat on the bed and was draped in clothes made of the same bone-colored fabrics. She stretched out her arms and Linda and Matt rushed to embrace her.
April stood in the doorway as if expecting an ambush.
“This is April. She’s the one we’ve been telling you about.”
“The psychology student?”
“Yes.”
“Come in, chile’. Let’s talk. I think you’ll find we have a lot in common.”
“I seriously doubt that,” April said, trying not to let the woman’s voice hypnotize her into lowering her guard but feeling all her inhibitions melting away nonetheless. The woman seemed to be the same age as them, no older than twenty-three or twenty-four. She was tall and curvaceous, thick but not fat. She looked like a woman was supposed to look, not like the media tried to convince them they should in order to sell exercise and diet products. Her skin was light brown, cappuccino, or cinnamon, with high cheekbones, full lips, a small but wide nose with flaring nostrils, and gray eyes. She had long dreadlocks that hung down past her waist. She wore no makeup and needed none. She was a natural beauty. Nothing like the old crone April had been expecting. At least that made the fact that Linda and Matt had both slept with her a little less disgusting, almost understandable.
April clung stubbornly to her cynicism, folding her arms across her chest as she shuffled into the room, looking skittishly into every corner and casting fearful glances in back of her before settling her eyes on Delilah.
“Come sit with me, chile’.”
April sat across from Delilah on the bed, wringing her hands nervously. Linda and Matt left the bed and walked across the room, where they lounged together on a loveseat beside the window. They immediately fell into each other’s arms, kissing and groping each other as if they were the only ones in the room. April blushed.
“Don’t be ashamed of them, chile’. Love is one of the few joys this world has to offer folks.”
“I don’t call that love. That’s just lust.”
“The two are often indistinguishable from one another. Physical love is just another form of love. A lesser form, baser, more primal, but still love. All love is good.”
April opened her mouth to speak but could not find an argument worth stating. She disagreed but could not articulate why. She felt confused in this woman’s presence. She doubted herself, could feel herself falling under the woman’s spell, and it was as terrifying as it was liberating. Still, April resisted.
She wrung her hands like dishtowels as she appraised her host. The woman was physically intimidating. Her large breasts and ass were almost pornographic in their voluptuousness. Her arms and legs were so muscular she looked like an athlete, like Serena Williams. She was the type of woman April would have crossed the street to avoid if she’d been walking toward her. She hated to admit it, but the fact that she was black made it even worse. Something about black people had always struck her as sinister. That she was a woman made her only slightly less intimidating. Her sexuality, however, was almost overwhelming. It was the most intimidating thing about the woman other than the idea that she communicated with demons.
If it wasn’t for the woman’s eyes, April would not have allowed herself to get this close to her. There was a profound loneliness in Delilah’s face that was almost heartbreaking. April was surprised when she first noticed it. Her voice contained the same touching vulnerability despite its power. When she smiled, sorrow poured from her dark eyes like tears. Despite her heavily muscled physique she looked almost pitiful, helpless, tragic. Her face seemed to have been permanently etched by some pain deep within.
“So what’s your story? How’d you wind up being some kind of guru for lost lovers?”
“Is that what you think I am, girl? I ain’t nobody’s guru. I’m just someone with a gift - or a curse, depending on which end of it you’re on. I know a lot about pain, an awful lot, and I want to help others be free of it.”
“That’s noble enough I suppose. Do you mind me asking why?”
“It’s a long story.”
“You tell me yours and I’ll tell you mine.”
“I know your story already.”
April turned toward her friends and flashed them an angry look.
“If they hadn’t told me it would have been obvious the moment you walked in. From the way you sit with your legs folded beneath you and your arms crossed over your chest, all defensive-like … your loose-fitting clothing that hides your figure, as if you were embarrassed by your own womanhood … the way you look at me as if you expect me to attack you at any minute. Your pain and fear tell your story better than your friends ever could.”
“Okay, so you know about me; what’s your story? What makes you the expert on other people’s pain?”
“My happiness has always been in conflict with the happiness of other folks. For me to be happy, others would need to suffer. It is better that I do the suffering instead. I am better at it than most. It’s what I’ve done all my life.”
“That’s a pretty heavy statement. Ambiguous as hell though.”
“Then let me explain it to you. My grandmother was a mambo just like me, back in Haiti. She tried to teach my mother the ways but my parents were both college educated. They still believed but didn’t want their lives ruled by their beliefs. They were ambitious. They wanted to make money. They left Haiti when I was only five or six, came here to America. They both opened businesses. My father owned an ice cream shop and my mom worked as a paralegal for a law firm downtown, right here in Las Vegas. I went to a Catholic school on Flamingo and we all attended a Roman Catholic church on Sunday morning, the big one down in Green Valley. At night, we met with other Haitian immigrants and some from Jamaica and Trinidad. They were all believers in voodoo. We performed our rituals and worshipped our gods just like we had back in Haiti.”
“I don’t understand how any of that makes you an expert on my pain,” April said, shaking her head in exasperation.
“If you’d hush up and let me finish my story you might get your answers.” Delilah locked eyes with April until April turned red from embarrassment and looked away.
“I was twelve years old and had just started menstruating when they took me to a ceremony at the home of a new houngan, a voodun and Yoruba priest from North Africa named Shango Ali. I was terrified of this man almost instantly. I could feel his power radiating off him like electricity. It ain’t good for no man to have that much power and nobody comes by that kind of power honestly. He was into Petro Loa, evil spirits. I knew it and I tried to tell my parents, but they went anyway.
“The ceremony took place in the basement of Shango’s home. I didn’t participate in the ritual; I stood outside the circle and watched. When the Loa began to possess everyone, I knew something was wrong. I had seen many Loa possessions and it was never this violent. Folks were ripping off their clothes and clawing at their skin. They fought and cussed and had sex right there in that dusty old basement. I had never seen anything like it. I was watching my mother and father dancing and convulsing and wondered what it felt like to be possessed, and then I felt it slip inside me. It was a Petro Loa, and it was filled with evil. It took my soul. Snatched it right out of me, but it left me with a gift. I can perform miracles. I can take away folks’ pain.
“My mother and father started using my new ability to help people but also to make themselves rich. They charged folks to come see me and participate in the rituals. But the gift came with a price, and we didn’t know it at first. Eventually I learned how to manage it, but not before both my parents died.”
“What happened? How’d they die?”
“I couldn’t manage the gift back then. It’s not important. You just know that this thing I can do is not to be taken lightly. It comes with a price. It will make you feel better, happier, more free than you’ve ever felt in your life, but eventually it will take something from you in return.”
“My soul?”
Delilah laughed. “No, chile’. Nothing like that. I’m talking about your humanity, the good things in you. It already has my soul. It don’t need yours.”
Delilah’s eyes swept the floor, and April surprised herself by reaching out and putting a comforting hand on her shoulder in that way women do when they are giving you permission to cry. Delilah looked back up at her with those dark gray eyes that looked like storm clouds.
“I wound up in a foster home. Most of the other kids there had stories that made my own tragedy look almost trivial. They had been raped by their parents or siblings, forced into prostitution to support their parents’ drug habits when some of them were as young as I had been the day my mother was … killed. Almost all had been physically abused in some way. Those who hadn’t been raped had been whipped, burned, beaten, starved, or just neglected. They shared their tales with me because they assumed mine was worse.
“I never told them what happened to me. They would have hated me for it. I was never mistreated by my parents. They had just used me to make themselves rich, preoccupied with their own pain, and then they died. I was ashamed by how lucky I was compared to the rest of them. But my luck didn’t last. The one thing anyone who’s been through the child welfare system quickly learns is that abuse begets abusers. I was made a victim by those less fortunate than myself. I became a receptacle for their pain. Rapes and beatings became part of my daily ritual. I learned not to complain. I was so complicit that even the counselors began to take their bad days out on me. Back then, I believed it was my purpose in life to absorb the pain of others. I got very good at it. I made people smile through my pain.
“I remember being raped by a foster parent in a broom closet. He was crying and apologizing to me the whole time. I felt bad for him, so I told him he could hit me if he wanted to. ‘Hit me as hard as you can,’ I told him, ‘It’s okay. It will make you feel better.’ So he did. He hit me over and over again. When it was over, he smiled at me, and I smiled back. That’s when I knew that I had found my purpose. I was the whipping boy.”
“The whipping boy?”
“You know that book by Sid Fleischman? I read it in high school. It’s about this orphan who is kidnapped and taken to the royal palace where he gets beaten every time the prince misbehaves. Since it was illegal to strike an heir to the throne, this little orphan takes the prince’s punishments for him. That’s my job now - to receive the punishment for others so they can be happy.”
“You’re some kind of masochist? Is that what you’re getting at? I mean that’s cool and all. I’m just not into that sort of thing. You guys have fun though.” April stood up and turned to leave.
Delilah put a hand on her arm and turned her around, pulling her back down to the bed. “I don’t get off on being beaten, if that’s what you mean. It was simply my duty to take away the pain. That’s the gift the Petro Loa gave me. My parents might still be alive if I had been able to take away their pain. There’s so much pain in the world. So much anger and fear and hatred. You really couldn’t imagine. I can see what people have inside them. All of their corrupt thoughts twisted by tragedy and hardship. I can see the uncommitted affairs, divorces, assaults, murders, suicides, rapes. I can see it boiling behind their eyes before they even know they have the thoughts themselves. I can feel the pain in you. You are so afraid. I can feel it. I can feel your hatred. I can take it away for you. If you’d trust me I could take it all away.”
“I’m okay.”
“No. You aren’t okay. No one is. That’s why I’m here. Let me take it away from you.”
“I’m not going to hit you, Delilah.”
Delilah smiled. It was the type of smile one uses to hold back tears. “I don’t do it that way anymore. That’s not how my gift works. You just have to give me your love, and I will take your fear and hatred in return.”
Delilah ran her hand around the back of April’s neck, and April resisted as the woman pulled her closer. Her resistance lasted a fraction of a second. She allowed herself to be pulled into Delilah’s embrace. The woman’s body felt good against April’s skin. She felt safe in Delilah’s arms. She felt the strength of the woman but could also feel Delilah’s love like a physical force, like an energy radiating from her flesh.
Delilah tilted April’s head up so their eyes met. Then the woman kissed April.
The kiss was soft, warm, wet, just like any other kiss but so different. A dizzying confusion of emotions swirled through April’s mind as she allowed herself to be kissed by this black woman, this cult leader she barely knew.
Delilah’s tongue skipped tentatively into April’s mouth and flicked lightly at April’s tongue, coaxing it back into Delilah’s mouth. April kissed her back and felt a surge of desire flood her. She pulled away, breaking the kiss, but remained cradled in Delilah’s arms. The young priestess smiled at her. The smile looked hurt.
“Will you love me?” Delilah asked, and April could feel something new coming from the woman now. It was fear. Fear of rejection. April knew what the woman was asking. She could feel Delilah’s lust as powerfully as her love and her strength, and April had never been with a woman before.
Still, there was no denying what she’d felt when Delilah kissed her. April nodded. “Yes.” She leaned forward again and kissed Delilah’s soft lips as the woman began to undress her.



Chapter 9
Malloy’s partner, Detective Mohammed Rafik showed up bright and early, and so did the coroner’s report. The dog had about ten pounds of partially digested human flesh in his belly. Open and shut case. The dog did it. But something about it still didn’t feel right to Malloy. He decided to hold on to the file for a few more days.
Mohammed was the opposite of what his name would have led one to believe. When people heard his name they inevitably pictured some combination of Malcolm X, Eldridge Cleaver, and Isaac Hayes. Then when the skinny, bespectacled, conservative gentleman who sometimes stuttered when he was nervous walked into the office and introduced himself, you almost wanted to laugh. He couldn’t have been further from Eldridge Cleaver if he’d been Drew Carey.
He was raised Muslim but was now a rather militant atheist. His father taught him martial arts and boxing as a kid, expecting his son’s size and strength to grow to match his own chiseled six-feet three-inch, two hundred forty-seven pound physique. Unfortunately for the elder Rafik, Mohammed stopped growing at age fifteen and stood at five-feet ten. He never was able to get his weight over one hundred fifty no matter how hard he tried. He couldn’t take a punch and had more of an affinity for a good book and a cold beer than for sports or exercise.
After high school, Mohammed enrolled in college for computer programming and criminal psychology to the chagrin of his parents who wanted him to study sociology with an emphasis on some nebulous field called “Black studies.” Mohammed viewed that as a sentence to either spend his life as a teacher being harassed by gun-toting juveniles who could care less about who Marcus Garvey or Huey P. Newton were or in some other dead-end profession that had nothing to do with his field of study. The job opportunities for a young black man with a BA in Black studies were limited at best. Mohammed had no desire to join the ranks of the chronically unemployed. It would have been a total waste of time and the twenty-thousand-dollar-a-year tuition. Since he was working his way through college with little help from his parents, he chose his own path. After college, Mohammed joined the police force.
Mohammed Rafik was raised to be a freedom fighter for a black revolution that never came, but he had grown up to be a republican cop with an admitted affinity for white girls - which also did not exactly endear him to the elder Rafik. Malloy was glad Mohammed had made that career choice. He was one hell of a cop.
“Mo! You feeling better, brother?”
“My dad would lose his lunch if he heard an ass-kicking Irish cop like you refer to me as his brother.”
“The same way he did the day you were sworn in? What, did you have the flu or something? You never take a day off.”
“I know. The missus pointed that fact out to me just before she insisted I stay in bed.”
“You still look like shit.”
“Fuck you very much, Malloy.”
“So what do you think about this case of ours?”
“What case? Close the book on that shit. The dog did it.”
“I’m not so sure.”
“Fuck being sure. You did all the right investigative work and it all turned out to be a dead end. The only evidence we have that points to a killer is the fact that his dog was found using his owner’s head as a chew toy and he had half the guy’s body running through his colon. The dog did it!”
“Ten pounds of meat is not exactly half the guy’s body. There’s at least another hundred and fifty pounds unaccounted for. And the dog had no motive.”
“No what? It’s a fucking dog! Dogs don’t need motive!”
“Why would a well-fed, obviously well-treated domesticated animal suddenly rip its owner to shreds? They found no evidence of rabies or any other disease or illness and nothing to suggest the dog had been abused in any way. In fact, he appeared to have been rather pampered. Groomed, manicured. The dog even had his teeth cleaned regularly. He had teeth whiter than mine. Crime Scene found two Water Piks in the house - one for Martin and one for his dog. They also found raw hamburger in his stomach as well. This dog ate well. So why did it go berserk? And what about all the other animals that attacked him?”
Mohammed shook his head and lit a cigarette, taking a long drag and blowing it out slow. “Fuck it. Move on. We’ve got cases piling up by the truckload and more on the way. Pat yourself on the back for a job well done and be glad we got another case off the boards. We’ve got a lot more shit to worry about. Another little girl went missing today.”
“Another one! What does that make it now, six in one month? Is this one like the others?”
Mohammed nodded. “Seven now.”
Six girls had gone missing last month only to turn up weeks later half-starved and in shock, unable to speak. They had all been around the same age, and their parents were upper-class to upper-middleclass. There had been no ransom notes and no signs of breaking and entering at any of their homes. Some of the parents knew each other but some didn’t. There had been talk about child abduction rings, satanic cults, and sex slaves but it had all been speculation, and rape kits on the girls had turned up negative. Missing Persons was brought in by the FBI to help but hadn’t gotten anywhere. The most curious thing was that none of the parents would submit to lie detector tests, and two had lawyered up and refused to talk at all once they discovered the FBI was involved.
“It’s the same MO. I heard it on the news on the way to work, and by the time I got here the file was on my desk. It’s a little girl named Marsha Wells. Captain wants us to handle it. We need to go interview the parents.”
Malloy could only imagine the looks he’d be getting from the other detectives. They’d drawn the worst case possible - a child abduction.
“Why us? I thought Missing Persons was handling this?”
“Jennie Brown, the third victim, died in the hospital early this morning of starvation. They had her on an IV all night, but her organs just shut down. They think she hadn’t eaten or drank hardly anything since she went missing a month ago. Somebody starved her to death. That makes it homicide and that makes it us. We’re now considering all of the missing girls as possible homicides and the ones that have turned up comatose are being classified as attempted murders.”
“Fuck. So where do we start?”
“First we need to interview the parents of the latest victim. Then we need to start checking into the ones who are still missing. There’s one who went missing exactly one month ago today. If the pattern holds she should be turning up any day now.”
“What’s her name?”
“Mary Nielson.”
“Any leads on her?”
“Not a one. That trail went cold almost immediately. That’s why we need to get moving on the Wells kid now while everyone’s memories are still fresh and there’s a chance of recovering her alive.”
Marsha Wells was the sixth little girl who’d disappeared from the Green Valley area in four months. Four had already turned up filthy, catatonic, near dead from exposure, but with no external injuries or evidence of any kind of physical or sexual assault. Just that vacant stare and a total lack of stimulus response. It was creepy as hell. Now one of the four girls who’d been recovered was dead and two more, three including this new one, were still missing.
Detectives Malloy and Rafik each hoped this one would be different, that they’d be able to find her before whatever happened to those other girls happened to her. But Malloy knew how this type of thing went. Unless one of the girls turned up in good enough condition to give a description of her attackers - or better yet, an address or a license plate number, or someone spotted them snatching a kid off the street - the likelihood of them being caught anytime soon was slim.
The two detectives went to interview the parents. Both secretly hoped one of the parents was guilty of something. Abductions by strangers were the hardest.
“I hate when there are kids involved. Starve a kid to death? Who the hell would do such a thing?” Mohammed said.
“I just keep thinking about Bruce Martin.”
“Who?”
“Bruce Martin. The guy who was eaten by half the pets in the neighborhood. What the hell would make an animal do that?”
“Let it go, Malloy! We’re working on a possible kidnapping now.” Mohammed shook his head and glanced at his partner. “I dunno, man … some kind of brain disease? Just because the ME didn’t find anything in the dog’s stomach doesn’t mean it wasn’t there. It could be something new, maybe a congenital illness, some sort of canine antisocial disorder or something. Fuck, I don’t know. Let the shit go.”
“Yeah, but it wasn’t just his dog. Everything was attacking him. As near as I can tell every living thing within a stone’s throw of his house had taken a piece out of him.”
“Look. Forget about it. That case is closed. New case now. Stay on task. We’ve got a child abductor to catch.”
Malloy shook his head, trying to rattle the image from his skull, but visions of that maggot-covered corpse kept swimming through his mind. He couldn’t think about anything else.
They pulled up to a guard gate and rang the home of Deborah and Frank Wells. Almost every new community in Vegas was gated. It provided a fragile illusion of safety while in reality doing little more than slowing the response time of emergency personnel.
A trembling voice answered after the second ring. “H-h-hello?” Her voice shook with emotion as she spoke. It was obvious the woman had been crying.
“Las Vegas Metro, ma’am. We need to talk to you about your daughter.”
There was a long pause. He could hear Mrs. Wells breathing followed by muffled whispers, as if she had been covering the phone.
Both detectives strained to hear what was being said but couldn’t make out a single word. The tone of voice, however, was clearly agitated. For a moment Malloy was worried they were going to have to get a warrant. Then the buzzer sounded and the gates began to slowly part.
Minutes later they pulled their Crown Victoria up into the Wells’s driveway. The young couple opened the door and ushered them inside before they had a chance to ring the bell. Something about the couple immediately struck Malloy as odd. The woman did not have the bloodshot eyes of someone who had been crying all day, although she was making quite a show of it now. Her makeup was perfect except for around her eyes where she had left off the eyeliner, shadow, and mascara as if in anticipation of a makeup-ruining crying jag. She looked entirely too put together for someone who had just lost her child.
The husband appeared annoyed, as if he was being kept from some pressing appointment. He wasn’t checking his watch, but it was obvious he wanted to because he kept touching it and rubbing his wrists, as if physically restraining himself from looking at it.
Mohammed was looking around the room and frowning. There was something not quite right about the scene.
“Come in, Detectives,” Mr. Wells said, looking thoroughly put out by their unexpected visit.
“Mr. and Mrs. Wells, my name is Detective John Malloy, Las Vegas Metro Homicide division, and this is Detective Mohammed Rafik. We won’t take up much of your time. We just wanted to ask you a few questions concerning the night your daughter first disappeared.”
“We’ve already told this story a dozen times to you guys,” Mr. Wells said.
“I’m sure you have, and we’ve looked over the file from Missing Persons, but I’m hoping you might remember something you perhaps could not recall earlier. A different person asking different questions, phrased differently - it might cause you to remember something that slipped your mind before.”
“Slipped my mind? Do you know how many times I run that night over in my head? All day. All night. Every single day! Nothing is slipping my mind!” Mrs. Wells shrieked and tears began to flood down her face as her eyes blazed with an unnerving combination of fury and sorrow.
Mr. Wells put his hand on her shoulder and patted lightly. Almost immediately the tears stopped. “We’ll try to help you gentlemen in any way possible, but I honestly don’t think there’s any more we can tell you.”
“Let’s start with the day she disappeared. Was she wearing the same clothes she was found in?”
“Yes, I bought her that blue sweater the night before. That was the first day she wore it. She had on a plaid skirt and patent leather shoes with white knee highs.”
“Okay. Where exactly were you when she disappeared?”
“I was in the kitchen cooking. I could hear her outside playing. I would look out the window and check on her every now and then. Then Frank called, and he and I were talking for, I don’t know, less than five minutes. When I hung up I couldn’t hear Marsha outside anymore. So I leaned out the window to look for her but didn’t see her anywhere. I figured she’d just followed her friends to the pool or went to one of their houses or something. She knows not to leave the block without asking, but you know kids; sometimes they forget.”
“What did you do then?”
“I went out to look for her. I went to the pool. I drove around the neighborhood. I even went over to Sunset Park to see if she’d gone there. I was more angry than worried. I didn’t think for a second that something might have happened to her. Just that she’d run off without permission.”
“When did you start to get concerned?”
“When I started checking with the neighbors and the little girls she was playing with, the Jones’s two little girls down the street, Jennifer and Amy. They said they had decided to go to the pool and that Marsha had told them she had to stay on the block and had stayed behind. That’s when I called Frank and he called the police.”
“As you were driving around looking for your daughter, did you see anyone or anything that was out of place or unusual? A strange car parked nearby or cruising the neighborhood, a strange person, anything?”
“No, I wasn’t really paying that much attention to anything. I was just trying to find my daughter.”
“What about the days before the disappearance? Did you notice anyone hanging around that you didn’t recognize? Did you notice any strange vehicles? Did your daughter talk about meeting anyone new?”
“No. She knew not to talk to strangers.”
Detective Rafik continued to look around the room with a curious expression on his face. He looked first at Mr. Wells and then at the bare walls and mantle.
Mr. Wells was grinning at him almost defiantly, as if he had a secret he knew that the detective would never figure out. Finally Detective Rafik spoke up, interrupting Detective Malloy’s cursory interrogation. “Do you have any pictures of your daughter? I notice there are none on the walls or mantle. Can I see a picture?”
“Sure. I’ll get you a picture.” Mr. Wells grinned at him again and then stalked off into the next room.
Malloy looked at Mohammed with a questioning expression on his face. Mo shook his head slightly, meaning that he would explain later.
Mrs. Wells stood between the two men watching the exchange, clearly growing more nervous and agitated by the second.
Mr. Wells returned from the den carrying several pictures. “Here you are, Detective. Take whatever you need.”
The detectives looked at the handful of pictures, all taken at a professional portrait studio, some with the American flag as a backdrop.
“These are her class pictures from school, right? The same ones you gave the detectives over at Missing Persons. We were hoping you would have some more candid photos. Say, of Marsha at home, around the house, playing. You have any photos like that?”
“We aren’t very big on photography. We like to leave that sort of thing to the professionals.”
Detective Rafik took another long look at the bare walls, noticing the stark contrast from the rest of the room, which was cluttered with furniture and knick-knacks and little figurines and trinkets. He nodded, staring Mr. Wells directly in his eyes. The man bared his teeth at the detective in what could pass for a smile but held no pleasantness.
“I see. Well. I think we’ve got all we need for right now.”
They handed the Wellses their business cards.
“Please give us a call if you think of anything else, and we’ll be in touch if we come up with anything on our end.”
The door shut with a loud bang at their backs.
Malloy turned to Mohammed. “So what was all that about the pictures?”
“You didn’t notice how bare the walls were? There were areas on the walls that were almost clean. Areas roughly in the shape of a square. They took down all the pictures before we came. There was something they didn’t want us to see, and it involved their child. Either that or …”
“Or what?”
“Or they took those pictures down even sooner than we think.”
“You mean you think they took the pictures down right after their child went missing?”
“Maybe even before.”
“But why would they do that?”
“Guilt maybe. Closing the door on that chapter of their lives and moving on. Trying to forget.”
“Trying to forget their own daughter? So you think they’re suspects?”
“I know they’re involved. If they took the pictures down before the girl went missing, then they knew it was coming. Did you see the way they looked at us? The father was almost daring me to catch him. We need to talk to the guys from Missing Persons who interviewed them the day their daughter disappeared. I want to know if those pictures were on the walls then.”
They walked to their vehicle, both trying to guess at the secrets hidden within the Wells’s house. Just as they stepped into the car the radio sputtered to life. “Code two! We have reports of a 415 at the Learning Tree Elementary School.”
Then, moments later, another call came out. This one was a little more urgent.
“Code three! Code three! We have a report of a 187 in progress. A possible 10-54 at the Learning Tree Elementary School!”
A dead body at an elementary school.
“Shit!” Rafik exclaimed as he put the lights and siren on and took off in the direction of the school. He and Malloy looked at each other with horrified expressions, imagining the mutilated remains of some pedophile’s deviant passions crumpled up beneath a playground swing set or dangling like a ghastly ornament from the jungle gym.
When they pulled into the school parking lot, they paused, mouths agape, staring at the commotion taking place in the schoolyard. Expecting to find a child victim, they were not at all prepared for what they were seeing. Nothing could have possibly prepared them for this. There was no dead body lying in the schoolyard - not yet anyway - but if they didn’t get out there quickly there would be.
A cloud of birds circled the schoolyard - crows and pigeons, scavengers, carrion eaters, and below them a bizarre melee was going on, some type of riot. Occasionally some of the birds would dive down and attack the victim struggling on the ground before returning to rejoin the flock. Malloy and Rafik stared aghast as they tried to absorb exactly what they were seeing. Malloy felt shivers race the length of his spine as a feeling of deja vu overwhelmed him. He knew he was witnessing exactly what had happened to the victim who’d been killed by his dog the previous day.
Yards from where the sandbox, swing sets, and jungle gym sat neglected, an angry mob of seven and eight-year-old children attacked a man as he scrambled on all fours, running for his life and calling out for help. It almost looked like a game - except for the blood running down his face and the shrill and desperate sound of his voice. The children were killing him.
They rained blows down on him, swarming all over the screaming and bloodied man in a flurry of savage violence. It looked like a riot at a hospital for the criminally insane. Teachers were running out of the building, trying to rescue the victim from the biting, kicking, punching frenzy of pre-adolescent fury engulfing him. It was almost comical if it wasn’t for the fact that the man was clearly being murdered. A cloud of birds surrounded the assault, attacking as relentlessly as the children.
“What the fuck!” Malloy exclaimed. The detectives left their vehicle and began jogging across the field toward the horde of angry, murderous children.
Malloy and Rafik looked at each other while they ran. The detectives stared out across the field as more than two dozen children seethed over the helpless man, attacking him with fearsome savagery. They clawed and bit and dug their fingers into his eyes, nose, and ears, ripping off whatever appendages they could manage to tear free. He was bleeding profusely as he went down, succumbing to the weight of their numbers. The teachers were striking the children, trying to get them to release the man, but the children barely seemed to notice.
The man’s screams were horrible as he tried to battle his way through a storm of raging children.
“What should we do? We can’t shoot them. They’re kids! And what do we do about these fuckin’ birds?” Rafik asked, looking both frightened and confused as he swatted away a dive-bombing pigeon.
“There’s nothing we can do about the birds right now, and the kids are the more immediate threat.”
“They’re just kids,” Rafik repeated in an awed whisper.
When they reached the children they began yanking them off the man and tossing them back into the grass, only to have them come rushing back to dive onto him again with renewed savagery. The birds were now attacking more persistently as well, pecking at his face and eyes and clawing through his tattered clothing. The detectives swatted them away as they struggled to control the children. They were making no progress at all and the man was dying.
Breathing heavily, Detective Rafik stood up and turned to one of the teachers who had come out to help. She had welts and bite marks all over her arms and was batting at herself and shrieking. There were bees and ants all over her. Rafik stared at her and the rest of the teachers, who also seemed to be battling with insects, and pointed back down at the children. Their faces were awash with the man’s blood, and some seemed to be chewing on pieces of his flesh. Many had suffered torn knuckles from the punches they had landed on him, and those who were not biting and kicking were stomping his head into the dirt. There were bees and ants and worms all over him.
“What the hell is wrong with them? They look like they’ve gone mad!”
“What do we do?”
They continued pulling off the raging children, and this time the kids stayed off, though it was apparently not due to any effort on the part of the detectives. They just suddenly broke off their attack. Malloy and Rafik looked up as the dense flock of birds dissipated.
Rafik stopped and looked at the children who had finally ceased their assault on the man and were now standing around his corpse, staring at him with eyes filled with sorrow and confusion. One by one they began to cry and turn away. Some ran back into the building. Others ran to the teachers, hugging them and sobbing.
“Call an ambulance,” Malloy said as he knelt beside the body. A cloud of bees and flies rose from the corpse and flew over their heads. Rafik knelt beside his partner, and they watched the earthworms and ants crawl out of the man’s hollowed eye-sockets, mouth, nose, and from the holes on the side of his head where his ears had been.
Rafik knelt closer to inspect the avulsions in the victim’s throat and was nearly stung by still more bees, which were now evacuating the ghastly wounds around his throat. Just as before, maggots were already writhing on the victim’s body.
“Is this like what happened with the dog guy?”
“Exactly what happened.”
“Fuck.”



Chapter 10
April ran her fingernails over Delilah’s thick thighs, tracing the striations in her quadriceps and marveling at the smoothness of her skin. She still could not believe she’d slept with her. Delilah was the only woman she’d ever slept with, and she’d only known the woman for a few minutes when she’d allowed herself to be seduced by her.
No. That’s not how it happened, April corrected herself. Delilah hadn’t seduced her. She had only touched her and April had gone wild, consumed with desire so sudden and powerful that it had overwhelmed her. When she’d first walked into the voodoo priestess’s bedroom she’d been petrified of her and sickened by the knowledge that her best friend and her best friend’s boyfriend had both slept with the woman. Then Delilah touched her. One touch and an inferno of lust ignited inside her stronger than anything she’d ever felt before. April had practically attacked the woman.
Delilah’s lovemaking had been every bit as gentle and tender as her voice. She seemed to read April’s every desire, playing her body like a musical instrument until it responded in a crescendo that shook her to her soul. It was the first orgasm April ever had and others followed behind it in rapid succession until she’d almost lost consciousness, collapsing on the bed in exhaustion.
April was still trying to catch her breath as she looked into Delilah’s eyes. The sorrow that had been there before they made love was now infinitely deeper, a mortal wound raw and bleeding out like a severed artery. Her own anger and misery, however, was gone. Delilah had done exactly as she had promised. She had absorbed all her pain. April could feel it. All her fear, her rage, her sadness had left her.
And gone into Delilah.
What she felt now was simply a profound love. Love for the woman who had freed her from her pain. But this love was so different from anything she’d ever felt before. It was wild and savagely passionate, a type of passion she’d never imagined herself capable of. It almost seemed foreign, as if she were feeling Delilah’s emotions instead of her own. Whatever it was and wherever its origin, she liked it. She never wanted to stop feeling this way.
She ran her palms along Delilah’s jaw line and then traced her full lips with her fingertips.
Delilah gently kissed the pad of April’s index finger. Even this small gesture sent shivers through April’s body. Delilah smiled at her and the expression was so pained that April’s heart skipped a beat. Her dark eyes looked even stormier and more turbulent than before, like the sky before a hurricane. The woman was so beautiful it was dizzying.
“You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”
Delilah’s body was tense and trembling. April wondered how hard it must be, fighting to control that maelstrom of emotions thundering inside her. Whatever Delilah had taken out of her was now added to the infinite miseries the voodoo priestess already had accumulated within her. It seemed to be tearing her apart. April now understood that whatever magic Delilah performed on her went far beyond empathy. It was some form of telepathy. Delilah had drained away April’s negative emotions and replaced them with her own emotions, with her love.
How could anyone live with so much pain? April wondered. She stared at the woman in awe, watching as Delilah’s face ticked and twitched, watching her wince and moan. It was then that April realized what was happening to the woman. She was reliving April’s rape. She was experiencing it all.
Delilah tried to smile again, but now it was even more pained than before.
“Oh, Delilah. What did you do?”
“I took your pain away. Aren’t you happy now? Don’t you love me?”
“Yes, Delilah. I love you. But - I can’t leave you like this. You have to give it back. I can’t stand to see you hurt like this. It’s not right. It’s not fair for you to suffer for me.”
“It is my purpose, April.” She smiled again. “I am the whipping boy.”
April leaned forward and kissed Delilah, and this seemed to quiet the distress in her face a little. Still, April could not help but feel bad for what she’d done to the beautiful black woman.
I didn’t know it was going to hurt her like this. How can she stand it? If one person’s anger and despair can hurt her so badly, how does she function after absorbing the combined sorrows of her entire congregation? How does she get rid of all that hatred and pain?
April’s worry only increased as Delilah’s eyes rolled up in her head and she began to shake and moan, gritting her teeth against some terrible pain. April knew exactly what the woman was feeling. She’d done the same thing herself on a gymnasium floor long ago.



Chapter 11
Detectives Malloy and Rafik sat with the hysterical children in the school cafeteria as their parents arrived. They interviewed each child one by one before allowing them to leave in their parents’ custody. They were almost hoping the children wouldn’t be able to remember what happened, that they would be spared the gruesome memories, but they remembered it all. They just couldn’t tell him why.
“What was it that made you so angry, Darla?” Malloy asked, looking down at the tiny first grader with her curly red hair in braids. Her huge hazel eyes were red from crying, her dimples still evident even absent the smile. Her knuckles were raw and swollen from punching her teacher, David Orluske, to death. Her fingernails were broken from digging them into the schoolteacher’s face. Her mouth was still smeared pink from where her mother had tried to wipe off the blood with a handkerchief and water from the fountain. Her mouth was a crimson hell from where she’d tried to rip out the teacher’s throat with her teeth.
“I don’t know. I just was. I was so angry I couldn’t help myself. I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to kill him.”
“Are you glad he’s dead now?” Detective Rafik asked.
“No.” Her eyes welled with tears. “I loved him!”
“But you hated him today?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know!” she cried out and tears began again.
“That’s it, Detectives. She can’t tell you any more. You’re just scaring her,” her mother said, draping a protective arm around her daughter.
Rafik sighed deeply and stood up; he stepped in front of Darla Watson and her mother, blocking their exit. “Ma’am, with all due respect, your daughter participated in the murder of her teacher. We need to find out why this happened. And while I completely understand your wanting to protect your daughter - we want to protect her and the other children - I can’t let her walk out of here until I know what happened. I don’t want to have to arrest her, because frankly, we don’t have the facilities to house a child that age and I’m not sure she’s entirely responsible for her actions. But I have to be sure, for the safety of both of you.”
“You don’t think she’d hurt me?” her mother asked, turning back toward the detectives and looking from one to the other. That entirely new and foreign possibility apparently crept into her mind, reminding her how she’d found her daughter just moments ago drenched in blood like some cherubic vampire.
“At this point we have to consider it a possibility. I need to know a little bit more about what transpired here before I can be comfortable with letting her go. So far we haven’t detained any of the children. They’ve all been released into their parents’ custody.”
“Just a few more questions, Mrs. Watson,” Malloy said, smiling in that lopsided way women had often told him was both goofy and charming. He knelt down to stare little Darla in her eyes as he spoke, still wearing that goofy self-conscious grin.
“Darla? Did anything unusual happen before you got angry?”
“We were just playing.” Her eyes drifted off as she tried to remember, and then her face suddenly brightened. “Oh, and then we saw Mary!”
“Mary?”
“Yeah, Mary Neilson. She was lost. Her picture was on the news and everything. Then she just came walking across the field. Mr. Orluske saw her too, and he told us all to stay where we were and he ran over to her. We all followed him. He knelt down to talk to her, and she patted him on the forehead and said, ‘Tag. You’re it!’ Then she walked away. Mr. Orluske tried to stop her from leaving. But then we …”
Detective Rafik reached into his pocket for a picture. He unfolded the Missing Person’s flyer that he’d found on his desk that morning. It was a picture of Mary Nielson, a girl who’d been abducted nearly a month before. It just occurred to him that this was the same school she’d attended.
“Was this her? Was this the girl?”
“That’s Mary,” Darla said, nodding.
The detectives let Darla and her mother leave. They spent the rest of the afternoon interviewing the remaining students and teachers. All their stories were the same.
“How much do you want to bet that when we find Marsha Wells it will be somewhere in the proximity of one of these weird-ass murders?”
“What are you thinking, Mo?”
“I don’t know. But I think we need to talk to Mary Nielson’s parents today.”
“Why? Do you think she might head back home?”
“No. I’m pretty sure she’ll turn up in a coma somewhere just like the rest of them. I just want to see if her parents left her pictures on the walls.”
The detectives ended their evening at the coroner’s office staring at the body of the young teacher with questions flying through their heads. The ME was on the other side of the room working on another body, that of a teenage prostitute with bruises and track marks in equal number on her arms and legs. A cynical part of Malloy wondered why he was even bothering. The streets had killed her, pure and simple, and chances are no one would ever claim the body, just as no one had come to rescue her in life.
“Hi, John, Mohammed. I hope you two aren’t expecting this autopsy to happen tonight? I’ve got nearly a dozen others before you.”
“What? Homicides?”
“I won’t know that ‘til I autopsy them.”
“Okay, smartass. Well, can you tell us anything on the teacher?”
“Not much. I only looked at him briefly when he first came in. You said kids did that to him? What was it some kind of gang?” the doctor asked.
“His students. Seven and eight-year-old children. Have you ever heard of anything like that?”
Dr. Medoff’s eyebrows knitted together in concentration, Malloy could see the doctor probing his memory for some frame of reference, for one situation even remotely similar to the tragedy that lay torn apart on his examining table. He told them he’d never seen anything like this. At least not done by children. Attack dogs, even a circus lion once, but never children; never like this.
Malloy was still haunted by the image of those children ripping into their screaming teacher as if they were in some type of feeding frenzy. He shook his head to try and clear the vision from his mind, only succeeding in giving himself a headache. He grabbed Dr. Medoff, squeezing the man’s slender bicep hard enough to leave a bruise as he tried to fight off the wave of revulsion that suddenly came crashing through him. Seeing the man wince, he slackened his grip and took a deep breath to calm himself.
“Doc, you have to have some theory about all this. I mean something had to have made those kids go nuts like that. They looked like they were possessed!”
“There’ve been many cases of mass hysteria, mob mentality, riots, in which relatively normal people suddenly turn into looters and murderers. There’ve even been gang-rape cases where large groups of people have gotten swept up in the moment and committed what to them would ordinarily have been an unthinkable act. It’s some bizarre type of peer-pressure dynamic that seems to override the normal restraints we place on ourselves.”
“But children?”
“Maybe it had something to do with the bees.”
“What?” Detective Rafik asked incredulously.
The doctor walked over to the table where the two detectives stood looking down at the body. He removed the sheet, revealing the tortured remains of David Orluske, the young teacher who’d been beaten to death by his students just hours ago. There were bee stings and insect bites all over him along with a profusion of other bruises, lacerations, and avulsions. The corpse still teemed with maggots, slugs, and earthworms. It was literally vibrating with activity.
“Maybe when the bees attacked the kids panicked, and in some type of mass hysteria mistook David Orluske for their attacker. I mean, there had to have been thousands of bees. The pain and confusion, coupled with a child’s imagination and limited understanding of the world could have made the children believe that they were literally fighting for their lives, that the only way to stop the bees was to kill Mr. Orluske here. They could have thought he was somehow causing the bees to attack them.”
“That’s a pretty good theory. I’d close the case with that. Except none of the kids were stung.”
“What? But how? There had to be a massive swarm to have caused this type of damage. This guy has stings over 70 percent of his body, and not one child was stung?”
“Not one.” The detectives turned to leave.
“Then maybe it was the birds? There were a lot of feathers on the body, and he was covered in talon marks. Maybe the kids were frightened by the birds? Or maybe it was a combination of-”
“The birds and the bees?” Malloy scoffed. “I was there, remember? The kids didn’t even seem to notice the goddamn birds. It was just like the dog guy yesterday. Every fucking thing was attacking him. Like they were all working together. Look, just let us know when you get something solid.”
“Maybe something will turn up in the tox-screen. The kids bit him, you know? I mean they didn’t just break the skin; they tore out chunks of his flesh with their teeth. I must have found more than fifty different human bite marks on him. And you say this was done by kids?”
“Seven and eight-year-olds.”
“My God. Okay, I’ll move this one up ahead of the rest. I’m sure this is going to get a lot of press. I’ll make sure you have something to tell the reporters in the morning. Maybe I’ll have something more to tell you tonight.”
“Yeah, I hope so. ‘Cause this whole thing is really starting to freak me out.”
Dr. Medoff stared at the vermin-ridden corpse.
He shoved the body into the freezer to slow the activity of the vermin until he could get around to autopsying it.



Chapter 12
April was hooked. She could not stay away from Delilah. Every second away from her threatened April’s newfound tranquility. She became hostile and disagreeable. Delilah’s love was like a powerful narcotic. Now that she didn’t have the weight of her past haunting her it was every new frustration, every petty vexation of her will that she ran to Delilah for release from: the guy who cut her off in traffic; the teacher who gave her a lower grade than she thought she deserved on her term paper; homeless people begging for beer and drug money; soldiers dying in the Middle East; shoes that didn’t fit right; the busted zipper on her new jacket; anything at all that angered her in the least required immediate relief in the arms of Delilah. She knew she was using Delilah as a crutch and that it wasn’t healthy for her - couldn’t be healthy for any of them. But April couldn’t stop herself and Delilah never refused. It was her purpose, and somehow she was able to deal with it all.
She knew she wasn’t the only one doing it. No matter what time of day or night she arrived at Delilah’s mansion there was always someone else there before her or waiting to enter after she left. She’d seen her “heal” a dozen people during orgiastic masses that left Delilah doubled over and screaming from the pain, yet somehow she always recovered. April found it hard to watch sometimes and often resented the others for the toll their pain was taking on Delilah, but she was just as guilty. Delilah had become the lifeline to happiness for all of them.



Chapter 13
“That teacher’s body - the way it was all covered in insects and stuff and all those damn birds - was that the way you found your dog victim yesterday?”
“Exactly the same, only the guy yesterday was much worse.”
“Worse than that? I can see why you were so freaked out then.”
“We need to talk to the guys from Missing Persons about the pictures on the Wells’s walls, and then we need to go back and talk to them again. We’ve got to figure this shit out quick. Nothing is right about this case. Nothing at all.”
They drove along in silence. They sat contemplating the rest of their day, the witness interviews and interrogations, the leads, the clues, trying to anticipate what truth each clue would lead them to. It was all impossible to predict. Neither could guess at what they were dealing with. Some kind of disease? Hypnosis? A new drug? None of it made sense. How were the murders tied to the missing children, and how were the parents involved? The questions continued to spin in a maddening blur through their heads like some indecipherable puzzle that had to be solved without even knowing what the end product was supposed to look like.
Long moments passed before Detective Rafik finally broke the silence. “You think maybe there was something about this guy that made everybody want to kill him? Like maybe something chemical? A pheromone that triggers some kind of violent response in animals?”
“Animals? Maybe. But kids?”
“Their brains aren’t fully developed yet. Maybe it affects them too. Whatever it is. I don’t know. Maybe he was on some new kind of street drug that has the unpleasant side effect of making everyone around you want to kick your ass.”
Malloy laughed. “Yeah, okay, Mo. Or maybe it was his cologne or aftershave?”
“Could be.”
“Are you fucking serious?”
“I’m dead serious, bro. You saw what happened. There has to be some explanation for why what looked like every bird in the sky for blocks suddenly decided to come to that schoolyard and attack a teacher, and why the kids, bees, ants, even fucking earthworms all decided they should get a piece of him too. Fuck, John, there was a moment there when I wanted to kill him too. It didn’t last long, but for a second it was so powerful I almost drew my weapon. There’s something truly fucked up going on here.”
Malloy sat silently for a moment. “Yeah, okay, I felt it too.”
“You did?”
“Yeah, if the kids hadn’t killed him I was almost ready to do it for them.”
They drove the rest of the way without saying another word.
Mohammed looked at his partner and casually appraised him. Malloy’s stepfather was black. An ex-con and former gang member and the only father Malloy had ever known. John’s mother Elizabeth Leary had been a counselor at the prison where Isaac Malloy had been incarcerated for attempted murder, and they had developed a friendship that had continued long after he’d gotten out of prison. Elizabeth had helped him find a job and stay out of trouble, and he had in turn helped her leave her drunken husband after he’d beaten her up and sent her to the hospital with two broken ribs and a concussion when she was five months pregnant with John. Isaac had even paid her husband a visit to make sure he left and never came around her again. Then he’d asked her to marry him.
They had never even been on a date. No romantic words had ever been spoken between them, and she was pregnant with another man’s child. Still, she accepted and Isaac adopted her child on the same day Elizabeth said, “I do.”
“What’s it like growing up in the seventies with a black father?”
“Don’t you know?”
“Okay, smartass. But I’m black. What’s it like for a white boy to grow up with a black father? That must have been a fucking trip.”
“There were a lot of interesting moments.” Malloy kept his eyes straight ahead. His grip on the steering wheel tightened until his skin blanched around the knuckles and his jaw and shoulders tensed.
“I could imagine. Isaac ain’t exactly the kind of dude most folks would want to mess with, but with Civil Rights goin’ on and all, it’s no wonder you guys moved here from the Bay Area. He must have been catching it from both sides.”
“Vegas was better, but not that much. I mean, here all we had to worry about were the white folks. But Vegas then was nothing like Vegas is now. There was nothing but a bunch of shit-kicking rednecks and yuppies here when we moved. There were lots of rich folks and entertainers too, but they mostly lived off by themselves in big custom homes, not in the neighborhoods. The regular neighborhoods were mostly filled with rednecks.”
“That ain’t much different from what it’s like now.”
“Oh, it was a lot different. Vegas is a lot more ethnically diverse now than it was then. There was a big middleclass back then, and there wasn’t a black face among them. The black community was small and was all grouped together on the north side of town. We moved into an all-white neighborhood on the east side. Isaac would get harassed by the cops all the time just driving home from work. You can imagine how that went over, a black ex-con driving through a middleclass white neighborhood. When they found out he lived there with a white woman and her kid that he was raising as his own, it would just get worse. We had a cross burned on our lawn once.”
“You’re fuckin’ kiddin’ me. I thought that only happened in the south.”
“It wasn’t the Klan or anything. It was a bunch of high school kids, but Isaac didn’t take it lightly. He found out who each and every one of the kids involved were and went to their houses to speak to their parents. You know how he is now. You can imagine what he was like back then. He told them that if anything like that happened again he’d have all his Black Panther friends come down here and start a race war right here on their block. We never got invited to any barbecues, but nothing like that ever happened again.”
“That’s deep. Even at sixty-four I still wouldn’t fuck with your pops.”
“So what now? You want to go talk to the guys at Missing Persons or you want to call it a night?”
“I’d better head on home before Emily starts tripping. She already thinks you’re my secret lover.”
Malloy coughed, choking on his Pepsi and spraying soda all over the dashboard as it exploded from his nostrils. “She what?”
“I think she thinks you’re gay, man. She says a guy your age should be married or at least in a serious relationship unless he’s a faggot on the down low.” Mohammed looked at his partner almost as if he was asking a question.
“Well, you’ve seen me with dozens of women. Just tell her about them.”
“One-night stands? Whores you pick up at nightclubs and titty bars? I can’t tell her about those. Then she’d never let me hang out with you. She’d be afraid you’d rub off on me and turn me into a pussy hound too.”
“So you’d rather she thought I was some fucking queer?”
Mohammed laughed then shrugged. “You do have pretty good taste in fashion. I mean I get all my suits at JC Penny’s and you run around wearing Calvin Klein and Hugo Boss.”
“What the fuck are you saying? You think I’m gay because I like nice clothes?”
Mohammed laughed again. “I’m just saying that an argument could be made. It’s all about appearances.”
“No, what you’re saying is that you want me to get a girlfriend so that your old lady will get off your back because you ain’t got the balls to put her in check. Don’t start trying to make your problems my problems.”
Mohammed smiled broadly and draped an arm around Malloy’s shoulders. “I’m your partner, man. My problems are your problems. That’s just how we roll.”
Malloy laughed now and shook his head, sighing heavily. “You’re a fucking trip, bro. Okay, so what do we do about our problem?”
“Just, you know, call up one of your girlfriends and bring her by the house a few times. You know, just so it looks like you two are serious. Maybe even have her come to dinner with me and Emily.”
“You’re serious, aren’t you? Is it really that deep?”
Mohammed’s eyes swept the floor, clearly embarrassed. “Yeah, bro, it’s that deep. You know how Emily is when she starts trippin’ about something. It would just make my life a whole lot easier. She’d feel more comfortable about all the time we spend on the job and maybe she wouldn’t be callin’ me and trippin’ on me all the time.”
“So what happens when I start bringing some chick around you guys and then she starts thinking that we’re a fucking couple or something? Are you gonna help me get rid of her when the chick starts getting too attached?”
“What’s wrong with getting attached? Maybe you should try getting attached to someone. I mean, you ain’t getting any younger. You want to be that pathetic old guy at the nightclub still trying to pick up young chicks?”
“Nope. I want to be that pathetic old guy at the nightclub who succeeds at picking up young chicks. I don’t do attachment, Mo. I like my women with no strings. I mean, could you imagine me getting serious with a woman?”
Mohammed looked at his partner long and hard, giving the question more thought than Malloy believed it deserved. The look made him uncomfortable. Malloy began to squirm under his partner’s scrutiny.
“Why the fuck are you looking at me like that? Now who’s acting queer?”
“You know what I really think?”
“What?”
Mohammed’s expression grew serious. He turned around in his seat so that he was facing Malloy when he spoke. “I think some chick screwed you up real bad, man.”
Malloy laughed unconvincingly.
“I’m serious, John. I think she fucked you all up and you’ve never gotten over that shit. They say that the biggest assholes are frustrated romantics, and that’s you. You were probably one of those nave young geeks who showed up on your girlfriend’s doorstep with a fistful of roses and caught her in there moanin’ and screamin’ for some other stud, maybe the dude was your best friend or something. Now you treat all women like whores so you ain’t never gotta feel like a sucker again. Am I right?”
Malloy turned and looked out the window. When he turned back the pain was clear on his face. Mohammed knew he’d hit a nerve.
“You’re close. It wasn’t my girlfriend. It was my fiancee, and the dude wasn’t my best friend. He was my stepfather.”
“Oh, shit. Isaac and your fiancee? My bad, man. I didn’t know.”
“I never told my mom about it. I never even told Isaac I saw them together. I think he knew it though, when I called off the wedding. He called me up that day and told me he was glad I wasn’t marrying her because she was too promiscuous. ‘You can’t turn a whore into a housewife,’ he said. But you know what, Mo? They’re all whores. I mean, you’ve been on this job as long as I have. You’ve had women offer you blowjobs to get out of a traffic ticket while their kid is sitting right behind them in the backseat. You’ve seen them sell their bodies for the price of a hit of crack or some crystal meth. You’ve seen them having kids by three or four different fathers and still going out to nightclubs every night, leaving their kids home alone while they’re out trying to pick up somebody new, hoping the fifth baby-daddy will be their Prince Charming, then stumbling home drunk and disillusioned when he fucks them in an alley and kicks them out of the car without so much as cab fare. You’ve seen them get their asses kicked by the same drunken idiot every weekend yet still refuse to leave or press charges just because he’s a nice guy when he ain’t drinking. We’ve seen them shaking their asses for dollars and giving blowjobs in the VIP room for the price of a bottle of champagne. And how many times have we seen a woman beaten or killed because her man caught her fucking around on him? That’s why I can’t take any of them seriously. Because no matter how much they pretty themselves up, no matter how sweet and innocent they look, I still know what they’re really like. I know all the sick, evil shit inside them. I pity them sometimes, but I can’t love them.”
Mohammed’s jaw hung open as he looked at his partner and realized for the first time in five years that he didn’t know the man at all.



Chapter 14
The congregation began arriving while Delilah was still in her bath. The hot water felt good on her skin. She didn’t want to leave the big eighty-gallon claw-foot tub. Outside the tub reality waited, and the reality of Delilah’s world was pain and terror. She wanted to sink down into the water and disappear forever.
Delilah ran an exfoliating sponge down her long thick limbs, lifting one leg out of the water, flexing her powerful quadriceps and pointing her toes like a ballerina. Downstairs, she could hear her followers filing out into the yard. Soon the drumming would begin and it would be time for her to join them. Delilah sighed and closed her eyes. She was exhausted and afraid. With the rituals would come the pain. All of the pain and fear and rage of her entire congregation would be funneled into her and then into another young girl, a sacrifice to keep Delilah safe and sane. The guilt was almost as crippling as the coming agony.
Within her she could feel the Loa awakening. It knew the ritual was at hand. Delilah could feel the demon’s growing excitement. It was hungry. It fed on the worship, the adoration, as did Delilah herself, but tonight she was more than tired, she was distracted. She was thinking about April, the young college student who had been coming to see her every day.
Delilah smiled as she pictured April in her mind. The pretty young woman with the long mouse-brown hair half hiding her face had seemed so timid, so afraid, as she sat at the foot of Delilah’s bed listening to the priestess’s tale of magic and woe. All of that had changed after their first kiss. In the bedroom, April was not nearly so timid.
April’s entire temperament had been so different. There was none of the desperate hunger, the profound need, the greed she felt from her regular worshippers. It was not the nervous excitement she was used to seeing on the faces of new participants. It was not just the young woman’s skepticism. Delilah was used to that. April had seemed terrified of her the first time they met. There was so much pain inside the young woman that Delilah could feel it boiling off her in waves. It was staggering. But the woman had seemed more afraid of Delilah than of the misery she held inside. It made the young priestess want to help her. As much as she knew it would pain her, Delilah had wanted to know the young woman’s pain. She wanted to drink deep of it and savor its unique flavor, to know it as intimately as she knew her own.
It had taken a little coaxing but April had finally allowed her to help. That was, after all, why the woman had come. What Delilah found was a deep reservoir of fear and anguish but no hate. The girl literally hated no one. That was when Delilah knew that she was in love. Now April was addicted to her just like the rest of Delilah’s followers. It was impossible to tell how much of what April felt toward her was genuine love or just a desire for what Delilah could do. The young voodoo mambo had always been good at feeling the pain and fear and hatred of others; feeling their love was a talent she lacked.
April would be among the worshippers tonight, dancing to the drums, inviting the Loa to take possession of her body and finally coming to Delilah for the gift of freedom. The thought excited the mambo for reasons she could not fully understand. She should resent the girl for it. She should resent them all for the pain they caused. But she needed them as much as they needed her and she didn’t know why. Their addiction to her power was the only love she had ever known. It was the only way she’d ever felt wanted, appreciated.
The steady rhythmic thrum of congas began their thunderous beat. Delilah sighed deeply as she rose from her bath and walked naked across the bathroom floor leaving puddles on the marble tiles. She walked down the stairs and into the yard without bothering to dress or towel off. Even though the sun had set hours before, it was still well over a hundred degrees outside and Delilah knew she would be dry in minutes. Her nudity did not bother her at all. The demon that inhabited her abhorred clothing as did most of the Petro Loa. Her soul had been married to the spirit of the Loa for so long that Delilah now shared many of its personality traits, including its lust for worship.
From some dark place inside her demonic laughter erupted, echoing through her. It filled her up and came spilling out of Delilah’s mouth as she picked up her dagger and whirled and twirled out into the garden to begin the ritual.
She spotted April almost immediately and smiled wide. April was staring at Delilah’s nude body in astonishment but did not look away. The young mambo was surprised by how good it felt to have the young woman’s eyes on her. She danced over to April and took her hand.
April resisted for a moment. This was her first time receiving the gift this way and Delilah could sense her fear and apprehension. She had never been to a ritual before. Until now it had always been done in private, in Delilah’s bedroom, in Delilah’s bed. She had never received the gift through blood. Delilah had sucked out her pain through other body fluids. But the blood was so much more powerful.
Delilah kissed her passionately on the lips. April visibly relaxed and allowed herself to be pulled away from her friends and into the circle. She didn’t know whether it was the demon inside her or her own lust, but her desire for the timid young woman was overwhelming.
“You will be first tonight, my love.”
Delilah held April’s small body tight against her bosom, letting her tongue slip between the woman’s thin trembling lips, and then she turned and walked over to where a man with skinny arms and legs, a big round belly, and long graying dreadlocks stood in his underwear and dark sunglasses holding a wicker basket. The man took the lid off the basket and removed a long black snake, a black mamba. Taking the serpent in her hands, Delilah quickly bit its head off and began drinking its blood. She turned back to April and spit the blood in the woman’s face.
April recoiled, scowling in disgust, swiping at the blood on her face. Delilah seized her arm and jerked her forward. She drew the dagger across April’s wrist and brought the wound to her lips, sucking out the blood along with all of April’s pain. April moaned in ecstasy and Delilah felt a pang of remorse as she wondered if April would ever want to receive the gift any other way.



Chapter 15
“You know, I kind of thought that was odd myself,” Detective Edward Little said as he scratched his scruffy goatee with one hand and readjusted his wire-framed glasses with the other. “I noticed it right away. There weren’t any pictures of her at all. There were no pictures of the little girl anywhere. There were those other pictures though.”
“What kind of pictures?” Malloy asked.
“There was a tiny photograph on the mantle at the Wells’s place of this black woman with long dreadlocks. The woman was dressed in white robes and looked really young, like a college kid. There was something in the way the two of them were looking at her that was almost reverent. I asked them about it and they quickly changed the subject. I’m telling you, there was something weird about that photo.”
“What do you mean?”
“The way they were looking at that black chick … with something like awe on their faces, like they were standing next to the pope or God himself or something. I got the impression it was taken at some type of religious retreat or ceremony or something. You could see other couples in the background with drums and tambourines and stuff.”
“Drums and tambourines? You mean like the Krishnas?” Malloy asked.
“Yeah, something like that. But the black chick didn’t have her head shaved, and she was the only one wearing those funky pajamas. Besides, I ain’t never heard of a Hare Krishna kidnapping children. This has to be something different.”
“There’s a first time for everything, Ed. We’ve got black serial killers now, female serial killers, why not a Hindu one?”
“I just can’t see it. That Hare Krishna stuff attracts a certain type of people and it ain’t the type who would do this.”
Malloy remained unconvinced. He made a mental note to check out a few Krishna temples and see if any of them were run by a black chick with dreadlocks.
“Did you ask them about the picture? Who the girl was? Where it was taken?”
“They said it was taken when they were on vacation in Barbados, but it was obvious they were lying. They said the woman was just a local girl they stopped and took a photo with. Who would keep a photo of some random stranger on their mantel instead of their kids? It was bullshit and I knew it. I should have pressed them on it, but it didn’t seem important at the time. I figured it was some sex thing. Like maybe she was a prostitute they hired when they were on vacation to spice up the marriage or something.”
Malloy shook his head and scratched his scalp with a jagged nail that he’d gnawed down to the cuticle.
“I looked everywhere in that room. There was no picture like that when we were there. They must have noticed you looking at it and took it down,” Malloy offered.
“And those pictures being gone before Missing Persons got there looks real suspicious,” Mohammed added.
“Well, I’m just glad it’s not my case any more. This one is just gonna get weirder. You boys have fun with it. I need to get back to work.”
Detectives Malloy and Rafik shook Little’s hand.
“Mohammed. Malloy. I’ll see you guys around. Good luck with this one. Let me know if you need any help.”
“Thanks.”
They left the precinct, mulling over what Detective Little had told them about the black woman with dreadlocks. The sun had set and twilight was just now darkening into night. Another day was gone and they were no closer to finding any of the missing girls.
“You think we’re dealing with some kind of cult?” Malloy asked, turning to Rafik.
“It’s beginning to look that way. Maybe we need to stake out the Wells house and find out whose collection plate they’re filling.”
“First let’s go talk to Mr. and Mrs. Neilson. We’ll let them know that their child was spotted near the scene of a murder and see what kind of reaction we get. Whatever the hell is going on I’m positive the parents are involved.”
Malloy looked at his watch. Twelve hours they’d been going without a break.
“You ever notice that everyone calls us ‘Mohammed and Malloy’? Everyone. ‘There goes Mohammed and Malloy.’ ‘Hey! It’s Mohammed and Malloy!’”
“That’s just because we’ve been partners for so long.”
“Why do they call you by your first name and I’m just Malloy?”
“Because ‘Mohammed and John’ doesn’t have the same rhythm to it.”
“Mohammed and John,” Malloy repeated. “Sounds like a chapter from the Bible. And why does your name always have to come first?”
“Because I’m sexier.”
They both laughed. As if on cue, Mohammed’s cell phone rang.
“You said you’d be home three hours ago! What the fuck is going on? Are you trying to avoid me?” the voice on the other end of the phone shrieked.
“No, baby, you know that’s not true. We’re on an important case. There are missing children involved. I can’t just drop everything and leave my partner here to handle it all.”
“Hey, man, I understand if you need to go home.”
Mohammed shook his head and waved him off.
“What, are you fuckin’ Malloy now or something? You spend more time with that redneck than you do with me.”
“Malloy is not a fuckin’ redneck. I told you, his dad is black.”
“His stepdad. He’s as white as a ghost. Can’t he handle anything without you?”
“Baby, I’ve got to go. I’ll be home as soon as I can.”
“When? What time?”
“I don’t know. As soon as I can.”
“But-“
“Sorry, baby. I’ll talk to you later.” Mohammed hung up. He turned his head and stared out the window, trying his best to keep his partner from seeing the stress on his face.
Malloy kept driving. In his mind, Mohammed was the living embodiment of the terms “hen-pecked” and “pussy-whipped.” His wife had him by the balls. She had completely emasculated him. From what Malloy could see, that relationship was in trouble and nothing he could say was going to help it.
Silence smothered them as they pulled onto the freeway. Almost half an hour went by before they were happily discussing the case once more. The conversation stalled as they pulled into the driveway of Mr. and Mrs. Neilson.
“What do you think we’re going to find here?” Malloy asked.
“More weird shit.”



Chapter 16
Delilah left her yard where her congregation continued to exalt in the ecstasy she had given them. Their blood sloshed in her belly and their pain singed her soul.
Her little group of worshipers was growing and so was the Loa’s appetite. It was growing stronger off the negative energy she fed it, too strong. She no longer heard its voice in her head. Its voice had become hers. Even its thoughts were becoming her thoughts, its desires, its wants. She could no longer distinguish between them. She only hoped that she was changing it as much as it was changing her. She knew what the Loa was and prayed she would never become that. But she didn’t know if she could stop it, if she could control it.
She wondered how much of what she felt for April was her own emotions and how much were the demon’s perverse lusts. She had never felt for a woman before though she had made love to dozens of them during the rituals, when the demon was in control. Was it in control now? She didn’t know if there was even a difference anymore. But would it hurt April? Would she hurt April? Delilah couldn’t be certain she wouldn’t, not if the Loa continued getting stronger.
Drums echoed from the backyard through the house. Delilah staggered down the hallway toward the stairs, choking back the screams threatening to tear out of her. She lost her balance and tripped into the wall, slamming hard against it as her mind reeled from the assault of so many horrific emotions. The sounds of passion filled the house. Screams and moans rising and falling like the thundering crescendos of a symphony. Her followers had abandoned all modesty and were furiously fucking as the Loa made use of their flesh to appease their lusts. Delilah was oblivious. All she could hear was the chaos raging in her own head. Their pain raged like a tempest within her, setting every nerve aflame.
No one followed her out of the yard, and for this small mercy she was thankful. She crept alone up to her bedroom, trembling and shaking with fear and rage not her own, the violent emotions she’d absorbed from her followers. Her mind was in agony. People were so evil and hateful, so tragic and pitiful. She didn’t know how they could stand to live with themselves. The thoughts and images going through Delilah’s mind were terrifying and depressing, worse than those of the demon. She wanted to reach into her skull and claw them out of her head. She needed to get rid of them before they destroyed her. She needed another sacrifice.
Delilah’s legs wobbled as she carried the weight of several lifetimes of misery with her up the stairs to her bedroom. She pushed open the door with one limp hand and stumbled into the room. The painful memories of her entire congregation flashed before her eyes. She fell upon the bed and curled up into a fetal position as the images and emotions buffeted her, bludgeoning her down into a fitful sleep.
She wept as she slumbered. Tears flowed like blood from an open artery, soaking her pillow. Occasionally she cried out, eventually screaming herself awake. She sat up in a bed soaked with her sweat and tears. Her eyes darted around the room until they fixed on a familiar silhouette. April.
In the corner, watching as Delilah convulsed in agony, sweating and moaning beneath the sheets, April sat unmoving. Delilah hadn’t seen her young lover come in, didn’t know how long she had been there watching her.
“Come lay with me, chile’.” Delilah whispered, reaching out a hand for her lover.
April stood and walked slowly across the room. She pulled her shirt over her head and unzipped her shorts, stepping out of them. Delilah smiled as April curled up beside her, holding her tight, trying to take back some of the pain she had given. It helped a little, but Delilah was afraid that what was inside her might seep into April. She scooted away from April, just far enough to be safe, but still close enough to feel her lover’s warmth. She fell into a sleep filled with nightmares.
“I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.” April wept, rubbing Delilah’s back with her fingertips. Delilah let out a loud scream and then fell back into a rhythm of spastic twitches, moans, and contortions, fighting to overcome the multifarious demons she’d taken on.



Chapter 17
Detectives Rafik and Malloy rang the doorbell of the Neilson residence and waited. The curtains were drawn and newspapers had accumulated on the front walkway. Moisture stained their outline into the concrete. The detectives had to ring several more times before a frazzled Mrs. Neilson swung open the door, struggling to cinch her robe closed, and looking as if she’d just been ridden hard and put away wet.
“Who is it?”
“I’m Detective Malloy and this is Detective Rafik. We’re with Las Vegas Metro Homicide. We’ve been assigned to your daughter’s case.”
“Homicide? Oh my God! Is she dead?” Mrs. Neilson’s eyes filled with genuine grief and her hands flew to her mouth, leaving her robe to fall open. Beneath it she wore only a pair of lace crotchless panties encircling a neatly shaven vagina still leaking seminal fluid. Her body was plump and cross-hatched with varicose veins and stretch marks, but her breasts were firm and full. Scars encircled the areola from a recent breast augmentation. Detective Rafik looked away, but Malloy couldn’t help but stare.
“As far as we know, your daughter is still alive. We haven’t located her yet, but we have eyewitnesses who spotted her at the Learning Tree Elementary school.”
“Oh, thank God!”
Two large hands wrapped around Mrs. Neilson’s waist, simultaneously closing her robe and pushing her aside and back into the house.
“Detectives.” Mr. Neilson stepped into the doorway, filling it completely. He reached out a large calloused hand and shook theirs. His eyes looked hard but not mean, the look of a man who expected to work hard for everything and to fight for everything he wanted to keep.
“So, if our daughter is still alive, why is this a matter for two homicide detectives?”
Mr. Neilson was a large man over six feet tall and nearly three hundred pounds. He reminded Mohammed of a lumberjack with his big bushy beard and long rat brown hair. He wore blue jeans with the zipper undone and the belt hanging loose in the loops. His white wife-beater tank top was stained with sweat, and perspiration dotted his forehead. There was little doubt between the two detectives that they had just interrupted a moment of intimacy between the Neilsons.
“Would it be okay if we came in and talked?”
“Sure.”
Mr. Neilson stepped aside and gestured for the detectives to enter. They walked past him into the living room with Mr. Neilson’s eyes burning holes in the back of their heads.
“You said someone spotted our daughter?”
Mrs. Neilson was sitting on the couch with one bare thigh sticking out of her robe all the way up to where it joined her pubis. There was nothing at all attractive about the pose, yet the detectives could not keep their eyes from straying there.
“Y-yes. She was seen talking to a teacher outside the school just before all the other kids in her class attacked and killed him, along with about a hundred birds, a thousand bees or so, ants, earthworms, maggots, millipedes, and anything else that could get at him. Frankly, we’d really like to know what the fuck is going on.”
Mr. Neilson exchanged a look with his wife, who promptly tucked her thigh back under her robe. They both looked at the detectives and then dropped their heads.
“Don’t everyone speak at once.”
“John.” Mohammed walked over and picked up a photograph off the mantelpiece. It was a picture of the Neilsons standing next to a black woman even taller than Mr. Neilson. She had long dreadlocks that came to her waist and dark gray eyes like storm clouds. There was a weariness and sorrow in them so profound that even her smile could not hide it. She was dressed in loose-fitting linen pants and a white dashiki that contrasted starkly with her ebon skin, as did her wolf gray eyes. Mr. and Mrs. Nielson were fawning all over her. Where the woman looked sad and exhausted they looked vivacious, energized. There was something about the way they were all embracing each other that seemed a tad more than friendly.
“Tell us about your friend here,” Mohammed said as he walked toward Mr. Neilson carrying the picture. He noted right away the change in Mr. Nielson’s expression. He looked behind him at Mrs. Nielson, who was still sitting on the couch. She had the same look on her face as her husband. They both looked guilty, eyes sliding sideways as they stared down at the floor, jaws tightening as if trying to choke back a curse, and they were blushing.
“Who is she? We’re talking about your little girl here! You’ve got to tell us what you know. What the fuck is going on?”
Mrs. Nielson began to cry.
“Leave our house.”
“We aren’t going anywhere until you tell us who this woman is and what she has to do with Mary’s disappearance.”
“We’ve told you all we can, now leave us alone or talk to our lawyer. Just go. Get the fuck out of my house! Now!”
“Mrs. Nielson? Do you have something you want to tell us? Mrs. Nielson?”
She was sobbing fitfully now with a pillow from the sofa pressed against her face.
“You’ve upset her enough. Leave us alone! Get out! Get out of my house or I’m calling my lawyer and suing you for harassment!”
Mr. Nielson ushered the two detectives out the front door. The door slammed hard at their backs.
“What the hell just happened in there?”
“They seemed pretty cooperative until we brought up the woman in that photo. Then they both just freaked out.”
“Whatever the fuck is going on, I think we’re getting closer. I wish we had a copy of that picture.”
“You mean this one?” Mohammed held up the photograph of the young black woman with her arms wrapped around Mr. and Mrs. Nielson. “They kicked us out before I had a chance to put it back. I’ll return it in the morning. After we make a few copies.”
“I’m pretty sure that breaks a few ethics laws, but fuck it. If it helps us find the guy who abducted Mary, have at it. That was fucking weird. I’ve never interviewed a guiltier couple. They acted so much like suspects I would have handcuffed them right then if I could have found a shred of evidence.”
“It’s nice to know there’s still romance after the loss of a child. Those two were fucking the whole time we were ringing the doorbell. Had to make sure they got off before they found out whether their daughter was alive or dead.”
“They didn’t know it was us ringing the doorbell.”
“Still, doesn’t it seem weird to you that they would be in there fucking like a couple of horny teenagers while their daughter is still out there missing?”
“People deal with grief in different ways. I’m not saying I don’t think they’re involved. I think they’re both guilty as fuck. I’m just hesitant to convict someone based on a little nooky. That picture worries me a lot more than Mr. Neilson bustin’ a nut in his wife.”
Malloy looked at the photo as they both climbed back into the car.
“Mr. Nielson didn’t really seem like the type to have a lot of black friends, did he?”
“He seemed like your typical Las Vegas, beer-swilling, country music, rodeo, and NASCAR fan to me. Which is to say a redneck.”
“Yeah, that’s how he struck me too. So how does a guy like that wind up so friendly with a woman like the one in the picture? So friendly that he leaves the woman’s picture on his mantle after taking down all the pictures of his own kid?”
“Maybe if we find that out we’ll find out what the fuck is going on, ‘cause right now I have no goddamned idea.”
Malloy paused and thought carefully about what he was about to ask his partner. He knew how strained the man’s relationship was with his wife and didn’t want to add any added stress to it. But they still needed to get some answers.
“You think you’d be up for a stake-out tonight, Mo?”
Mohammed looked at his partner and smiled. “Well, you know Emily ain’t goin’ to like it. But we’ve got a job to do, right? You thinking about staking out the Neilsons or the Wellses?”
“It doesn’t look like the Neilsons have been leaving the house much lately. We’d probably have better luck with the Wellses.”
“Yeah, that’s what I figured. Well, I guess it’s time to tell the wife the good news.”
“Sorry, bro. I can handle it myself if you need me to.”
“I can’t let my personal life interfere with doing my job. That would be a career-limiting move and I’m too damned ambitious for that. Besides, this mystery would be on my mind all night. I couldn’t sleep until I found out what was going on even if I tried.”
Mohammed picked up the phone and Malloy stared out the window, trying not to eavesdrop as Mohammed’s wife whined, begged, and threatened, trying to get him to come home. He didn’t know how the man put up with it. That’s one of the reasons Malloy had never gotten married himself. He hated the idea of having to answer to anyone else for his actions or whereabouts.
“Okay, let’s go,” Mohammed said as he clicked off his phone, looking suddenly exhausted.
Malloy started up the car and they peeled away from the curb heading back toward the home of Frank and Aida Wells.



Chapter 18
Hours went by with April holding Delilah tight against her as she shivered and moaned in inconsolable anguish, teeth grinding, sweat raining down her face, shivering and trembling as if stricken with fever. Occasionally she would mumble some indecipherable exclamation before crying out at the top of her lungs, cursing and roaring in horrifying rage. April let out a startled cry when Delilah suddenly sprang from the bed and stormed around the room punching holes in the walls and knocking things off of the shelves, yelling obscenities at some unseen antagonists. She hugged her knees to her chest, afraid Delilah might turn and attack her. Whatever demon lived inside her had clearly taken control, and April didn’t know how to snap her out of it.
Delilah collapsed back on the bed and burst into a fit of tears that lasted almost an hour. Then the convulsions began. She thrashed and twisted in bone-racking contortions. Her body arched, her back bowing until her head nearly touched her ankles. Then she snapped back, curling into a tight ball and trembling so violently the entire bed shook.
“Help! Help! Oh my God! I think she’s dying! Somebody help!”
A thick foam of saliva bubbled up from Delilah’s mouth. Her eyes locked with April’s for a moment and then rolled up in her head, which whipped furiously from side to side. Whatever was inside Delilah was willing to tear her apart to get out.
April felt the violent emotion boiling off her in waves. It affected her - for no reason she could fathom a sudden violent rage gripped April, a fierce murderous hatred directed at Delilah. She reached down and wrapped her fingers around Delilah’s throat, digging her nails in and squeezing with all her might, cutting off her lover’s windpipe.
“Don’t touch her! Get the fuck away from her! What, are you trying to commit suicide? Get away from her!”
April jumped away from Delilah as the bedroom door flew open and two men she’d never seen before entered, towing along a wide-eyed young girl no older than ten years old.
“What are you doing in here? You trying to get yourself killed?”
April felt like she was awakening from a dream. She looked down at her hands and then over at Delilah who was still trembling and convulsing. She couldn’t believe what she’d been about to do.
One of the men, tall and gray-haired with a massive build like a body builder, grabbed her and dragged her off the bed, using her body like a shield as he backed away from Delilah, as if afraid the woman would explode.
He wore a dark suit and black leather gloves, and an automatic pistol stuck conspicuously from a holster in his waistband. His partner was younger, slightly smaller, and quicker to smile, but there was something reptilian and predatory about the expression - as if he opened his mouth to taste the air with his tongue. His hair was dark and slicked back like an Italian gangster. His thin gash of a mouth had lips that were bright red, like a wound cut into his face. His crystal blue eyes swiveled nervously around the room and darted over every inch of April’s body in seconds, cataloging every detail.
“I-I just wanted to make sure she was okay.” April was still disoriented. Who are these guys and who’s that kid? Why are they acting like they’re scared of Delilah? Did-did I really just try to kill her? What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I think straight?
“Who are you guys? You can’t just kick me out. Delilah needs me!”
“She wants to stay. Let her stay. Why should she be any different than the rest of ‘em? Why all this sneakin’ around and shit? You want to know what Delilah does with all that shit she sucks out of you? You can’t even imagine what kind of pain you almost took on, sweetheart,” the younger-looking guy said, looking April in her eyes with a vicious smirk scarring his already unpleasant features.
On the bed, Delilah continued to thrash and moan. The agony she was experiencing seemed to be intensifying by the second.
“I need to help her!”
“You need to get your skinny-ass the fuck out of here before-”
“Quiet!” the older guy barked, pushing the two apart. “Don’t worry, miss. We’ll take care of Delilah from here. You go on back downstairs with the others. You can’t give Delilah what she needs right now. Trust us. We’ve tried that before. It doesn’t work, and you don’t want to know what happens when it fails.”
“What are you talking about? Who are you? Who’s the girl? Where are her parents?”
“That’s not your concern. Don’t worry about it. We got everything under control. Delilah didn’t want to do it in front of you. She don’t want you to see this part. Now please get out of here and join the others.”
The older guy ushered April out the door and locked it. Just before she left, April looked down at the girl, who seemed confused but unafraid.
What the hell is going on? What didn’t Delilah want me to see? April paced the hallway outside Delilah’s bedroom with questions whirling through her head. She knew Delilah didn’t have to have sex with someone to take away their pain. That was only how she did it with April - or so she hoped. With everyone else, she used blood.
But then what was she doing in there, and why the two thugs?
April was still struggling to make sense of it all. She looked at Delilah’s locked bedroom door and knocked on it and demanded to be let in. She could hear Delilah screaming, and then she chanted something in French and then Latin. She heard Delilah gag and retch. Suddenly the door warped and buckled outward, as if some tremendous force was pushing against it.
April looked down the hallway. The entire wall seemed to be bowing, threatening to burst. The door rippled, the air shimmering like the heat and humidity boiling off of asphalt on a scorching summer day. April’s skin vibrated, and the hair all over her body stood on end.
A powerful wave of energy erupted from Delilah’s bedroom. April couldn’t see it but felt it. An avalanche of violent energy knocked her backward and blasted the wind from her lungs. Spots winked on and off before her eyes like camera flashes. The hallway tilted and reeled. Nausea twisted April’s guts, doubling her over, driving her to her knees. The house began to spin and April felt the sudden urge to run as fast as she could. She was gripped by a staggering terror as overwhelming as the rage that followed. She clawed her nails into the wood floor, carving through the laminated coating into the maple planks, peeling up the cherry finish as her body shook with an overdose of adrenaline.
She knew what was happening to her. She’d read about it in psychology class. It happened to soldiers at war and kids in high-crime areas. Something triggered the basil-ganglia-cortex in her brain, the amygdala, the rage center, the animal brain; it activated her fight-or-flight emotions. Cranked it up to full blast.
April vomited again and again, sickened by the powerful emotions ripping through her. Then, just as quickly as it had come, the feeling dissipated.
That’s when the scream came - a long wail that shredded the air like talons through flesh and seemed to go on forever.
It was the little girl.



Chapter 19
“How can you eat that shit?” Mohammed asked, his face twisted in a grimace of pure disgust. His eyes kept flickering from Malloy to the two-story orange stucco house down the street they’d been watching for the last three hours.
Malloy was cramming a microwaved beef burrito into his mouth. It was filled with meat that looked like it had come from a can of dog food. The distasteful smell was not nearly as bad as Malloy’s loud smacking noises as he chewed the cheesy gruel with an open mouth.
“I can’t even imagine what they put in those things. I’m pretty sure whatever it is didn’t come from any part of a cow you’d willingly choose to snack on. It looks like refried shit.”
“Damn, Mo! Do you mind? I’m trying to eat here.”
“Well, can you do it with your mouth closed at least? Those smacking noises are making my stomach turn.”
“You sound like my mom.”
“Well, damn, John. Maybe you should have listened to her. Your eating habits are subhuman.”
Mohammed laughed as he unwrapped a pre-packaged Caesar salad complete with a small packet of dressing and croutons. His wife had put him on a diet, saying he was too skinny to have a gut. He knew she was right. His protruding stomach was the only indication he wasn’t starving to death. It was the only place he ever seemed to gain weight. His arms, legs, and chest were almost skin and bones.
Even as they ate, the detectives continued staring up the street at the home of Frank and Aida Wells. There had not been any movement in the house for a while, and both cars were still in the driveway. Blue cathode rays flickered in an upstairs bedroom as a widescreen TV set strobe-lit the room. It was the only visible sign of life.
The sun had set hours ago and security lights illuminated the lawn. The shadow of leaves from a willow tree in the yard crawled over the front of the house as a stiff breeze animated its branches. The movement was so peaceful it was hard to believe they were looking at the scene of a child abduction and possible murder. The entire street held that air of calm and serenity that only came from privilege. The houses in this neighborhood were all upward of five hundred thousand.
“You think Mr. Wells is in there getting himself a little trim too? It seems like the thing to do when your kid goes missing these days.”
The upstairs television flicked off and two shadows passed by the windows. Minutes later, the front door opened and Frank and Aida spilled out, dressed as if they were on their way to a nightclub. Mrs. Wells wore a short, tight-fitting, low-cut black silk dress and heels. Mr. Wells wore a simple white dress shirt and black pants with shoes polished to a high gloss.
“Looks like they’re coming out. Let’s just hope they’re on their way to church and not to a casino or something.”
“Damn. I didn’t even get to finish my salad.”
“Like you need another meal.” Malloy patted Mohammed on his belly, knowing how self-conscious the guy was about it.
“Hey! You tryin’ to get your ass kicked in here?”
They both laughed as they followed the Wells’s Escalade down the street.



Chapter 20
The two thugs opened the door and staggered out of Delilah’s bedroom looking visibly shaken, leaning on each other for support.
“Damn, I hate that shit, Pops. I’ll never get used to that,” the younger thug said as he tossed a cigarette between his lips and lit it with trembling hands.
“Just imagine, Tony - that’s only a fraction of what Delilah carries around inside her. I don’t know how she does it.”
“She couldn’t do it without us,” Tony replied.
“You mean without them.” The huge gray-haired man with the hard dark eyes gestured toward the little girl he still held by the hand. Her eyes were wide and blank, and she was trembling uncontrollably.
“What did you do to her?” April whispered.
“What are you still doing here? Didn’t we tell you to go downstairs?” Tony turned toward her quickly and April flinched, afraid he might strike her. He had the look of a woman-beater.
“W-what did you do? What’s wrong with her?”
“Nothin’. She’ll be fine,” Pops answered and a look passed between him and Tony that let April know he was lying.
April knelt in front of the child and placed a hand on either side of her face, staring deep into the girl’s vacant eyes. The girl flinched away and the trembling increased. Her eyes were still wide and unfocused.
“Honey, are you okay? Did anyone hurt you?”
“Oh, Jesus Christ! What the hell do you think we are? A couple of baby-raping pedophiles? Fuck you, sweetheart!” Tony gesticulated wildly as he spoke, and April was again worried he might take a swing at her.
“The girl is fine. She’s just a little overwhelmed right now,” Pops said, stepping forward and smiling broadly. The smile never reached his eyes and the silver Desert Eagle .50 caliber pistol sticking out of the front of his pants killed the benevolent image he was trying to project.
“Overwhelmed by what? What did you do to her?”
The younger man stepped toward her again, gritting his teeth angrily. “Fuck do you mean what did we do to her? We didn’t do shit to her. You guys did. All you sons of bitches. All of us. What do you think Delilah does with all that hate she takes out of us? You saw her just now. Do you think she just walks around like that forever? How do you think she’s able to keep doing it week after week, day after day? She’s got to get rid of it somehow.”
“Shut up, Tony.” Pops put a hand on Tony’s shoulder, and Tony shrugged it off and took another step toward April.
With each step he took toward her she took two steps back. She wanted to run, but she had to know what was going on. He couldn’t be saying what she thought he was. He had to be lying. She had to be misunderstanding him somehow.
“What are you saying? Are you saying you put all of that … are you saying you put it into her?”
“What do you think?” the young Italian guy asked as he pushed past her, snarling in disdain. “Let’s get the fuck out of here. We don’t owe this stupid bitch no explanations. She’s just like the rest of ‘em.”
“You mean the rest of us,” Pops answered, standing in front of Delilah’s door, holding the little girl by the hand. He looked back at Delilah’s bedroom and then turned to look April in her eyes. His eyes were flat and cold, not empty like the girl’s but hollow, like a deep well with something terrible rotting at the bottom. The way he looked at April, she got the impression he was trying to decide if she was worth killing and hadn’t yet made up his mind.
“Yeah, but we’ve paid our price for this shit. We both have. This bitch here thinks she can just keep taking and taking without any consequences. We all have to pay eventually. Love always has a price, and it always hurts. And when the time comes she’ll make whatever sacrifice she needs to just like all the rest of us have - for love.”
“Sacrifice? What sacrifice? You mean her? You mean someone gave her to you? Where are her parents?” It was all making some horrible sense now. She was beginning to realize what she had participated in, was participating in, something more terrible than she ever could have imagined. That nerve-rending anguish she’d seen Delilah enduring, enduring for all the members of her congregation who flocked to her like parasites, like hopeless addicts begging for a taste, was being channeled into young children.
“Go home, sweetheart. Enjoy your fantasy while it lasts.”
“But why? Why children?”
Tony stepped closer to April until his breath was steaming in her face. He took another drag of his cigarette and blew the smoke in her eyes. April blinked and coughed but held her ground.
“Why? Why the fuck do you think? Because adults can’t take it. It would kill us if she put all of that into one of us. Not it, but what all that hate attracts.”
“That’s enough, Tony. You talkin’ too much now.”
“Who the fuck is she gonna tell, Pops? She gonna go to the police? Do any of them ever? Go to the police and have to deal with all her pain by herself again? Nah, she won’t say shit. She wanted to know, so I’m tellin’ her.”
“What happens to the adults?”
Tony smirked and took another long pull from the cigarette. He was still nose-to-nose with April, openly leering at her in a way that was not so much sexual as malevolent. Like an unstable child trying to think up some new way to torture the school nerd. He stood there watching her tremble. But a pall of fear had fallen over his eyes as well, as if he were looking inside his head at something that scared the hell out of him, sifting through memories he’d prefer to have left undisturbed.
“Imagine everything you come into contact with being affected by all that hate and fear that’s just fucking boiling off you in waves, pissing off whatever so much as gets near you, from the smallest insect to … well, us. Think about what that would look like. Everything that even looks at you is instantly afraid of you, instantly hates you. You’re fucking public enemy number one. I’m telling you, I’ve seen that shit and it ain’t pretty. There’s something about the kids though - not all of ‘em, just the girls. It allows them to keep it all inside. The boys can’t do it for whatever fucking reason. That shit fucks them up just like it does us. Maybe because girls internalize their emotions or some shit. They turn all their hatred inward, you know? Guys let it all out and turn violent. They become sadistic fucks, murderers, rapists, fucking wife-beaters, and child abusers and shit. You put what Delilah takes out of us into a guy, even a little boy, and it’s like a horror movie what comes out and animals can sense that shit. They attack that motherfucker like their lives depended on it. We don’t really know why it works like that. Fuck if I know anyway. It’s all just a guess really. We aren’t really even sure how Delilah does it in the first place. That Loa or demon or whatever she has inside her that gives her the power, nobody knows why it works that way with her. I mean, what does it get out of it? It hurts her. It makes us feel better and it fucks up whoever she passes it on to … whoever they pass it on to. But how does any of this help that thing inside her? Nobody knows. What we do know is that we need it. We need what it does, what Delilah does, and that means we have to keep helping her.”
The young Italian guy turned and walked toward the stairs. His older partner followed close behind, still holding the little girl’s hand. April stared slack-jawed at their backs, trying to find some way to disbelieve them.
“This can’t be real. This can’t be happening!” She shook her head. “This is monstrous! How can you do this? What about her parents?”
The young Italian guy turned around halfway down the hall. “Her parents? Her parents? You think we’re the fucking monsters?” Tony was moving back up the hall toward April. His fists were clenched and his jaw was tight, eyes shooting sparks. Pops stepped in front of him and put a hand on his chest. Tony swatted it away and lunged at April. His partner grabbed him and dragged Tony back down the hall.
“Who do you think gave her to us, huh? You self-righteous little cunt! They all know what’s going on! Every one of them knows, and if they don’t, they find out soon enough, and they all make the same choice. Not one of them wants to give this up!”
His voice was almost hysterical. April wondered what he had given up for this. Whatever it was, it was something he was still hurting from.
“How-how could they?”
“Because they don’t want to lose the love! You’ve felt it. You’ve been here what, a week? And you’re hooked already. I can see it in you. You’re a junkie for what Delilah does, just like the rest of us. None of us want to go back to living the way we used to. Angry at the world, afraid of our future, terrified of our pasts, and we’ll do whatever the fuck we have to do to keep feeling like this!”
April looked at him, at the rage in his eyes, and saw something that shocked her. The man was out of control. He was amped up like he’d been snorting coke and popping amphetamines all weekend. He was completely unstable. She had pissed him off just a little and it had almost turned violent. He didn’t seem able to handle his own emotions. Not the negative ones anyway. Not the ones he went to Delilah for relief from. April wondered if this was a sign of his addiction. He had developed a dependency and now he could no longer handle even the simplest vexation of his will without help, without Delilah.
He was right though. She was addicted too. Since meeting Delilah she’d hardly been home. She couldn’t stay away from the woman. The voodoo priestess had become more than a help, more than a crutch. She was becoming a monkey on April’s back. Still, what she felt went beyond the addiction. She’d never been in love before, but she was sure what she felt toward her was more than just what she could do for her. The way Delilah suffered for them was the most beautiful act of self-sacrifice she’d ever seen. It made her think of what it must have been like to witness Christ suffering and dying for man’s sins. April imagined that Jesus’ pain was not much different than the pain Delilah endured for her, for all of them, over and over again. Every day she was “crucified” by their collective miseries in order to free them so they could love and be happy. How could she not love someone so willing to sacrifice herself?
The two thugs started walking away again.
“Wait!” She grabbed the young Italian guy’s arm, but he jerked it out of her grasp and drew back a hand as if he were going to slap her. April winced and let out a tiny yelp.
Tony let his hand drop back down to his side and shook his head as if looking at something profoundly pitiful. “What?”
“Just tell me: How does she do it to them? How does she …?”
“She doesn’t fuck them if that’s what you’re thinking. It’s the blood. She gives them the blood.” Tony reached out and touched April’s mouth with his index finger. “And then they scream.”
April watched with her emotions in turmoil as the two men walked off down the hall, down the winding staircase and out the front door, carting the traumatized, nearly catatonic young girl with them. She ran to the door and watched their black Denali drive off, making a mental note of the license plate number.
Before the SUV turned out of the driveway April saw the little girl in the backseat, her face still devoid of all expression except for a single tear that ran from her left eye over her cheek to the corner of her lip. As April watched, the little girl’s body began to tremble again, the blank expression on her face slowly transfigured into one of abject horror. The dark tinted windows slowly rolled up, hiding the little girl’s face. Before the vehicle raced out of sight, she heard the girl scream again. Even after the Denali had vanished down the road, the girl’s scream lingered in the air like the scent of madness.
April ran back upstairs, taking the steps two at a time. She needed to speak to Delilah.



Chapter 21
Terrance was a big man: six-feet, seven inches and more than two hundred seventy pounds, every ounce of it muscle. He was proud of the intimidating aura he cast. It had made him a lot of money. He’d gotten a shot at the heavyweight boxing title without ever beating a top-ten heavyweight just because of his size and because he’d been a football star in college. True, he’d gotten knocked out in the first round after taking less than a dozen punches from the champion, but he’d made a million dollars doing it. And now he was on his way to Hollywood to begin an acting career, even though he’d never taken an acting class in his life and hadn’t been in so much as an elementary school play. What he did have that Hollywood was interested in was his size. He was the perfect movie villain.
“Who needs talent?” Terrance scoffed, pausing for a moment from packing his bags to flex his twenty-two inch biceps in the mirror.
He zipped his suitcase and lugged it down the front steps of his condo to his waiting 2011 Cadillac Escalade. One of the trinkets his fighting career had financed. Terrance felt great about himself. He had a nice car, lots of money, and all the women he could handle. He smiled as he clicked the remote on his key chain and the back of the Escalade opened. He was just about to toss his bags into the trunk when he felt a tap on his lower back and then a jolt as if he’d been shocked with a taser. He whirled around quickly, preparing for a confrontation with one of the hundreds of heartbroken ex-lovers he’d left in his wake or one of his star-struck neighbors looking for an excuse to start up some bullshit conversation about nothing.
He was surprised to see a young girl no older than ten standing behind him, looking glassy-eyed and lost.
“What are you doing here, little girl? Where’s your mommy? What the hell did you shock me with?”
“You’re it now. It’s inside of you. You’d better run.”



Chapter 22
The two detectives followed Mr. and Mrs. Wells as they went from dinner at an expensive steak house on Paradise and Flamingo, to a show on the Vegas strip that featured nude contortionists, acrobats, and jugglers, to a trendy nightclub at the end of the strip where the couple danced and drank most of the night away before heading back home just before sunrise.
“Is this crazy or what? Their kid’s missing and they’re going out for a night on the town. This is all so fucking weird. And don’t tell me about people handling their grief in different ways. You don’t go out dancing when your kid has been snatched by some psycho or pervert for God knows what. You just don’t do that. Something ain’t right here,” Mohammed said.
“No argument here. But what can we prove?”
“We can drag them into the precinct right now while they’re drunk and exhausted and sweat their asses for the next four or five hours to see what we can get out of them. I guarantee they’ll tell us something.”
“Their lawyers will be all over us. You know how much it costs to live in this neighborhood? These two must have money, and that means they ain’t gonna be usin’ some public defender.”
“I bet we’ll have them both confessing before their lawyer’s out of his pajamas.”
“Let’s do it then.”
Mohammed climbed out of the car, eager to finally have a suspect in what still seemed an unfathomable mystery. Malloy followed as they crossed the street in long strides, resisting the urge to sprint up their walkway and kick the door down.
“You think we should check with the captain first? He might not like us harassing the victim’s parents.”
“Are you kidding me, John? He’s the one who always says that when a wife goes missing, nine out of ten times it’ll be the husband, and when kids go missing nine out of ten times it’s one or both parents. He’d be pissed if we didn’t bring them in.”
They stepped out of the night into the harsh glare of the security lights that flooded the front of the house. Mohammed rang the doorbell while Malloy flicked the safety strap off his holstered Glock 9mm just in case. Mohammed caught the action and did the same. You never knew when a suspect was going to get violent.
“Who is it?”
“It’s Detective Rafik and Detective Malloy with Metro Homicide again. We have a few more questions for you.”
There was a long pause. Hushed voices spoke in urgent whispers just beyond the door, followed by the sound of the deadbolt disengaging. The door creaked open and Mr. and Mrs. Wells stood there, still in their evening clothes, looking intoxicated and exhausted.
“What’s this all about?” Frank Wells asked, but the fear in his eyes belied his outraged front. The man was terrified - and that meant he was guilty.
“Just come with us, please. We’ll explain everything once we’re down at the station.”
“Are we under arrest?” Mrs. Wells asked, looking even more terrified than her husband.
“Now why would we be arresting you? You’re the victims here, right?”
Detective Malloy smiled maliciously as he took Frank Wells by the arm and gently guided him toward the patrol car.
“Maybe I should call my lawyer?”
“You’ll have plenty of time for that down at the station.”
A look passed between Frank and Aida Wells that Detective Malloy immediately recognized. It was the look that passed between co-defendants when they knew they’d been found out. Mohammed had been right. These two would crack before their lawyer ever made it to the station.



Chapter 23
April knocked lightly on Delilah’s door and listened before she pushed it quietly open. Delilah lay unmoving on the bed, her chest rising and falling slowly with the rhythm of her breathing, fast asleep. Moonlight spilled from the windows, illuminating the bed with a haunting silvery white glow. Long dark shadows stalked the corners of the room like sentinels guarding the beautiful mambo priestess as she slept. The same shadows prowled Delilah’s features, giving her face a dark sinister look that recalled April’s fears and stalled her forward momentum. She stood in the center of the room breathing heavily, her fear slowly elevating, and with it her need to go to Delilah and have her take it away.
She wanted to call out to Delilah but didn’t want to wake her, irrationally afraid the woman might attack her and feeling guilty about her own mounting need. The air in the room still crackled with violent emotion, as if it had been ionized like the air after a lightening strike. It was haunted by malign spirits so dense they crowded out the air. The windows were open and the thin sheer curtains danced as cool breezes blew through the room, slowly dissipating the charged atmosphere.
To April it felt like walking into a room where a grisly murder had recently taken place. All the bodies removed, all the blood mopped up, everything sterilized and disinfected, yet still the pall of pain and death hung over everything, saturating the walls, the floor, and every scrap of furniture with a palpable anguish and rage.
She mustered the nerve to walk to the edge of the bed, each step feeling as if she was sluggishly wading through some thick muck as her fear and desire played tug-of-war within her.
She peered down at Delilah’s face, and from this angle all the shadows disappeared. The priestess no longer looked sinister. Delilah’s face now held the most peaceful expression she’d seen on it in the few days April had known her. All the pain was gone from Delilah’s expression; all the stress had left her muscles. No more fitful shrieks and moans as she slept. Delilah now looked like no more than a normal woman at rest. Except she wasn’t normal at all, April knew. Her peace had come at the expense of that little girl. But then again, so had April’s and everyone who’d been at the ceremonies.
How often does she have to do it? April wondered. Once a year? Once a month? Every week? Every day? How many children have they done this to?
April reached out and ran her hands over Delilah’s forehead, stifling a sob. The love she felt for the woman was staggering, but she was starting to wonder if it was genuine. Perhaps it was just some side-effect of Delilah’s abilities. She had promised to take away April’s fear and hate and replace it with her love. Maybe what she was feeling was just an emotion Delilah had deliberately placed within her the same way she withdrew her pain?
It didn’t matter because April knew she was incapable of distinguishing the difference. She had no real point of comparison. Even before she’d met Delilah, April had known that all the other times she’d said she was in love she’d only been lying to herself because she thought she was supposed to be in love. She certainly hadn’t loved her idiot ex-boyfriend. If she cared for him at all now it was only because he was the one who had first suggested she see Delilah. For that she was grateful. Even if she was now hopelessly addicted to the woman.
Delilah smiled as April caressed her face, and this time the priestess’s smile held none of the pain and sorrow it normally did. It was an expression of joy and contentment that made April’s heart swell in her chest.
April knelt down and kissed her. “Tell me how you do it. Tell me everything. I want to know about your gift.”
“I told you. It’s what I was created for. It is my calling to relieve the world of suffering.”
“But you can’t. You can’t take away all the pain from everyone. It almost destroys you just dealing with the pain of the few dozen people who come to your services every week. Do you really think you can take the pain away from everyone in the world?”
Delilah looked April deep in her eyes. Her face was open and honest like that of a small child. “If a ship was sinking and there were dozens of people drowning, but you could save only one or two, would you save those you could or would you let them all drown because you couldn’t save every one of them?”
“I see your point, Delilah. But what about the children? Is the happiness of a few dozen people worth the suffering of a child?”
“They don’t suffer. The children are immune to the hatred I take out of their parents because they are pure and untarnished.”
“Bullshit! I saw what that girl they took out of here looked like, and she was in pain. She looked just like you did when you had all that stuff inside you and it was tearing you apart. You just took all of your suffering and placed it on an innocent little girl!”
“No. It doesn’t hurt them. I was told-”
“I saw her! I looked into her eyes! She was in pain, Delilah!”
“But ... I just want everyone to love each other. I just want to stop the hate. Everyone is so full of hate. I just want it all to go away.”
When April looked at Delilah she could see the little abused orphan the young mambo had been. The frightened little girl who just wanted everyone to love her, even if that meant they had to hurt her.
But now it isn’t just Delilah being hurt. It’s little children. Little girls!
“But what is it worth? Even if you could take the hatred and fear away from everyone in the world and make them all love each other, would it be worth the pain of one innocent child?”
Delilah dropped her head and stared at the floor. Her mouth twisted into a frown and her eyebrows knit together as she thought. April could see the internal struggle playing out in the woman’s expressions.
When Delilah lifted her head her face was calm once again. “Yes. I think it would be worth it.”
April’s eyes widened in horror. That was not the answer she had been expecting. She was sure Delilah would be appalled when she learned she was hurting children and would put a stop to it immediately. She never imagined the woman might actually defend it.
“You can’t be serious.”
Delilah’s eyes softened until it looked once again like she was on the verge of tears. Her face was so expressive that all the priestess’s emotions showed plainly on the surface. It was obvious this topic was hurting her, but April couldn’t allow herself to care. Delilah was hurting children.
“Mothers and babies are killed every day in wars, and we applaud. America cheers their efforts and the president gets more popular. ‘Collateral damage,’ they call it. And what is it we’re fighting for? Oil? Democracy? Reelection? I’m fighting for love, for all humanity. How much so-called collateral damage do you think such a war is worth?”
“You can’t be serious. You just can’t be. This isn’t you, Delilah. I know you. When you touch me, I feel your soul and I know you’re a good person. How can you seriously try to justify making innocent children suffer the way I saw you suffering? How can you justify that?”
Delilah’s forehead creased with worry lines and veins throbbed along her temples. April felt bad for her. She hadn’t wanted to hurt her.
Tears raced down the young priestess’s face. Delilah’s mouth worked soundlessly, jaw hanging open, eyes darting everywhere as if seeking an escape.
April watched the woman struggle to communicate the hurt and confusion inside of her.
“Th-they said the kids weren’t being hurt. They said the girls wouldn’t be affected by it. Girls internalize better than boys. They are …” she searched for the words, “… like empty silos. Bottomless. They handle pain better. They-they-”
“Bullshit, Delilah! Maybe they can take it now because they’re young and they don’t have any pain stored up in them yet. But you are putting many lifetimes of fear and anger and disappointment and resentment into them. You are giving them many times the pain they would have felt in their own lifetimes, filling them up to capacity, and they still have decades of suffering and struggle ahead. What about the pain of their own lives? How will they deal with that now that they’ve already been maxed out? You know what women go through in their lives. You of all people know. You’ve seen it. You’ve felt it. Do you really think those little girls can take on all the pain of the dozens of people you help each week and still handle all the heartache, disappointment, and abuse they’ve got coming to them in the future? You know that’s bullshit. They’re going to explode, Delilah. You’ve destroyed those girls!”
“No! I help people!”
Tears were flowing down Delilah’s cheeks. Her face was a mask of agony, soul-deep, churning in her skull.
April wanted to make it all go away, but she couldn’t. Delilah needed to hear it. She had to be stopped.
“I can’t stop, April. I can’t. This is what I was born for.”
April’s eyes widened with surprise as she slowly began to understand. She backed away from Delilah, staring at her with newfound clarity. She was not the benevolent healer April thought she was. Not at all.
“You’re hooked too! That’s why you won’t stop. You’re just as addicted to us as we are to you. That’s why you’re willing to take so much pain, because you’re addicted to the adoration we all have for you. The love. The sex. All of it!”
“April, you just don’t understand.”
“No. I do understand now. I understand everything.” April stood up from the bed and walked out of the room.
“Don’t go! April, please don’t leave me. I love you!”
April stopped in the hallway. Delilah’s voice - something about the woman’s voice broke her heart. She’s suffered so much. She’s been through so much pain all her life. And now she’s suffering for us.
“Have you ever wondered why the Loa gave you this power? You called it a demon. You said it was evil. Why do you think it lets you help people?”
“I don’t know.”
April could tell she was lying. “Have you ever thought that this is what it wants? It’s bringing out the worst in all of us. Parents sacrificing their own children and all of us condoning it, encouraging it, so we can get more of its power. It has turned us all into junkies. It has made us all into monsters. All of us! We’re hurting children, Delilah! What do you think we are doing to ourselves?”
“I control it. I control it! It doesn’t control me. I use the power how I want. Me! I’m in control!”
April shook her head. She knew it was bullshit, but part of her still believed, the part that was still addicted to Delilah’s abilities and right now that addiction was the strongest drive she felt. As absurd as it seemed, she wanted relief from the pain of Delilah’s betrayal and only Delilah could give her that. She was hurt and angry and confused and she knew that Delilah could take that all away. She could give April her love.
“Come back, April.”
She knew if she went back into the room, the expression on Delilah’s face, that wounded, trusting, vulnerable face that was at the same time so wise and powerful, would prevent her from ever leaving. But that’s exactly what she wanted - to stay with Delilah forever, to never hurt again.
But she’s hurting children.
She took another step, and then another.
“Do you love me, April?”
April was standing in the hallway now. Delilah’s voice vibrated through the floor boards and up through the soles of April’s feet. She could feel it pound in her chest like a bass drum, quickening her pulse. April tried her best not to turn, even when she heard Delilah climb from her bed and begin moving toward her, even when April could feel the heat from Delilah’s body radiating through her as she moved closer. She felt Delilah’s breath on her neck and then finally her touch, stirring up desire in her like nothing she’d ever felt before the day she first came to Delilah’s home. Her legs shook and a moist heat spread between her thighs. She let out a helpless gasp as Delilah’s silken hands caressed her hips, slid up her stomach, and cupped her breasts before seizing her shoulders and spinning her around.
Delilah’s eyes looked just as April thought they would. “I love you, Delilah.” She kissed her and wept as Delilah gathered her into her arms and led her back into the bedroom.
April wept for the children now because she knew that in a few moments she would no longer care.



Chapter 24
Earlier that night, Terrance Taylor was bitten by the neighbor’s Chihuahua. The dog had been intent upon hobbling the big former football player and heavyweight boxing contender by tearing out his Achilles tendons. By the time Terrance managed to extricate his ankle from the dog’s mouth, there were almost a dozen more dogs attacking him.
“Aaaaahhhh! Help! Get off me! Get the fuck off me!” 
Terrance punched and kicked as the dogs attacked. His kicks shattered ribs, busted teeth, bruised and even killed several of the dogs. But those that remained immediately attacked again. A scorpion stung him repeatedly in almost the same spot the Chihuahua had bitten him, and Terrance hoped it wasn’t poisonous. Cats clawed and bit; crows and pigeons swooped down and pecked at his skull, raked his face with their talons. Terrance fought them off, kicking at the dogs and crushing the birds and cats in his tremendous hands, littering his driveway with animal carcasses. Then the rats came. Terrance stomped them as they scampered and scurried toward him, pulverizing the angry little rodents beneath his size-fifteen sneakers. More birds and ants and bees and flies attacked.
“What the fuck! What the fuck is going on?”
He fought harder, punching the dogs as they leapt for his throat, knocking them to the ground. He yanked cats from his legs and arms and wrung them out like dishrags, hearing their bones crack and their maddening hissing cease before he tossed their carcasses at the other advancing animals. He bit the heads off several birds as he peeled them from his face and spat them into the horde of angry creatures.
“Help! Call animal control! Call the police!”
He remembered his cell phone and pulled it out of his pocket. He was dialing the police when a large calico bit his hand between his index finger and his thumb. “Owww! Fuck! Fuuuck! Get the fuck off me!” He punched the cat with his other fist, feeling its bones shatter and collapse inward before it finally dislodged and tumbled to the concrete. More birds dived at his head, aiming for his eyes. Terrance punched several out of the sky, but many more got through, covering his head in a fury of feathers, talons, and sharp beaks.
“Get off me! Get off me! GET THE FUCK OFF MEEEEEEE!” He yanked them from his face and head one and a time, crushed them in his hands, bit into their throats, or wrung their necks. Terrance’s mouth was full of blood and feathers. His phone clattered to the ground. A large German Shepherd charged, and Terrance landed several punches flush on its snout before it finally collapsed at his feet, bleeding from the mouth. Two more dogs charged him from behind. One bit into his hamstring and the other tore a chunk from his calf.
“Fuck! FUUUUUCK! AAAAAAAHHHH! MUTHERFUCKER!”
Terrance collapsed against the SUV but remained on his feet as he beat the two other canines, punching the small Beagle in the snout and striking the Golden Retriever with a closed hammer fist until it let go of the back of his leg, and then stomping its head into the concrete.
“What the fuck is this? Help! Help!”
Legions of flying insects formed a dense swarm and raced toward him, hurtling up the driveway. It was too much. Terrance hit the automatic unlock on the Cadillac Escalade and wrenched open the door. He slammed the door shut just as the swarm slammed into the vehicle. The big SUV rocked as if it had been struck by gale-force winds. He locked the doors, twisted the necks of two cats and a British bulldog that had managed to get into the car with him, and crushed seven or eight birds that had also made it in. Then he went about the business of swatting flies and bees, cataloging his injuries, and assessing his situation. More animals came.
Outside the car were four Pit Bulls and two Rottweilers that looked to weigh more than a hundred and fifty pounds each, along with a dozen other canines. Terrance swallowed hard. Pit Bulls and Rottweilers scared the shit out of him. He’d seen guys attacked by both breeds when he was a kid growing up in Philly. He knew what they could do to a person.
There were too many cats to count, and there were now hundreds of rats. The ground was carpeted with rodents, ants, spiders, and scorpions. The oddest thing was that none of the animals or insects were fighting each other. They were all intent upon murdering Terrance.
There were numerous cuts and lacerations on Terrance’s face, neck, and head. Blood rained down his forehead and the back of his neck. He felt woozy, like he was about to faint. One of the birds had tried its best to rip his ear from his skull, and blood poured copiously from the torn and ragged mess. There were dog bites up and down both legs and on his hands and forearms, and he had no idea how many times he’d been stung. Every inch of his body hurt.
“What the fuck is going on?”
Birds and insects coated the outside of his car until he could no longer see through the windows. Terrance honked the horn repeatedly and cried out for help. A tiny gap wasn’t blocked by bird wings or insects, and through it he spotted his cell phone lying on the driveway where he’d dropped it. Even with his hamstring and his calf torn and bleeding, he thought he might still have a chance of reaching it. He used to run a mile in four and a half minutes. With his life on the line, he was confident he could do it again. He was pumped so full of adrenaline he could barely feel his injuries.
The animals gnawed at his tires. One punctured and then another. He would be completely immobile in minutes. He jammed the keys into the ignition and tried to start the car. It wouldn’t turn over. It was then that Terrance became aware of the droning hum of the thousands of bees. They blanketed the car and were probably clogging his exhaust pipes.
He was trapped.
Minutes ticked by and the animals continued to surround his vehicle. The dogs had begun ramming the side of the Escalade, denting the doors. Terrance remained convinced someone would rescue him. He honked his horn several more times and called out for help. He wasn’t just your average citizen. He was Terrance fucking Taylor. He was special. Someone had to come save him. He was supposed to start filming a movie next week.
“Where the fuck is everyone? Someone has got to hear me.”
He heard his phone ring several times beneath the snarls, hisses, growls, the screech of birds, and the buzz of hundreds of thousands of insect wings. He blacked out from exhaustion and dehydration. He woke to shouts from outside. It sounded like children’s voices, crying out in anger.
“Get out of here, kids! Go get help! Get away from here! The animals have gone crazy! Run!”
But the kids stayed, and Terrance noticed something disturbing about their voices. They didn’t sound frightened or in pain. They just sounded angry. The animals weren’t attacking them. Then he began hearing the beat of tiny fists against the vehicle. He could hear the children climbing up onto his vehicle. Then he heard them pounding on his windows.
“Get away from me! Stay the fuck away from me! What the fuck is going on! Help! Help! Somebody help!”
The kids were beginning to shatter the glass. One of the little bastards on the hood of his car was repeatedly hammering his head into the windshield. Terrance opened his glove compartment and was relieved to see his pistol still inside, a Glock .40. He hadn’t packed it yet. He pulled it from the glove box and checked the clip. It was loaded. Twelve in the clip and one in the barrel.
“Where are the cops? Where are the fucking cops? Why hasn’t anyone called the police?”
Terrance thought about his phone lying on the driveway. Soon the kids would be through those windows and the animals with them. He would either die in his car or could make a run for the phone. If he dialed 911 and the cops got there fast enough, he might just make it. He was still in pretty good shape. He was relatively certain he could outrun those kids and would kill any dog or cat that caught up to him. The birds and the insects were the only problem. He couldn’t outrun them.
“Shit. Oh, shit. I am so fucked!”
The little kid hammering his head into the windshield finally broke through. His face was a bloody mess from using it as a battering ram. It looked like raw hamburger. Several of his teeth were missing, knocked out of his mouth from the force of his face repeatedly striking the laminated safety glass. Both his eyes were swollen and purple and his forehead was a mask of lumps and contusions. His nose was smashed sideways onto his cheek and leaking blood down his face. He tried to crawl through the jagged portal his face had made in the windshield. Unable to fit, the kid twisted and jerked his face free from the glass, allowing birds and insects to fly through and renew their attack on Terrance. He was fighting off the incoming swarm when the kid slammed his face into the windshield again, widening the hole he’d made, allowing the cloud of insects and birds to come roaring into the vehicle.
Terrance screamed as a deluge of furious animals flooded into the car behind the birds and insects. He aimed the Glock at the little boy with the bleeding face and fired. Teeth, blood, bone, and brains splattered the interior of the vehicle, coating Terrance in an avalanche of gore. Birds and insects bit and tore at his face. Cats, dogs, and rats bit him everywhere else. The Escalade was no longer safe. It had been compromised. There was only one option left. Go for the phone. Terrance swung open the door of the SUV and loped across the driveway, snatching up the phone as the biting, stinging swarm engulfed him.
The Rottweiler attacked and Terrance shot it twice before it could do any damage, disemboweling it with the first bullet and almost decapitating with the second. He shot two more dogs, one of the Pit Bulls and a mutt of some kind, and then closed his eyes as birds attacked his face. Terrance speed-dialed 911 without looking, afraid to open his eyes for fear of being blinded by talons. He snatched a crow from his forehead and squeezed it until blood squirted from between his fingers and bones burst through the bird’s skin and feathers. A small hand punched him in the nuts and Terrance swung a fist in the direction of the punch and felt it connect and someone cry out, followed by the sound of a body hitting the concrete. Another set of small hands seized his wrist and drew it into its mouth, biting down hard, drawing blood. Terrance jerked his hand away, lifting whoever was attached to it into the air, then slamming them down to the driveway as hard as he could, taking out several rats and hundreds of insects along with his assailant. Someone answered the phone and Terrance began shouting into the receiver as he ran down the driveway onto the sidewalk.
“HELP! HEEEEEELP!”
His mouth filled with bugs. Terrance choked, coughing and spitting, lungs burning. Still he continued to run, taxing his injured muscles, forcing his legs into some jerky off-balance semblance of a sprint. Spots danced before his eyes. He knew he was going to pass out soon and without help; that would be the end of it. He staggered into the street and heard cars honking, tires squealing as they swerved to avoid him.
I can’t go out like this! I’m fucking Terrible Terrance Taylor! Triple T! I can’t die like this!
But his lungs were on fire; they felt like they were going to burst and his stomach threatened to revolt. Unable to catch his breath, choking on insects, bleeding from several dozen bites, stings, and cuts, he soldiered on.
“Nine-one-one emergency, do you need police, fire, or ambulance?”
Terrance ran, loping and limping as fast as his legs would carry him, spitting insects from his mouth and blowing them from his nostrils as he struggled to breathe, enduring the pain of bee stings, feeling his flesh bubble, filled with insect venom. His heart began to stutter in his chest.
“Hello? You have reached the police. Do you need emergency assistance?”
Terrance spit out a fist-sized wad of insects and took in a deep breath. His tongue was swollen from where it had been bitten and stung.
“Help!” He wanted to scream, “I’m being attacked by bees and fucking birds and dogs and cats and shit! And fucking kids! Fucking kids! Their trying to kill me! I’m being eaten alive!” but his words came out in a hoarse mumbling rant, spluttering syllables around his engorged tongue, words running together as he struggled to get everything out in one breath. He wasn’t sure if anything he’d said was remotely intelligible.
“Sir, what address are you calling from? What is your location?”
There was a sound like someone starting up a lawnmower, but wet, angry. That’s when Terrence finally opened his eyes … and saw the Pit Bulls charge. They tore into him with a savagery that was uncommon even for this breed, bred for brutality, doing more damage in the space of a few seconds than all the other animals had done together. Terrance fell and the children rushed in behind the dogs, adding their teeth, fists, and feet to the onslaught.
Across the street, Terrance’s neighbors stood, watching his destruction. They’d been there since the evening, since the little girl first passed the hate onto Terrance. They’d stood there, watching and hating, saying nothing as their children joined in on his unmaking. Most of the faces were unfamiliar, but a few he’d exchanged pleasantries with on a regular basis. Nothing more than “Hi” and “Bye” and an occasional comment on the weather or the latest football or basketball game, but they knew him. One or two had even been to his condo to watch a game.
One of the crows finally succeeded in avoiding Terrance’s hands long enough to peck out one of his eyes. His other eye went soon afterward. Terrance opened his mouth once again to scream, to beg his neighbors for help. Bees, flies, moths, and gnats swarmed down his throat, clogging his windpipe. A little redheaded girl with her hair in a French braid, wearing a pink shirt silk-screened with the image of a mischievous little red devil in a catholic school uniform and the caption “The only hell my parents ever raised was me” reached into Terrance’s mouth, seized his tongue, and wrenched it free from its moorings in the back of his skull with a wet ripping sound. One of the Pit Bulls, who’d been tearing at his belly, dragged out a yard of steaming purple intestines like sausage links and began to consume them. Terrance felt nothing, knew nothing. The bee stings had sent him into anaphylactic shock, stopping his heart, and the rats and birds had already worried much of the flesh from his arms, legs, and face. In minutes, he would be little more than a skeleton. His neighbors continued to watch.



Chapter 25
“Where are you taking her? I want to stay with my wife.”
Frank Wells tried to turn around to reach for his wife, eyes wide and panicky, sweat already building up on his forehead. She turned toward him as Rafik led her into one of the suspect interview rooms with that same doomed look on her face.
Malloy draped an arm around Mr. Wells and steered him toward one of the other interview rooms, almost dragging him away. “She’ll be fine. These things go much quicker if we can interview you two separately.”
“This won’t take long then?” Frank asked hopefully. His eyes darted everywhere but in the direction of the detective and seemed to favor his own shoes and hands above any other sight in the room. He was even more fidgety now that they were alone than when the detectives showed up at his doorstep.
“That all depends on you.”
“Can I call my lawyer now?”
“Of course you can. But once your lawyer gets involved, there’s nothing I can do for you. If we find out you’re involved in what’s been going on with these missing girls, I won’t be able to make any deals with you. No leniency of any kind. If you get convicted, the prosecutor will be shooting for the max. And we will find out, Mr. Wells. We’ve got enough evidence right now to arrest you, and any day now we’ll have everything we need to ensure a conviction. So it’s up to you. Do you want to go talk to your lawyer, which I can almost assure you will lead you right to death row, or would you rather sit down and come clean with me?”
Frank’s eyes watered as he stared across the table at Malloy. He looked helplessly from the detective to the door and back down at his hands. The man was feeling the pressure, but Malloy was afraid he had pushed too hard and played his hand too soon. He should have taken his time and asked him some innocuous questions to gain his trust before going for the jugular. But it always threw him off when a suspect called for his lawyer before his ass even touched the seat. So he’d gone right for the ultimatum. It was a bluff with no teeth behind it. There was not a single piece of credible evidence he could produce that would tie him to his daughter’s abduction. The man would either crack right this second or he’d call for his lawyer and be out of there within the hour.
“I think I’d like to speak to my lawyer right now, please.”
Malloy smiled confidently, despite the feeling that he had just blown the interview completely. There had to be some way to salvage it.
“Would you take me to a phone please?”
“Sure. You can use my cell phone.” Malloy reached into his pocket and handed the cell phone across the table to Frank Wells. When Wells reached for it, John held on, staring him directly in the face until Wells finally met his gaze.
“I’ve been asking myself something all night …”
“What? Can I just use the phone please?”
“Sure.” He let go of the phone, and Mr. Wells immediately flipped it open and began to dial. The detective reached out and flipped the phone closed again. “But first answer me one thing.
“Why would a couple go out partying all night while their kid is missing and possibly dead or tortured or in the hands of some pervert? I mean, we’ve been watching you all night, dancing, drinking, and having a great old time. We even took pictures. All this while your kid is out there somewhere in the hands of Lord knows who. I wonder what a jury will think of parents like that?”
The detective let go of the phone, and Wells flipped it open again and hit redial. The phone began to ring. More sweat drenched Frank Wells’s brow.
“Because I know what I thought watching the two of you. It looked like your kid was the last thing on your minds. Like you don’t care one bit that she’s missing. Because maybe you already know where she is. I mean, for a second there, it even looked like you two were celebrating … celebrating getting away with murder. But that’s just my opinion. I’m single, never been married, never had any kids. Maybe a jury filled with fathers and mothers would look at it differently.”
Mr. Wells flipped the phone shut again. “I didn’t hurt her.”
“What happened, Mr. Wells?”
Rafik barged in before he could answer. “Detective Malloy, can I speak to you for a moment?”
Malloy could tell from the look on his partner’s face that it wasn’t good news. He walked to the door, casting one last look over his shoulder at Mr. Wells before stepping out into the hall.
“Bad news. Their lawyer just showed up.”
“What?”
“Mrs. Wells called the minute we arrived. She had her own cell phone.”
“Fuck! I knew we should have frisked them.”
“They weren’t under arrest.”
“Look, this guy is about to give it up. Can we stall for a few minutes?”
“Their lawyer is in there with Mrs. Wells right now. He’s demanding they both be released.”
“Well, Mr. Wells hasn’t asked for a lawyer yet. Okay, he did, but he changed his mind. He can still give his statement.”
“Not without his lawyer present. It wouldn’t be admissible in court. Unless he says otherwise, their attorney represents them both. So once one of them lawyers up, they’re both off limits.”
“Fuck! But what if he refuses representation and wants to give his statement?”
“Has he said that?”
“He was about to when you barged in.”
“Get it on tape and we’ll have something to work with. But you better be quick about it before his attorney gets to him. I’ll try to stall.”
Malloy opened the door of the interview room and ducked back inside just as the Wells’s rabid attorney came storming out of the interrogation room toward the detectives.
“I’ll hold him off. You get busy.”



Chapter 26
“What was that about? What’s going on?” Mr. Wells asked, even more agitated than before.
“Another girl went missing, Frank. You’ve got to tell me what’s going on. If something happens to that little girl I’m going to do everything I can to pin that on you too.”
Frank Wells’s hands began to visibly shake. His eyes rolled toward the ceiling, and he clasped his hands beneath his chin as if in prayer.
“What do you want to know?”
“Let’s start with the black woman in that picture on your mantle. What does she have to do with all of this, Frank?”
He covered his face with his palms and began to loudly sob. Malloy waited for him to finish, but he was beginning to lose his patience.
“We gave Mary to her.”
“You what?”
“We gave Mary to Delilah, the woman in the photograph.”
“For what? What does she do with them?”
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
“Frank, I’ve seen some strange things in my career. I’ve seen some pretty strange shit during this case. Right now, I’m willing to believe just about anything.”



Chapter 27
“Her name is Delilah. She’s a voodoo priestess. She has this power, this amazing ability she shares with her followers, with the true believers. She can take away all of your pain and fear, all your anger. You wouldn’t believe what it has done for my marriage. Imagine what it would feel like to love without fear again. It’s just like the first time I fell in love. Years of pain and resentment, all gone. It’s the most incredible feeling you could imagine. No more fear. No more anger. But she can only take so much from us before it starts to overwhelm her and she has to get rid of it. That’s what the kids are for.”
“Is he for real?” Mohammed asked.
“Just watch the tape. There’s more.”
Frank Wells had left with his lawyer less than fifteen minutes ago, but not before Malloy had gotten his entire confession on tape.
The video continued: “I don’t understand. What does she do with the girls? What did she do to Mary?”
“She puts it all into them. She says the little girls can handle it because they internalize it all somehow and keep it inside. But they have to get rid of it too. They have to give it to someone else. If they hold it in too long, it burns them out. That’s what happened to those other girls. They didn’t get rid of it quickly enough.”
“And what happens to the people they give it to?”
Frank shrugged. “I don’t know.”
The tape ended with the Wells’s lawyer bursting into the interview room and escorting Frank Wells out after threatening Malloy’s job.
Malloy turned off the tape. “So what do you think?”
The expression on Mohammed’s face was not at all what Malloy had been expecting. The detective appeared to be deep in thought, but there was something else going on behind his eyes. It looked like hope.
“I think we need to find out who this voodoo chick Delilah is and get someone on the inside somehow. We need to find out where they have their meetings and we need to find out how she’s doing this.”
“I’ll talk to Mr. Wells again. If I can get the location from him I’ll go undercover,” Malloy said.
“They’re both gone and I don’t think their lawyer will let us anywhere near them.”
“Then we get a judge to get us a warrant for their arrest. This tape should be enough.”
“It’s probably inadmissible.”
“By the time their lawyer is able to get in front of a judge to argue for their release, we should have everything we need. One night in jail should break them. Once we have the location, we’ll go in there ourselves.”
“I want to go in alone,” Mohammed said, looking away from his partner.
“You what?”
“I want to go in alone. You can stand by as back-up, but I think it would look weird if two dudes went in there together. I think it needs to be a couple.”
“A man and wife? Like you and Emily?” Malloy asked, one eyebrow raised, a disappointed look on his face.
“Yeah, like me and Emily.”
“Mo, I know what you’re thinking and I understand, but don’t be stupid. This is all crazy. Don’t get wrapped up in it.”
“Wrapped up in what?”
“Don’t play me, Mo. I know you. You think she can really do it and you want her to heal your marriage. And I’m telling you not to do it. It’s not worth it.”
Mohammed looked shocked. “Not worth it? What do you mean, not worth it? It’s worth anything … everything. I love Emily, but we’re not going to make it unless something drastic happens, unless something changes. This could be what we need.”
Malloy grabbed Mohammed by the shoulders, forcing his partner to look at him. “You want to drag your wife into this? Come on, man. Think about it. This shit, whatever it is, is dangerous. Don’t get her involved. Don’t risk your marriage and your career over this.”
Mohammed sighed deeply. “I don’t know if any of this is real, but I know two things. My marriage is fucked up, and that guy’s story explains a lot of the weird shit we’ve seen in this case. Mary Wells is spotted at a schoolyard. Her teacher talks to her and the next thing you know everything within yards of the guy is trying to murder him. Makes sense if what Frank Wells said is true. That kid transferred something into her teacher that made everything instantly want him dead. I think it’s whatever this voodoo chick took out of her followers and so do you. If she can do it then I have to try. It’s either that or I just sit back and wait for my marriage to fall apart. If you ever loved anyone the way I love my wife then you’d understand.”
Malloy thought for a moment and then shook his head. “I think it’s stupid and reckless and will probably mean the end of your career.”
“Better that than the end of my marriage. I can always be a private detective or something.”
“Bro, I can’t let you do this.”
Mohammed shook his head. “I’m doin’ it, John. With or without you.”
“Fuck! Mohammed, what the fuck are you doin’ here?”
“I’m tryin’ to save my marriage, expose a dangerous cult, and catch a child abuser and possible murderer at the same time. You tell me, John. What the hell is wrong with that?”
Malloy shook his head. He looked around the room trying to find the words as if they were floating in the air somewhere and he just had to pluck them out, hand them over to Mohammed, and everything would be okay again.
“Call ahead to the municipal court and see if you can get Judge Applegate on the line. If she’s working, she’ll give us the warrant.”
“Let’s go now, John. The court’s only two blocks away. We can have the warrant and be on our way in fifteen minutes.”
They left the building and drove to the courthouse, not because it was far, but because driving was a habit. They were lucky. The judge was in her chambers. Malloy knocked on her door.
“Let me handle this. She’s sort of got a crush on me.”
Mohammed rolled his eyes. “Okay, but hurry. You can break her off a piece later.”



Chapter 28
“Did you get the warrant?” Mohammed had a glow in his eyes that Malloy found more than a little disturbing. It was a look of obsession. Finding the voodoo woman was no longer about breaking the case for Mohammed. He clearly had his own agenda.
“Yeah, I got it. I still think this is stupid though, Mo.”
Mohammed shrugged. “The heart has reasons that reason never knew. And I wouldn’t do this if I thought it would hurt the case. You know that, John. If everything goes as planned, I’ll save my marriage and gather enough evidence to convict this voodoo bitch.”
Malloy nodded.
“And if it goes wrong you might end up just like that school teacher.”
Mohammed stared at Malloy with a blank expression, eyes hollow and void, not seeing his partner but the brutalized corpse of the teacher who’d been mauled by his own students and stung by a thousand bees.
“Let’s just go pick up Mr. and Mrs. Wells. I’m not going to change my mind,” Mohammed said.
Malloy stared at him like he was seeing him for the last time.
“Don’t look at me like that, John. It’s not a funeral.”
“After what we’ve seen the last few days, can you really be sure of that, Mo?”
The uncertainty on Mohammed’s face spoke volumes.
“I-I have to do this.” His voice wavered when he spoke.
“Okay, but we’re going to talk about this some more. Let’s just go get Frank Wells.”
They left the police station with the warrant and climbed into their patrol vehicle. Mohammed was already on the phone with his wife. “Em? Yeah, it’s me. Hey, I’ve got a surprise for you. We’re going to see a … well, you’re going to come to work with me. You’re going to go undercover with me to crack a case. You’ll get to spend the whole day with me. It’ll just be for one day but it’ll be fun. No. It won’t be dangerous. Not at all. We just have to go watch this religious ceremony and pretend like we’re believers. It’s kind of kooky, spirits and stuff. The hardest part will be trying not to laugh. I’m not sure when. It’ll be a day or two. John and I have to set up a few things first. You excited?”
Malloy was staring at Mohammed, shaking his head in obvious disapproval. Mohammed jabbed a finger toward the road and mouthed the word “Drive!” Malloy pulled the car out of the parking garage and headed toward the freeway.
They hadn’t driven more than a few miles when a call came in from dispatch. There was a man calling 911 claiming he was being attacked by everyone and everything in Green Valley.
“What?”
“First it came in as a report of shots fired, and then the shooter called. He’s on his cell phone. He says he’s being chased by birds, cats, dogs, and little kids. He’s running down Eastern Avenue. Patrolmen are en route.”
“We’re en route.” He turned to Mohammed. “We’ve got another one.”
“I’ve got to go, Emily. I’ll tell you more tonight.”
“There’s a guy running down Eastern Avenue being chased by dogs and cats and … get this - little kids.”
“Little kids?”
Malloy nodded.
“Just like the school teacher and the guy who got eaten by his dog.”
“Sounds like it.”
“We’d better get over there. This shit is about to get ugly,” Mohammed said.
“No shit.” He could see in his partner’s eyes that he was disappointed he’d have to delay his interrogation of the Wells and, subsequently, his meeting with the voodoo priestess. Malloy wondered just how desperate his partner was to save his marriage. The story Frank Wells told them about people giving up their daughters to this Delilah chick in order to be happy again, to feel love again, had seemed far-fetched. He thought it was more likely she’d been feeding them some sort of drug that made them feel peaceful and blissful - opium, or some sort of super weed. Her followers were probably all addicted to whatever she was giving them, and it was the addiction that made them give up their children. Anything to get high. Just like every other junkie he’d run into during his years on the force. Drug addiction made sense.
It had been hard for Malloy to imagine anyone being so desperate to save a marriage they’d let their kids go through whatever those girls had been put through, not with so many marriages ending in divorce, all the married women he’d slept with, the married men he’d seen sneaking around the strip clubs. But seeing how Mohammed was acting over the mere possibility of being happy with Emily again made Malloy wonder.
He pulled the dash light from the glove compartment and flipped it on, turning onto the freeway with lights flashing. He piloted the vehicle onto the shoulder and pushed the accelerator to the floor. What the dispatcher described was eerily similar to what they’d seen at the elementary school. There was no doubt in his mind that if they didn’t get to Green Valley in the next few minutes, they’d be scraping another corpse off the street.
The car came close to scraping the median a few times as Malloy maneuvered it past the bumper-to-bumper traffic, going ninety mph. He slowed briefly as he approached a traffic accident, waving to a motorcycle cop as he skirted past, and then stomping down on the accelerator once more when he was safely out of traffic.
A few moments later he and Mohammed exited the I-15 onto Eastern Avenue, where all hell was breaking loose.



Chapter 29
Traffic on Eastern Avenue was not moving. Everything had come to a halt. People were standing outside their cars, covering their eyes, hands over their mouths, weeping, gasping, shouting, and screaming.
“They’re killing him!”
“Oh my God! They’re eating him alive!”
“What the hell is going on?” Mohammed asked. “What the hell are they all looking at?”
“I think they’re looking at that,” Malloy replied, pointing.
There was a dark cloud in the center of Eastern Avenue - and it was alive. Malloy drove the unmarked police cruiser onto the curb to get around the cars parked in the middle of the street. He steered into the dense fog seconds before he realized what it was. Flies. Bees. Hornets. Moths. Gnats. Hundreds of thousands of insects formed a living barrier, a turbid miasma so dense Malloy couldn’t see beyond the hood of the car even with the high beams on. The fluid and viscera of hundreds of insects splattered the windshield as they drove into the cloud, further obscuring the view. Malloy slowed the vehicle to a crawl as he concentrated on keeping the wheel steady, driving forward in a straight line through the cacophonous swarm.
“Where did they all come from?”
“There must be all kinds of bugs running around down here, especially with all these restaurants on this street now.”
“But why are they all here?” Mohammed asked.
“I have a feeling we’re gonna find the guy who placed that 911 call at the center of this swarm …”
“This is too much, Malloy. Can you believe this shit?”
The chitinous clicking and buzzing of insects was deafening. Wings fluttered, beating on the vehicle’s windows, doors, hood, and roof as flocks of birds joined the riotous mass, adding their screeches and caws to the electric hum of insect wings. And there were other sounds as well - growling, hissing, snarling.
“You hear that?” Malloy asked.
“Sounds like wild animals.”
The inside of the car was now as dark as night, a moonless, starless night filled with menace. The massive cloud of birds and insects completely blotted out the sun, choking all the light from the street.
“Get us out of here, man. Get us the fuck out of here!” Mohammed shouted. “I’m getting fucking claustrophobic!”
“I can’t go any faster! I can’t see shit in here!”
The car struck something solid. Malloy and Mohammed bounced in their seats as whatever they’d hit fell beneath the wheels of the car and they rolled over it, crushing it. Something howled and whimpered. Their vehicle collided with several other objects. Something large and heavy bounced onto the automobile’s hood and smashed into their windshield, shattering it. The cloud finally began to lift. The sunlight peeked its way through the crows, pigeons, hawks, bees, flies, and other winged creatures, illuminating the inside of the vehicle. Blood rained down the car’s windows. Malloy turned on the windshield wipers, smearing blood, feathers, and smashed insects across the glass.
The thick mass of insects rose from the vehicle, lifting like a living black veil before slowly dispersing. Mohammed peered through the shattered, gore-streaked windshield and gasped.
“There’s something on the hood of the car, man. I think it’s a body.”
Malloy stopped the car. The windshield wipers were still on. Mohammed reached across and hit the button for the wiper fluid, spraying the glass down with soapy water and washing away more of the accumulated gore. Gradually, a small pane of visibility cleared and the detectives were able to see through it.
What looked like human bones lay draped over the front of the car. It was impossible to tell the age, race, or sex of the remains. The corpse had been eaten down to the bone; skin, fat, organs, and muscle, gnawed away. Only the hands and skull made it identifiable as human. Rats competed with birds and cats for the few scraps of meat that remained stubbornly attached.
“You think that’s our 911 caller?” Mohammed asked.
Malloy nodded.
“How long ago did you get the call from dispatch?”
Malloy looked at his watch. “Eight or nine minutes.”
Mohammed stared into the empty sockets where the dead man’s eyes should have been. Flies and bees writhed in the two hollow cavities. Once again maggots were already crawling over the corpse. Malloy could not even imagine how they had gotten there. There was no way flies could have laid eggs on the corpse in the span of a few minutes. Never mind the eggs hatching. It took days for larva to develop from eggs.
“All of this in less than ten minutes? John, man, we’re out of our league here. This is fuckin’ crazy!”
“This thing is insane. I never really believed in the supernatural - magic and voodoo and stuff - but what else could it be? I can’t think of any other explanation. You sure you still want to bring Emily into this mess?”
“Let’s talk about that later, John. We’ve got a fucking body to deal with right now. How the hell did it wind up on our windshield?”
“We hit it.”
“Yeah, but it would have had to have been standing upright for us to hit it and wind up with it on the hood of the car. There’s no way this thing was standing. It had to have been dead long before we got here.”
Malloy looked around. There were more than half a dozen children standing around the car. He looked closer and saw blood on their hands, face, and clothing. The kids had been involved. He turned toward his partner. Mohammed was looking at the same thing.
“Kids again?” Mohammed asked.
“I think they threw his body at the car.”
“What the fuck? Why?”
Malloy shrugged. “I don’t know. Why does this thing affect animals and kids but not adults?”
“Little kids, you mean. No wait - that’s not entirely true. It does affect adults, just not as powerfully. Remember what we felt when we were watching that teacher get attacked? We hated him. You felt it too. For a moment you wanted to hurt him as much as those kids. The witness from the Bruce Martin murder, the guy who was killed by his dog? She said the same thing - she wanted him dead too.”
“So why don’t adults attack then? Why didn’t we just pull out our guns and blast that teacher’s head off?” Malloy said.
“I don’t know. Maybe social conditioning? Adults are more civilized.”
“Seriously, Mo? You’re probably the only cop on the force who’d make that claim.”
“We’re more civilized than kids and bees. That’s why the gangs recruit young kids, because you can get a kid to do just about anything. They don’t have the same inhibitions. You know kids don’t have the same impulse control adults have.”
They stood staring from the kids to the remains of the victim.
“We need to round these kids up and question them; technically they’re all suspects.”
“Yeah, let the uniforms take care of the interrogation. We’ve been through this shit before. The kids won’t remember anything.”
Malloy nodded. “You still want to get Emily involved in this craziness?”
“I said I don’t want to talk about it! Why do you keep asking me that? Back off, John. Seriously. Back off, man.” Mohammed hung his head and began fidgeting with his tie. He looked up with a sigh and straightened his collar and then his sleeves, rolling them both up like he was preparing to do some heavy lifting. “What else can I do, John?”
Malloy shook his head and pointed at the skeletal remains decorating the front of the car, still set upon by scavengers. Most of the insects that had filled the air were gone now, but there were still hundreds of them crawling over the corpse. The rats were finally beginning to leave as well. Three or four dozen cats and dogs milled about, snarling menacingly. Beside them, faces and hands smeared with blood, were more children, some looking as young as six, some as old as thirteen. Malloy’s eyebrows furrowed. Did these kids really help tear this guy apart like the kids at the Learning Tree School?
He turned back to his partner. “You’re still willing to get yourself mixed up with that cult? Even after all this?”
There were tears in Mohammed’s eyes. It made Malloy feel helpless and uncomfortable. He felt bad for the guy. “You do what you think is right, Mo. I know you will. But every time I hear someone talk about how this woman is helping people, all I can think about are missing girls and half-eaten corpses.”
More police vehicles showed up, along with EMTs and animal control. It was pandemonium, and all the while, Malloy knew Mohammed was thinking of one thing: get to the Wellses, get Delilah’s information out of them, and get Emily over there to see the woman who could take all her pain and fear and anger away.
They got out of the car.
Malloy looked over at the corpse, who was now being attended to by police officers. Other officers were dutifully stringing crime scene tape around the vehicle, forming a tight perimeter. Malloy and Mohammed’s car was now a crime scene. It would be several hours before they saw Mr. and Mrs. Wells. Beside him, Malloy watched Mohammed swat a fly on his neck and cringe.
Malloy walked over to the driveway, where the victim’s tattered clothing had fallen, and dug through the pants, removing a wallet. He flipped it open and pulled out the driver’s license.
“Terrance Taylor.”
“Terrance Taylor? Seriously? Let me see that.”
Malloy handed Mohammed the wallet. “Holy shit. You know who this is?”
“The name sounds familiar.”
“Terrible Terrance Taylor? Triple T? He was a big college football star. First round draft pick. He never really did much as a pro though and got traded a few times before he left football and became a boxer. He wasn’t a bad boxer though. He even fought for a title. Got knocked out in the first round by that big British dude with the dreadlocks. Fuck. You know what kind of publicity this thing is going to get?”
“More than this?” Malloy asked, pointing skyward at the two news helicopters circling above and then down the street at the three news vans stuck on the freeway onramp. The stalled traffic was the only thing holding them off. It was the first time Malloy could remember being grateful for a traffic jam.
“I hope the ME’s van can get through,” Mohammed said.
“It’ll get through.”
“We’re going to have to give them a statement eventually.”
“And say what? Let the captain handle that. He gets paid to deal with these assholes. We don’t.”
He waved one of the police officers over and pointed to the kids who were being corralled by a group of officers. Some of them had already begun to cry. They huddled against their parents, those whose parents were present. Others were already being consoled and questioned by officers.
“I want all these kids and their parents questioned. Find me as many witnesses as you can. I need to know what happened here.”
“Yes, Detective.” The young officer had just turned away when Malloy spotted a familiar face among the crowd of children. Mary Wells. He motioned to Mohammed and saw his eyes widen.
“Is that …?”
“I think it is.”
Together they walked over to where Mary Wells stood with the other children.
A fly buzzed past Malloy’s ear, and he swatted at it and fanned himself frantically, trying to chase away any other insects that might have been fluttering around him. The idea of any of those things landing on him after they’d fatted themselves on Terrance Taylor’s flesh made Malloy’s skin crawl.



Chapter 30
“Why are you here again? I’m calling my lawyer!”
“We’ve got a warrant to search your place. You’re welcome to have your lawyer present if you want. Go ahead and call him,” Mohammed said.
Malloy handed Frank Wells the warrant and pushed past him into the house, followed by six uniformed officers. Three patrol cars with their lights flashing were parked in front of the house. That had been Mohammed’s idea. He knew the Wells’s were all about status, and having their home searched by cops would be a serious blow to the prestige of the neighborhood and their reputation. Mr. and Mrs. Wells were already looking up and down the block to see which of their neighbors was watching. All of them were.
More than a dozen neighbors had assembled across the street, and doors continued to open as the curious wandered from their homes to see what the commotion was about. Others peered out from windows, some discreetly, some brazenly. Cell phones rang and gossip spread like wildfire.
“Now look what you’ve done! The neighbors are going to think we’re suspects!”
“You are, Mr. Wells. You both are.”
Mohammed gestured toward one of the officers, who opened the back of his squad car. Out stepped Mary Wells.
“Funny how you never thought to ask if we’d found your daughter. Did you forget about her? Anything more you want to say before we question her?”
Mr. Wells hung his head. He and his wife walked over to the hollow-eyed young girl and wrapped their arms around her. They both began to weep. The little girl barely seemed to notice them. Her eyes were soulless, empty. Whatever she had been through had completely drained her.
Mohammed and Malloy had decided to bring Mary with them directly from the crime scene to see what effect her presence would have on her parents. She hadn’t been seen by a doctor yet, and Malloy worried that if something happened they’d both be blamed. Mrs. Wells hugged her daughter, kissed her face, and stroked her hair.
“It’s okay now, Mary. Everything’s okay. Mary? Mary? What’s wrong with her? Why doesn’t she say anything?”
“We need to get her to a hospital to be checked out. We thought one of you might want to go with her while the other stayed here while we searched the house,” Malloy said.
Mrs. Wells spoke up immediately. “I’m going with my daughter.”
Mr. Wells looked torn, but he obviously didn’t want the police tearing through his house unsupervised. “Can’t you do this search later? I’d like to be with my wife and daughter.”
“I’m not stopping you, sir. I just know that most people like to be there when the police are rifling through their underwear drawer. But we can do this with or without you here. We just have to do this today. The warrant has a date on it - today’s date,” Mohammed answered. He looked at Malloy, who was doing his best not to grin. He knew they had them. Once they had Frank Wells alone, they’d grill him mercilessly until he gave up Delilah’s address, and once they had that, they could set up their undercover operation and take the whole thing down.
“I’m taking her in my car. She’s not under arrest. I don’t want her riding in the back of a police car like a criminal. Where am I going?”
“Saint John’s Memorial. I’ll have one of the officers escort you, ma’am,” Mohammed said, gesturing to the female officer whose vehicle the girl had been in. The officer was a tall blonde in her thirties with large breasts and wide hips. Not Malloy’s type, but definitely Mohammed’s flavor.
“Yes, Detective?”
“Ummm … ahhh … Officer … ummm?” Mohammed looked at her name tag to catch her name and then realized he was staring at her breasts. He snapped his gaze back to her face and continued to stutter and stammer nervously, looking around, irrationally afraid Emily was watching him.
“Officer Daley. Trisha Daley.” She held out her hand, and Mohammed looked over his shoulder again before shaking it.
“Uhh … ummm … Officer Daley, would you escort Mrs. Wells and her daughter to Saint John’s?”
“No problem, Detective,” she replied. She winked at Mohammed and smiled.
He turned quickly away. Malloy was watching the entire exchange, and Mohammed caught him smiling. Mohammed wanted to explain himself but decided to let the whole thing drop. He knew Malloy wouldn’t judge him. If anything, Malloy would encourage him to go for it, which was something else he didn’t need right now. The way he and Emily had been arguing lately, it wouldn’t take much more than a smile from a pretty woman and a little nudge from his best friend to push him over into infidelity, and that wasn’t something he wanted on his conscience. He shook the thought from his mind and went back to the suspects.
“Are you leaving too, Frank?” Mohammed asked.
“You stay, Frank. Make sure these bastards don’t break anything or plant evidence or something. I’ll stay with Mary,” Aida Wells replied before her husband could respond.
“Oh … okay. Call me from the hospital, okay?”
“I will.”
Frank leaned over and gave his wife a long kiss and then knelt down and hugged and kissed his daughter. She remained unresponsive, unaware of him. Frank let her go and looked up at the detectives. “What’s wrong with my daughter?”
“I think you know. Let your wife get her to the hospital. We can talk while the officers finish the search,” Mohammed said.
“What exactly are you looking for?”
He pulled out the photo of Delilah he’d taken from the Neilson’s home. “We’re looking for this woman. We’re looking for anything that’ll tell us where Delilah is and what she’s doing to these kids. This is Delilah, isn’t it? Do you know who those other two people are with her? Have you seen them around before? At one of your little cult gatherings? Because, coincidentally, their little girl went missing too.”
“I don’t know either of them,” Frank Wells answered. The lie was obvious in his voice and expression.
Malloy stepped forward and put a hand on Frank’s shoulder. “I want you to think real hard about how you answer these questions. This is some serious shit you’re involved in here.”
Mohammed pulled out his handcuffs. Holding them in both hands, he unlocked them then slowly click, click, clicked them closed. Frank Wells stared at the cuffs and his eyes widened. Malloy saw his bottom lip tremble.
Malloy said, “We’re going to ask you a few more questions, and if I don’t get the right answers, you will be arrested for interfering with an investigation, endangering the welfare of a child, accessory to murder, and anything else I can think of.”
They watched Mrs. Wells leave, followed by Officer Daley, before the three of them walked back up the front steps and into the Wells’s home. Mr. Wells took a seat in a recliner, leaning forward with his face in his hands. Mohammed sat across from him, notepad and pencil in-hand. He placed a small digital voice recorder on the table between them. Malloy remained standing, glaring down at Frank Wells with practiced and somewhat exaggerated disgust and disdain.
“I should be with my daughter. Something’s wrong with her. She looked like she was catatonic.”
“When we found her, she was among ten other kids who’d just helped rip a guy to shreds. There was a giant swarm of insects half a block long around the guy. Pets, birds, little kids. They ate the guy alive. The kids actually bit and clawed the guy to death right along with the damn animals - and your daughter caused it all. Now we need to know why. We need to know how. And we need to know where to find Delilah!” Mohammed said.
The search had moved upstairs, and above them, something heavy fell and shattered.
“What the hell was that? They’re destroying my home!” Wells stood, and Malloy stepped up to him and put a hand on his shoulder again.
“You can end this right now, Frank. Just tell us where Delilah is. Tell us all about her little cult. Cooperate with us and we’ll leave and you can go be with your wife and daughter.”
Frank collapsed back into the recliner, dropping his face into his hands. “Okay. I’ll tell you.”
“Do you want your lawyer present?” Mohammed asked.
Frank shook his head, wilting into the chair, defeated. “A lawyer can’t help me. God can’t help me.”



Chapter 31
April couldn’t sleep. She watched Delilah slumber soundlessly beside her, a sleep so deep it resembled death. The rise and fall of Delilah’s chest with each breath was so shallow it was barely perceptible. April was afraid the strain of her “gift” had finally overcome her. She laid her head on Delilah’s frail chest. The priestess’s heartbeat was faint but steady. April stroked her lover’s face and was relieved when Delilah stirred. She had been afraid her beautiful lover had slipped into a coma or worse.
April wondered how the woman could sleep knowing what she’d done to that young girl. Every time April closed her eyes, all she could see was the terror on that child’s face, and April wondered where she was now and what she was going through. She couldn’t imagine.
Delilah stirred from her death-like slumber smiling, and she wrapped her arms around April and pulled her closer. “Hello, my beautiful one. I’m glad you’re still here. I was afraid you would leave me.”
April stroked Delilah’s long locks and returned her smile. “I can’t leave you. I guess you know that. But I can’t sit by and watch you hurt any more children.”
Delilah smiled nervously, her eyes sparkling with unspilled tears. She caressed April’s slender neck and shoulders and drew her close. “I love you.”
“I love you too.”
“Don’t ever leave me. I need you. I would die without you.”
“Then come away with me. Let’s leave this place. Let’s leave all of it. Just come with me. Just you and me,” April said.
Delilah slowly shook her head. The tears glistening in her eyes finally fell, rolling in crystal streams over her angular cheeks. “I can’t. I can’t leave my congregation. Besides, Pops and Tony would never let me.”
“Who are those guys? I thought they worked for you.”
“They don’t work for me. If anything, I work for them. They’re really bad men, April. Criminals, I think. They’d hurt me. They’d hurt you if you tried to take me away. I’ve seen what they can do.”
April looked around in a panic, searching the ceiling, walls, and floor as if the answer to their dilemma was somewhere in the room and she just needed to find it.
“Then we don’t tell them. We just leave when no one is around. We can go back to your homeland; Haiti. Or we can go to Europe somewhere. I always wanted to go to Sweden or Switzerland.”
Delilah smiled at April. It was the smile you gave to children when they talked about what Santa was bringing them for Christmas. An indulgent, knowing smile, part amused, part sympathetic, because you knew it wouldn’t be long before their illusions were shattered. “They would find us, my love. They would find us wherever we go. They need me. They won’t ever let me leave.”
“There has to be a way. We belong together, without this pain, without … without hurting children.”
A sad smile crept onto Delilah’s face. Despite her efforts to make the smile appear genuine, it was still obviously affected, an artifice manufactured for April’s benefit. When the lie came they both recognized it but allowed it to slide by unchallenged.
“Okay, April. We leave together. It will all be over after tonight. Just one last ceremony and then we can be together.”
“No more, Delilah. Please! Why can’t we leave now? Please don’t do this again.”
“I have to.”
“And hurt another innocent child?”
Delilah’s eyes glistened again. All the hurt and pain inside her sparkled in her eyes like starlight. It made her look even more beautiful, tragically so. In her eyes, April could see her lover’s torturous childhood. The sorrow of losing her parents, the beatings and rapes she endured from her foster parents, the fathoms of hurt and anger she’d ingested from her acolytes, the ravenous parasites who used her for her gift. She looked just as she’d once described herself - a whipping boy, an innocent born to suffer.
The voodoo priestess leaned forward and kissed April again, sucking out a small iota of her pain through her saliva, just enough to get her through the moment. When they made love, April knew Delilah would take the rest of it and they would be happy again … and another little girl would be the recipient of the rage and horror Delilah absorbed.
“It’s how it has to be, chile’. I’m sorry,” Delilah said.



Chapter 32
Malloy waited in the car while Mohammed walked toward the house to get Emily. He called out the window to his partner. “You sure you want to do this, Mo?”
Mohammed turned and nodded. “I’m sure.” He continued up the walkway to his house, taking the steps to his porch in quick little hops.
“We’ve already got Mr. and Mrs. Wells. I’m sure we can make them testify. We can shut this thing down without risking either of your lives.”
Mohammed dropped his head and sighed, turning around at the front door before entering his house. He looked frustrated and annoyed, like an adult trying to explain algebra to a toddler. The resolve was evident in his eyes when he looked up again. There would be no changing his mind.
“Nevermind, Mo. You do what you need to do.”
“Thank you, John. Just trust me. Everything’s going to be fine. You’ll see.”
“Yeah, bro. I hope so,” Malloy said. He only called Mohammed “bro” when he was annoyed, and they both knew it. Mohammed had once remarked that “bro” sounded a lot like “nigger” the way Malloy said it.
“I’m sorry. I meant it to sound like ‘asshole,’” Malloy had said, and they’d laughed.
Neither were laughing now.
Malloy rolled up the car window and slumped back in his seat, thinking of all the reasons he should be calling the captain and letting him handle this instead of going rogue with his partner and possibly getting them both fired or killed. They would need back-up no matter what, and one of the sergeants monitoring dispatch would hear the call when it went out. There was no way to avoid that. The best they could do would be to wait until the last minute to place the call for assistance. Then dispatch would have no choice but to send squad cars. The captain would be pissed when he found out, but he couldn’t leave them out there alone. And once they made their arrests, it would all be academic - unless somebody got killed. Unfortunately, the only way that would work is if they waited to call for back-up until Mohammed and Emily were inside, in danger.
Fuck, Mo. What the hell are you getting us into?
Mohammed walked out of the house with Emily in tow. She was beaming, happy to be spending the day with her man, oblivious to the danger they were both in.
“Hi, John,” Emily said.
“Hi, Emily.”
“I can’t believe I’m going undercover!”
“Neither can I,” Malloy mumbled angrily.
“We can’t take this car. It looks like a cop car. We’ll look like fucking NARCs. They’ll make us coming down the street,” Mohammed said.
“Then we have to take your car,” Malloy answered, getting out of the car, leaving the police radio behind. Now the only way he could call for back-up was on his cell phone. This was getting more reckless by the second.
“Okay, we can take my Chrysler,” Mohammed said.
“The 300? Their going to think you’re a pimp.”
“Better a pimp than a cop. It could have been worse. I wanted a Cadillac.”
They walked up the driveway to the silver Chrysler 300. It was freshly waxed, the chrome gleaming like a new nickel.
Mohammed opened the car door for Emily and then slid into the backseat beside her. He held out the car keys to Malloy. “Uh, would you mind driving?”
Malloy wrinkled his forehead, annoyed to be suddenly cast in the role of chauffeur, but he remained quiet, wanting to avoid the drama it would have caused if he’d asked Mohammed to sit in the front seat where he belonged instead of cuddling up in the back with his wife.
He took the keys and climbed behind the wheel. He pulled out of the driveway and headed toward Seven Hills and Delilah, hoping that Frank’s lawyer hadn’t sprung him from custody yet and that he hadn’t called ahead to warn Delilah and her people they were coming. They had left orders to hold Mr. and Mrs. Wells until the morning and not to let them use the phone.
In the backseat, Mohammed and his wife chatted away. Or, more accurately, Emily chatted away, asking her husband one annoying question after another:
“Where are we going?” “What do you want me to do when we get there?” “Am I dressed right?” “Should we use fake names?” “Will anyone I know be there?” “Oh, no! What if we see people we know?” “What should I say?”
She repeated the same questions again and again and again and Mohammed answered each one with a level of patience that should have qualified him for sainthood. Malloy wanted to choke her unconscious. He looked at Mohammed’s face in the rearview mirror and could see the strain all over it. Mohammed was making a Herculean effort to remain calm, but the struggle was taking its toll; he was close to cracking.
Mohammed’s forced smile, little more than a pulling back of his lips from his teeth, was wavering, trembling, as if about to crash. There was no joy in it. His eyes mirrored the exhaustion evident in his posture and the tone of his voice. Emily continued chattering on, wearing her husband down, oblivious to the fact that he was about to snap.
Malloy considered that maybe he hadn’t understood how badly his partner needed this, how overwhelmed he was by his marriage. Still, he remained skeptical of the outcome. Voodoo couldn’t make someone less irritating, less needy. It couldn’t turn a vapid, needy, empty-headed, soap-opera, reality-TV, and talk-show addict into someone sensitive, independent, and profound. He was almost certain that, one way or another, Mohammed was in for a grand disappointment.
Driving back up Eastern Avenue was surreal. Just a few hours ago, the place had been crawling with insects and animals. Now the only evidence that remained of the previous chaos was the tow truck hauling Terrance Taylor’s Cadillac Escalade to the police impound so CSU could dismantle it when they searched it for evidence.
The children they interviewed were gone now, along with the voracious living cloud that had devoured Terrance Taylor. Malloy could still picture the man’s carcass, the flesh flensed from his bones, maggots and bees crawling in his eye sockets. Malloy took a deep breath and tried his best to still the shaking of his hands, the trembling in his legs, to chase the image of Terrance Taylor’s fleshless face grinning at him through the shattered windshield and the terrible sense of foreboding that accompanied it. It was far too easy to imagine Mohammed’s face in place of Triple T’s. It was far too easy to see himself screaming soundlessly through a mouth filled with insects and vermin, rats gnawing through his cheeks and crawling out his vacant orbital cavities. He shivered. Behind him, Emily chattered away and Mohammed looked even more desperate and defeated.
Eastern Avenue had reverted from the site of a grisly, inexplicable homicide to its former state of frenetic yet banal normalcy. The animal carcasses that had littered the street had been removed by animal control, the blood hosed off the street or scattered by traffic, ground into the asphalt by the thousands of tires an hour that traversed this particular stretch of road.
They passed SUVs bloated with children and shopping bags; exhausted construction workers in pick-up trucks splattered with dirt, paint, and drywall mud; and sedans driven by angry nine-to-fivers shouting at the other commuters. Delivery trucks, motorcycles, compact cars filled with teenagers blasting rap music at bone-rattling volume, a team of bicyclists in matching skintight outfits all flowed with the ebb of traffic, drawing Malloy, Mohammed, and Emily inexorably toward the house on the hill.
They followed the long driveway to Delilah’s mansion. Malloy’s stomach twisted and knotted. The trees towered above them, casting long gloomy shadows. Their intertwined branches blocked the setting sun. Malloy felt like they were traveling through a dark cavern. It gave the huge trees the appearance of something haunted. He could imagine satanic cults performing their malevolent rituals in some moonlit clearing beyond the wall of trees, standing like sentinels, guarding their arcane rites from the eyes of the uninitiated.
The stillness was unnerving, adding to the anticipation and the feeling that they had left the real world behind and were traveling through a portal into another reality - a strange and dangerous world where happiness was worth more than your own children’s lives.
Malloy had the irrational fear that the trees were reaching out for the car. He imagined branches and limbs shattering the windows and dragging the three of them from the vehicle or lifting the entire car from the road and smashing it, crushing it like a soda can. Finally the trees parted, revealing Delilah’s massive home. Malloy let out a sigh of relief.
The house was massive but normal. Stucco and stone surrounded by wrought-iron gates and a huge manicured lawn. It looked like every other home in Seven Hills except for the forest of trees that surrounded it. Nothing like the rotting Transylvanian castle he’d been half-expecting.
There were more than a dozen cars parked in the circular driveway. Two men in black suits, one older, one younger, stood at the front door. They wore black leather gloves and had matching bulges beneath their jackets. The older of the two had that disgusted, cynical, world-weary look of someone who could dismember a corpse while yawning. The younger one had the twinkle of madness in his eyes. There was an aura of violence around them both, but whereas the older one was the type who viewed violence as simply the most expedient way to remove an obstacle, the young tough with the slick-backed hair was the type for whom violence was a recreational activity.
The thugs spotted the three and eyed their car suspiciously as Malloy pulled in front of the house and parked. Malloy looked like a cop, tragically so. He only hoped they took him for the bodyguard.
“Okay, your cover story is that you’re a couple of music producers and I’m your driver.”
“Don’t you think we should have worked out a cover story ahead of time? What do I say?” Emily asked, clearly nervous.
“Nothing. Your husband knows the drill. We’ve done this a dozen times. You just stay quiet and let Mo do all the talking. If someone asks you a question, you give yes or no answers. Don’t elaborate. Just look pissed off, like you don’t even want to be there.”
Malloy cast a worried look at Mohammed, who returned it with a shrug. Something about that shrug pissed Malloy off. It had a “Let’s just roll the dice” feel to it that seemed inappropriate for the severity of the situation and made Malloy question, once again, the wisdom of their actions.
Emily looked genuinely frightened for the first time since she’d gotten into the car. She was finally taking this seriously. Malloy entertained a brief hope that she would back out of it, but then Mohammed reached over and patted her on the arm.
“Everything’ll be fine, Em. You’ll see. You should probably open the doors for us, John. You know, to keep up appearances.”
Malloy stepped out of the car, straightened his sports coat, and walked over to Emily’s door to let her out, taking her hand and helping her out of the car. Emily smiled and thanked him.
Malloy leaned in and whispered to her. “Don’t smile. You’re not supposed to be happy about being here.”
He walked around to the other side and let Mohammed out. “Thanks. I’ll try to make this as quick as possible,” he whispered.
Malloy just nodded, unconvinced. The three walked up to the front door, Malloy walking slightly behind Mohammed and Emily. Mohammed turned just as they reached the two goons. “Wait for us in the car. We’ll be back in a little while.”
“What time should I come back for you?”
“You’re not coming back for us. I don’t want me and my lady to be standing out here waiting for your silly ass while you’re somewhere jackin’ off. You wait right the fuck here like I said!” Mohammed growled.
“Yes, sir. I’ll go wait in the car.”



Chapter 33
Mohammed walked forward holding Emily’s hand. He was excited, nervous, terrified, and anxious to see what mysteries the two thugs in black suits were protecting, what lay beyond the imposing front door of Delilah’s home.
“Can you believe this motherfucker?” Mohammed said, going into his best approximation of a slang hip-hop drawl.
“Where’d you get him anyway?” Emily asked.
“My friend Nate recommended his ass. He’s supposed to be some kind of ex-military or some shit. I told him I didn’t need no bodyguard. I think I need to kick Nate’s ass.”
The two goons were now standing so close to Mohammed and Emily he could smell their breath, a mixture of alcohol, coffee, cigarettes, and breath mints. Emily and Mohammed continued their conversation, enjoying themselves as they got deeper into their roles.
“I don’t know why we’re here anyway. You really believe in this crap?”
“Don’t, Susan. Don’t disrespect my beliefs. This is my religion. I don’t diss you for being a Catholic.”
“But why did I have to come?”
“I go to your church, don’t I?”
The older of the two thugs interrupted them. “Excuse me, but can I help you?”
“We’re here for the ceremony. We’re friends of Frank, Frank Wells? He’s my accountant. Frank said we didn’t need to call ahead or nuthin’. He said everyone is welcome here.”
“And who are you?” the younger one asked, flexing his fingers as if hoping Mohammed would give him the wrong answer and an excuse to choke the life out of him.
“I’m Floyd Mack. I’m a record producer. My family is from Jamaica, and I’ve been looking for a mambo here in Vegas ever since we got here. Frank says Delilah is ‘special.’ I want to see for myself. This is my wife, Susan.”
“Record producer? What’s that, like, some new slang for drug dealer?” the younger guy asked.
The muscular thug with the gray hair cast his colleague a stern look. “Excuse Tony here. His manners ain’t always da best.”
“You two married? Got kids?” the one called Tony persisted.
The older guy pushed him back with one arm that seemed far more muscular than was normal for a man his age. His dark suit bulged around the chest, shoulders, and arms. Even Arnold Schwarzenegger wasn’t built like that anymore. This guy had to be around sixty, judging from the wrinkles and gray hair, but he was a behemoth of a man.
“Uh … yeah … uh, that’s cool. Yeah, we’re married. Ten years. We’ve got three daughters. Why?”
“We’s very family oriented here. We like to know who we’s lettin’ into our little congregation. Make sure they’ll fit in,” the older man said with a smile that sucked the warmth from Mohammed’s blood.
“So can we come in?”
“Sure. I’m gonna need to frisk you first. No weapons allowed here.”
“I’ve got a Glock .40 in a holster. It’s legal though. I’ve got a permit and everything. Let me go put it in the car. I don’t usually go nowhere without it. Shit is crazy out here these days. You can never be too careful, you know I’m sayin’?”
“Yeah, homeboy. I know what you’s sayin’,” the younger thug said, eying him suspiciously and opening his jacket to show Mohammed his own silver-plated 9mm Smith & Wesson.
“Nice piece. Custom?”
“Yeah. A present from Pops. Now go put your piece away and you can come in.”
Mohammed walked back to the car with Emily, took off his holster, and handed it to Malloy.
“What’s going on?” Malloy asked.
“No weapons. They’re going to frisk me.”
“Fuck. So you’re going in alone, unarmed, with your wife? If anything goes wrong, we’re fucked. You know that, right? We’re breaking every rule in the book here.” Mohammed and Emily returned to the house.
“Who’s the guy in the car?” Pops asked.
“My bodyguard. Like I need a fucking bodyguard, right? I can take care of my own shit. But a friend of mine loaned him to me along with the car until we can get our own driver. We just moved here and we’re still settlin’ in.”
“That rap music must pay pretty well, huh?” the younger guy asked as he frisked Emily a little too intimately, running his hands up her inner thighs. The one called Pops was frisking Mohammed and doing a remarkably thorough job, better than half the cops Mohammed knew.
“I wouldn’t know. We sell Gospel music, and yeah, that pays good as fuck. We good?”
“Yeah, go on in. The ceremony will be starting soon. Everyone’s in the backyard. Just walk straight through the living room. You can’t miss it.”
Mohammed and Emily walked past them into the house. He half expected to be shot in the back as he opened the huge door and stepped into the stunning entryway. The crystal chandelier was as big as him. The entryway was floored with marble tiles and stepped down into a massive living room. Two huge French doors opened out into a yard already filled with guests. There were torches lit here and there though the sun had not yet fully set. The drums began just as they stepped through the doors and into the yard.
“I’m scared. Maybe I shouldn’t have come,” Emily said.
“It’s going to be okay. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
“But you left your gun in the car.”
“I’m not completely helpless without it, you know. And Malloy’ll be in here in a second if anything funny goes down. Don’t worry.”
“Those two guys at the front looked like gangsters. I thought they were going to shoot us.”
The drums sounded like they were coming from all directions. Mohammed could feel the beat pounding in his chest like a second heartbeat. The door opened behind them, and the guy called Tony came out carrying a white python. Behind him, the huge gray-haired guy led a goat by a leash. A woman he didn’t recognize carried a chicken upside down by its feet. They brought the animals to the center of the circle and waited. They all turned toward the French doors.
Mohammed and Emily stepped out of the way. Whatever was coming was coming through those doors.
Mohammed draped his arm around Emily and walked her out into the yard where nearly two dozen other couples, all normal looking, all apparently wealthy judging from the cars parked out front, waited with bated breath. There was only one person they could be waiting for. Delilah.
“Just relax and try not to freak out. I think things are about to get weird,” Mohammed said.



Chapter 34
The two guards were inside now with Mohammed and Emily. Malloy sat by himself in the driveway. Calling dispatch for back-up units was probably out of the question now. Not if he wanted to keep his job. What he needed now were friends. Friends with badges and guns who owed him a favor and could keep their mouths shut and go along with whatever story he and Mohammed came up with to explain all of this.
He reached for his cell phone.
“Detective Lassiter, Sex Crimes Division.”
“Trina? It’s Malloy. Can you go somewhere where you can talk without being overheard?”
“Yeah. What’s going on?”
“Just let me know when you’re clear.”
There was a long pause, and Malloy could hear the familiar sound of thick rubber soles squeaking on cheap vinyl tiles. A door opened with a rusty metallic whine and then banged closed.
“Okay. I’m in the lady’s room. What’s going on, John?”
“Me and Mohammed are on an undercover investigation and need back-up - but this has to be real quiet. Mohammed is in there with his wife, and if the captain finds out we’re both out of a job. I need you and Torres and whoever else you can think of who knows how to keep their mouths shut.”
“He brought his wife undercover with him? Fuck, John, you guys know better than that. Pull her outta there before you get her killed!”
“It’s too late for that now. I’m alone out here. If I go in there by myself I might get all three of us killed. I need your help, Trina.”
“Fuck, John. I’ve been behind a desk for months. I don’t know if I’d be any good to you out there.”
“Well, then I’m fucked because you’re all I’ve got.”
Her exasperated sighs sounded even louder somehow. “You’re both idiots, you know that, right?”
“I know, Trina. But that’s why you love us.”
“Fuck, John. Shit! I’ll see what I can do. I’m sure Mike’ll do it. He ain’t got no sense anyway, and you and him are buddies. I’ll give Harry a call and see if he’s up to this.”
“Harry? Are you sure he’s … you know … okay?”
“None of us are okay, John, but if you need our help, we’ll be there. You’re going to have to do me a favor, though.”
Malloy closed his eyes and braced for it, knowing what was coming.
“I need to know what really happened to me that night. You’ll have to tell me what you know about Dale McCarthy.”



Chapter 35
She was completely naked, and her body was as close to perfection as anything this side of heaven had any claim to be. Mohammed’s mouth fell open and his eyes ravished her smooth brown skin, lustfully tearing over her curves. The sudden tumescence in his pants made him self-conscious. He remembered that his wife, Emily, was standing beside him. Instinctively, he looked away from the naked priestess, blushing, waiting for his wife to berate him for being unfaithful with his eyes. A second ticked by and then another. Emily remained silent. Mohammed looked over at her and was surprised to see her staring at the woman with the same undisguised lust he felt. Normally she would have let loose with a tirade of “nasty slut,” “trifling whore,” and “skank-ass hoochie” before berating Mohammed for leering at her like some sex-crazed teenager. Seeing his wife looking at another woman like that was as disconcerting as it was arousing.
The drums sped up as the woman, who could only have been Delilah, walked into the center of the circle now formed by her followers. She began moving to the rhythm of the drums, slowly whirling her dreadlocks in a dervish-like dance, bending and contorting like a circus acrobat. Her thick muscular thighs propelled her through the air as she leapt and twirled and then dropped to the ground and began to convulse. It looked like she was having a seizure, but no one among the crowd of acolytes appeared the least bit concerned for her well-being. Mohammed assumed this was all a normal part of the ritual, but he couldn’t help feeling like he should be doing something. He just didn’t know what.
Around him, the other couples began to dance. Many were going through the same spastic contortions as Delilah, others waltzed languorously in a sort of somnolent trance, staggering zombie-like around the circle of drums and burning torches, while still others had begun to remove their clothes, gyrating and undulating against each other in a violent parody of coitus.
“What the hell is going on?” Mohammed whispered to Emily, but she could no longer hear him. She was bouncing on her toes, her entire body vibrating, her eyes blank, still fixed on Delilah. Without pausing to look at her husband, Emily spun off, doing a series of off-balance pirouettes like a drunken ballerina into the center of the circle, where quite a few of the assembled worshippers were now fucking like animals. Mohammed started to call out for Emily, to order her back to his side, when he felt something thrust itself into his mind. This presence now sharing space in his head was foreign, alien, but somehow not uncomfortable. It was simply an oddity, a peculiarity to be contemplated. He felt its thoughts and they were familiar, not unlike his own private desires but without the filter of rationality and civilization, free of social mores and admonitions. It wanted to fuck, suck, eat, and get drunk, and at that moment, that’s all Mohammed wanted as well. He let the alien mind passenger take control of his body, happy to let go of the responsibility of it, knowing what it would do because it was what he would have done if he wasn’t so … controlled, so perfectly conformed. He wanted to be wild, and this hitchhiker in his skull sensed it and obliged.
Mohammed began stripping off his clothes. He pulled off his pants, his underwear, his shirt and tie, oblivious to his wife who was now on her knees being ridden from behind by some corpulent pig of a man with skin the color of unbaked bread. Mohammed grabbed a woman with big floppy breasts and titanic thighs laced with thick blue varicose veins and bent her over, thrusting himself inside her with a recklessness and aggression completely unlike him. He fucked her hard and fast, staring at Delilah the entire time and wanting her even as he copulated wildly with this ancient cow that he normally wouldn’t have looked at twice. He thrust deeper and deeper into her unctuous sex, wishing it was Delilah’s smooth brown flesh he was pillaging.
He watched Delilah rise from the ground. She was singing or chanting in Spanish and then in some language that sounded African, Yoruba, or Swahili. Her eyes were black as a starless sky and her tongue slithered back and forth like an adder’s, looking impossibly long, moving with serpentine fluidity like no tongue he’d ever seen before. She lifted the huge albino python over her head and began tearing it apart with her teeth, spraying blood everywhere. She drank the viper’s blood as it poured over her. Still dancing, even as she sacrificed the serpent to whatever god or spirit now possessed her she remained impossibly beautiful, even awash with blood.
Delilah sprayed blood from her lips onto her dancing, fucking, entranced congregation as she chanted in Spanish and French and what sounded to Mohammed like Latin. She did the same with the chicken and then finally the goat, slitting its throat and washing her hands in its blood, licking it from her fingers. Everyone rushed in to join her, wetting their fingers in the goat’s blood, drinking it, painting their faces with it. Then, one by one, Delilah’s followers came to her, cutting their fingers, their nipples, even their wrists and offering their blood to her as well. Mohammed was approaching a cataclysmic orgasm, his body beginning the hitching and jerking that preceded the spraying of his seed into the obese middle-aged banker, lawyer, politician, entrepreneur’s wife, or whatever she was when he saw Emily approach the beautiful mambo and offer her blood as well.
The presence that had shared space in Mohammed’s mind left him, and for a moment he felt embarrassed for what he’d done, jealousy for what he’d watched Emily do, and sudden self-consciousness at his nudity, despite the fact that half the people there were now naked and the rest appeared barely conscious. But then Mohammed saw the satisfied smile that beamed from Emily’s face when Delilah drank from her bleeding palm where she’d drawn a ceremonial dagger across it. Emily looked reborn. Her eyes were brilliant with a joy he hadn’t seen in them since their first few dates, since the first time he told her he loved her and heard her repeat those words to him.
He forgot his own nudity, forgot about the woman he’d been publicly ravishing seconds before, and wandered over to Delilah, lining up behind her other followers, desperate to feel the same rapturous joy, whatever intoxicating Nirvana Emily was feeling.
As Delilah drank from Emily’s palm, her black eyes continued to darken. Her pupils and coal-black irises widened until the whites of her eyes completely disappeared. They were now two sunless pits bored into her skull as she slurped and sucked, locked to Emily’s hand with a vampiristic thirst, staring off into the night as if seeing something terrifying that no one else could see. Without warning, she released Emily’s palm and began to scream.



Chapter 36
The front door opened, and the first couple walked out of Delilah’s home arm in arm, smiling broadly, almost skipping as they hurried to their car, anxious to get home to consummate their renewed affection for each other. The next few couples looked much the same. Then the last six or seven couples emerged, angry, arguing, being shoved out the door by the two thugs as they protested and demanded to see Delilah. Mohammed and Emily were among the last couples. They pushed their way through what was becoming an angry mob and walked quickly toward the car. Confused, Malloy reached for his weapon. He unsnapped the holster strap and slid his Glock partially free, watching the two thugs who were staring shotgun-sized holes in Mohammed and Emily’s backs as they approached the car.
“What happened in there?”
“Something went wrong. Delilah was drinking Emily’s blood and she started screaming. Those two goons whisked her away before she could finish the ritual for the others. They were pissed. We almost didn’t get out of there.”
“She drank her blood?” Malloy asked, his mind filling with images of seductive vampires with sharp glistening fangs.
“That’s how she does it. She drinks their blood.”
“Does she … does she bite them?” Malloy asked, feeling foolish.
“Bite them? You mean like a vampire and shit? No, man. She uses a knife. They cut themselves, and she drinks their blood.”
“So what do we do now? Did you see any children in there?”
Mohammed shook his head. Malloy looked at Emily, and she shook her head as well. She looked different somehow - less anxious, less uptight.
“Did you see anything illegal going on in there? Drugs? Guns? Anything that might give us cause to bust in there and make an arrest?”
Mohammed shook his head again.
“Shit!”
The last couples had finally given up and were getting into their cars and leaving. The two thugs in black suits cast one last look at Mohammed and Malloy before retreating back into the house.
“Delilah was in a lot of pain though. She’s going to need to get rid of whatever she sucked out of Emily and the others. I didn’t see any kids around, but I’m sure there has to be one in there somewhere and that means Delilah is about to … do whatever she does to them.”
Malloy nodded. Someone knocked on the window, and Malloy almost jumped out of his skin. He drew his weapon and was about to aim it when he recognized the somber, humorless face staring in at him - Detective Mike Torres. Detective Trina Lassiter stood beside him looking royally pissed.
“What’s going on over there at robbery/homicide? You guys using civilians for decoys now?” Mike was never one for small talk.
“Hi, Mike. I’m glad you came. Where’s Harry?”
Mike’s eyes went dark. He shook his head slowly.
“Harry’s not doin’ well. He’s not comin’. It’s just us. I hope we’ll be enough.”
Malloy opened the car door and stepped out, with Mohammed behind him, sliding his holster back onto his shoulders.
“Why am I here, John? What the fuck is going on out here?”
Mohammed spoke up. “We’re trying to break up one of the most dangerous cults anyone has ever seen. Somewhere in there a little girl is about to experience pain none of us can even imagine if we don’t get our asses in there and stop these assholes. You in?”
Mike shook his head. “That’s what you call a fucking briefing? What are we up against, Mo? How many of them are there? What are they armed with? What the fuck are we charging them with? Tell me something here!”
“From what I could tell there’s two armed thugs with semiautomatic pistols. The younger one had a 9mm pistol. I didn’t see what the older guy was carrying. He had it under his jacket, but it looked big. Then there’s Delilah, the cult leader. She isn’t armed but is still highly dangerous. Don’t touch her, whatever you do. We don’t know what she’s capable of. And there was this scrawny little white chick with her too. I didn’t get an ID on her.”
Mike nodded, scratching his newly grown goatee. “Okay, that’s a little better. But you didn’t answer the big question. What the fuck have they done? What are we arresting them for?”
Malloy stepped up, speaking to Mike but looking directly at Trina Lassiter, appealing to her maternal instincts. “Those people in there are suspects in the disappearance of half a dozen young girls between the ages of four and ten. We have located four of the missing kids and one of them died two days ago from starvation and dehydration. The other two are still missing. They are also suspects in the deaths of three adult males that were literally torn apart by animals. We suspect there’s a little girl in there right now about to become their next victim. Are you coming with us or not?”
Detective Mike Torres stared from Malloy to Mohammed.
“This shit still feels weird. There’s something you guys aren’t telling me. Torn apart by animals? What do you think, Trina?”
Lassiter stepped between the two and spoke up for the first time. “I think that if there really is a little girl in there about to be abused, we can discuss all the finer details later. Right now, we need to get in there and save her. I’m calling for back-up. We’ll find some way of explaining all this to the captain once we save that child, but I’m not going in there unless I know we’ve got reinforcements on the way.”



Chapter 37
When Tony and Pops walked in with the little Asian girl with the pink overalls, shoes with heels that lit up when she walked, who was no more than eight years old and crying for her mommy, Delilah was curled up on the bed in the fetal position, weeping and shivering.
April’s naked body was wrapped around her, holding her, trying to warm Delilah with her body heat, to soothe her lover’s pain. It wasn’t working.
April couldn’t remember seeing any Asian couples at the ceremony. The girl must have been adopted. April wondered if the child had been adopted specifically for this purpose. The idea was reprehensible, but she wouldn’t have been surprised.
“No! I can take care of her. She doesn’t need to do this! I can help her.”
“You need to get tha fuck away from her ‘fore what she’s got inside her gets inside you!” Tony said, moving toward them.
April shook her head and squeezed Delilah tighter.
“Tony’s right. It isn’t just the blood that does it, ya know. When she’s this close to explodin’, just touching her can do it,” Pops said.
April remained adamant. “I’m not leaving. I can take it. I’d rather it be me than a child!”
Tony shook his head and laughed. “You don’t even know what the fuck you’s sayin’! What she’s got inside of her won’t just hurt you, it’ll kill you! It’ll rip your sweet ass apart!”
“Get her out of here, Tony,” Pops said solemnly, still holding the little girl’s hand.
Tony was beside the bed in two quick steps. April gasped and tried to hold on, but Tony pulled her from the bed with little effort and draped her over his shoulder.
“I’ll be right back. Feel free to start without me,” he told Pops as he carried April, struggling and fighting, out of the room.
She begged them to let the girl go. She turned to the girl, who was now screaming hysterically, fighting desperately to free herself from Pops, who held her tiny hand in one of his massive mitts.
The little girl kicked and punched and then finally bit his hand. Pops reached down and pried her mouth from his knuckles, never once wincing or showing any indication of pain despite the trickle of blood dripping from his hand where her teeth had broken skin.
“Don’t do this! You can’t do this! Run, little girl! Get out of here! Run!”
“Heeeeelp meeeeeeeee!” the little girl shrieked, in a panic now, overwhelmed with terror. She reached for April. “Heeeeeeelpmeeeee!”
April held out her arms, trying to reach the girl. She punched Tony in the back, shoulders, and the top of his head. “Let me go! Let me go! I have to help her!”
She was still punching and kicking when Tony’s palm smacked across her mouth with a sound like a gunshot. The blow sent flashbulbs off in April’s skull and made the room spin. It felt like he’d unhinged her jaw. Her mouth hung open as she tried to focus her vision and steady the swirling room.
April got one last look at Delilah before Tony slammed the door behind him and carried her from the room. Delilah’s eyes brimmed with tears as she watched Tony carry April away but she didn’t say anything to stop him. Not one word.
April continued to scream at the locked door. “Delilah! Delilah! Don’t do it! Please don’t hurt her! You know how it feels! Don’t do this anymore!”
Tony dropped her from his shoulders onto the floor like a bag of laundry. April gasped as she hit the floor and then immediately climbed to her feet and tried to push her way past the large gangster. She felt the wind explode from her lungs as Tony’s fist slammed into her solar plexus, dropping her to her knees and bringing tears to her eyes. She coughed and almost puked as she struggled to breathe. Tony reached down and gathered her face in one of his thick stubby hands, forcing her to stare him in the eyes.
“Shut the fuck up or I’m going to hurt you myself. And I’m going to take my time and enjoy it, you stupid cunt. Do you understand?”
April continued retching and coughing, holding her stomach, grimacing in pain. Tony dug his fingers into the bundle of nerves just behind April’s jaw muscles and a lightning bolt of white, electric agony shot up into April’s temples.
“Do you understand?”
This time she nodded. Tony let her go and turned to go back into the room moments before the front door burst open.
“LVPD! Freeze! Don’t move!”
There were four of them - a black woman and three men - holding badges in one hand and guns in the other. But Tony wasn’t freezing. He reached for the shiny custom 9mm semiautomatic pistol he kept in his shoulder holster and drew it with the speed of a seasoned Wild West gunslinger.
April flattened out on the floor and put her hands over her head.
In seconds the air was filled with the crack of gunshots and the whine of bullets whizzing past and thunking into the drywall and stair rails inches from where April lay on the floor screaming, trying to drown out the deafening thunder of gunfire.



Chapter 38
They used the small battering ram from Torres’s vehicle on the front door, buckling the door and smashing the lock, and they charged the tremendous foyer with guns drawn.
Malloy spotted the younger of the two thugs standing on the balcony above them reaching for his weapon. The man was fast and efficient, his gun free from its holster and swinging toward them by the time Malloy had time to register the movement and aim his own weapon. He heard a gunshot behind him and saw the man drop to one knee, still aiming his pistol and squeezing the trigger. Malloy fired three rapid shots, aiming for the middle of his chest, center mass. A volley of shots roared from behind and either side of him as Mohammed, Trina, and Torres opened fire as well. Bright red holes erupted in the gunman’s chest, stomach, and face. He fell to the floor and lay still without as much as a quiver. Stone cold dead.
Malloy took the stairs two at a time, still pointing his Glock at the corpse bleeding a river onto the floor. Beside the dead man, splattered in the man’s blood and brain matter, was a naked woman, screaming her lungs out.
“Show us your hands! Show us your hands!”
She stuck her trembling arms out over her head, fingers trembling.
“You have to stop them! They’re going to hurt that little girl!”
Malloy knelt down beside her while Torres knelt on her back, pulling her arms behind her and handcuffing her, not taking any chances.
“What little girl? Where is she?” Torres asked.
“In the bedroom! With Delilah! Don’t hurt her, please! Please don’t hurt her! Save her!”
Malloy wasn’t sure if the woman was talking about the little girl or Delilah. He wasn’t sure she knew either.
“Wait, Mike!” Trina yelled.
Torres was already sprinting down the hall to the door. He kicked open the bedroom door and caught two bullets to the chest. It sounded like someone in there was firing a canon, a .44 or something larger. Torres fell onto his back where he lay breathing quick shallow breaths and squeezing his chest with both hands.
Trina raced to his side and dragged him out of the line of fire while Mohammed returned shots through the open bedroom door. Trina was on her radio calling for an ambulance when she took a bullet in her arm. She screamed and dropped her pistol and the radio, grabbing her forearm, which was now bent at an odd angle, as if all the bones had shattered. Mohammed was still firing. He was standing up now, walking through the door and emptying his entire clip.
Malloy stood up and ran to his partner’s side, but it was over. A large gray-haired man lay on the floor with a dozen holes in him. Across the room, a tall voluptuous black woman who could only have been Delilah leaned over a young Asian girl.
The woman was naked. She looked like she was in agony; her face was contorted in pain. She was holding the little girl by the shoulders, and the girl was screaming like a cat on fire.
Suddenly Malloy was moving, charging across the room. He dived at them, knocking the little Asian girl out of the way and tackling Delilah.
As they fell onto the bed in a tangle of limbs, Delilah vomited, saturating Malloy in an avalanche of blood.
“What the fuck!”
A jolt of pain lanced through him, causing every muscle in his body to contract simultaneously like he’d been shocked with a taser. Images and emotions poured through his mind in a staggering hurricane of rage, violence, jealousy, madness, and pain. So much pain. More than he could take. More than anyone could take.
He looked down at Delilah and saw her slowly shaking her head.
“No. No.” There was horror in her eyes. She looked terrified, but not of him - for him.
“What? W-what did you do to me? What the fuck did you do to me?” He took Delilah by her wrists and shook her like he was trying to yank her arms from her body.
She continued to shake her head, that look of abject terror still marring what would have been a stunningly beautiful face. “I’m so sorry. It wasn’t supposed to go into you.”
“What did you do to me?” But he knew. He knew the moment it happened. He knew when he turned to his partner and saw Mohammed’s expression morph from one of fear, sympathy, and remorse to one of anger. He saw the same look on Trina’s face when she stepped into the room. He looked down and saw that she was aiming her gun at him.
“Run! You have to run!” Delilah said.
“No!” It was the woman they’d handcuffed on the balcony. She was standing in the doorway looking directly at Delilah.
“Take it back, Delilah. You have to take it back.”
Delilah shook her head. “I can’t. I can’t take it back. You don’t know what you’re asking me to do.”
Trina was still pointing her gun at Malloy, and he could see her slowly adding pressure to the trigger. Mohammed stood between the two of them, watching. His own weapon was in his hand, hanging by his side. Malloy was waiting for Mohammed to point it at Trina and order her to drop her weapon, but he just stood there watching. Then he stepped back to give Trina a direct line of sight. The barrel was now aimed at the center of his skull.
“Trina? It’s me. It’s John. Put the gun down, Trina.” He spoke to her in the calmest, most reassuring, non-threatening tone he could muster. Her aim didn’t waver. He was about to die. He knew it as certainly as he knew the sun would rise tomorrow. A bullet from a woman he had worked with for years was about to shatter through his skull and fly a large portion of his brain across the room while his best friend and partner stood by and watched.
“You’ve got to hold it in. It’s affecting them. All that hate and fear. It’s making them crazy, just like it does the animals. I can feel it affecting me too, making me want to kill you. You’ve got to hold it in.”
Malloy closed his eyes and looked into his mind where a maelstrom of madness stormed. He gathered all the pain, all the hatred and fear and rage and disgust and disappointment and envy and jealousy and sucked it into his subconscious. He buried it, suppressed it, as any good homicide cop would. He buried it in the place where he buried all the appalling things he’d seen in fifteen years on the job. He nestled it in beside the memory of that crack whore who was gang-raped by teenagers from a nearby high school, raped with baseball bats, pissed and shit on, and then doused with hydrochloric acid, the skin seared from her flesh while she was still alive. STILL ALIVE! While she was still conscious and screaming, begging for mercy, before she was bludgeoned to death and left under the bleachers, where a young cheerleader found her the next morning. He tucked it in next to the image of those boys’ faces when they were questioned and had smirked like it was a joke, like it was no big deal, because she was only a crack whore and they were the captain of the football team, the star runningback, the class valedictorian, the forward on the basketball team, the state champion wrestler with a scholarship to Yale. “So what’s the big deal?”
He crammed it under the memory of the heroin addict who microwaved her newborn child, sat in a narcotic fugue while her six-day-old infant screamed and cried as her blood boiled in her arteries and capillaries and her skin, fat, and muscles roasted because her mother forgot she had a baby and thought she was cooking a chicken. He pushed it deeper. Beneath the memory of the meth addict who raped, tortured, murdered, and mutilated his own elderly mother. HIS OWN FUCKING MOTHER! He slipped it in next to all the serial killer cases he’d studied, sick fucks like Jeffrey Dahmer, Ted Bundy, John Wayne Gacey, and Joseph Miles, next to the crime scene photos of their raped, mutilated, and cannibalized victims. He sucked it down, down, fathoms deep, eons deep, nestled it beside genetic memories from when the first man stood upright, the first ape-like Cro-Magnon picked up a tool to dig termites out of the ground, the first one-celled organism emerged from the protoplasmic stew.
And Trina lowered her weapon.
Delilah rose from the bed and walked toward him.
Now Mohammed did raise his weapon. “Get back! Get away from him!”
“You can’t keep it in forever, you know. It’ll come out. And when it does, everything and everyone around you will try to destroy you. I’ve seen it. It almost happened to me before I figured out how to get rid of it.”
Malloy was shaking, his body trembling with the effort to contain so much hatred and pain. The pressure was building and the lid was threatening to blow off.
Delilah shook her head. “It’s no good. You can’t stop it. No one can hold all of that except me.” She looked at April and smiled a sad smile, a goodbye-forever smile.
“Delilah …”
The voodoo priestess, born of a long line of mambos going back to the slave ships and beyond, to the motherland, reached out her hand and caressed Malloy’s cheek. He began to twitch. Veins and chords stood out prominently on his neck and face. He could feel his heartbeat pounding in his ears, the blood rushing like a tempest through his arteries. The strain was killing him.
“No one except me.” She pulled Malloy close and kissed him. Malloy saw all the dark dreadful things from his past that he’d long suppressed, all the revolting, gut-wrenching memories and demons from Delilah’s congregation pass through his mind as Delilah sucked it all out of him and back into herself. She let him go and staggered backward.
She headed toward the door, and Trina and Mohammed instinctively stepped out of her way.
“Delilah? Are you okay?” April asked.
But Delilah’s anguish was too great for her to respond. April reached out to touch her but Mohammed grabbed her hand before she could, and Malloy saw the sudden realization of what she’d almost done cross April’s face as she shrank away from Delilah, weeping.
Delilah walked out of the room and down the stairs, wobbling on unsteady legs. Swarms of bees were already filling the foyer, pouring in through the shattered front door. Birds were flying in now as well. They attacked Delilah as she made her way down the stairs. Her screams were like the death of an angel, the dying of a sun.
“Delilah!” April called from the balcony. She tried to run to her but Mohammed held her back. They all stood watching as the foyer began to seethe with insects.
“Oh my God! What’s happening?” Trina shouted.
Rats, field mice, snakes, lizards, moths, gnats, spiders, scorpions, every animal that called the desert home crawled, scampered, fluttered, swooped, and slithered through the open door, joining in the assault on Delilah. The front of the house lit up with blue and red flashing lights as the ambulance arrived, along with a dozen squad cars. The foyer was a dense cloud of living, stinging, biting death. The EMTs couldn’t get through.
“Up here! He’s up here! We’ve got an officer down!”
“We can’t get through! We’ll try going around through the back of the house!”
Trina knelt down beside Mike, who was still breathing rapid, shallow breaths; he was still holding his chest. Blood spurted out between his fingers. Trina added pressure to the wound in an attempt to staunch the flow of blood. His complexion looked bad, pale, like something from the bottom of a lake.
Malloy knew what he had to do. He knelt beside Trina and leaned in close so Torres could hear him. “Where is he, Mike? Where’d you put him?”
Torres’s eyes focused on Malloy and then slid slowly over to Trina and back.
Malloy shook his head. “Don’t worry about that now. It’s too late for that. She needs to know. Where is he?”
“Who are you talking about?” Trina asked.
Mike’s eyes hardened.
“Mike, you don’t have much time. The EMTs can’t reach us. You’re going to die. Tell me where he is!”
“At my house … basement,” he sputtered.
“Who?”
“I’ll tell you on the way. Let’s get him out of here. We can’t let the EMTs see him. We’ve got to get him out of here. Can you handle this, Mohammed? There’s gonna be a lot of questions.”
Mohammed looked shaken and confused. “I’m going with you. I can’t stay here. I’ve got Emily outside.”
They looked at Trina. “I’m going too. He’s my partner.”
Downstairs, the voracious miasma had begun to dissipate. Multitudes of insects, vermin, and other scavengers rolled out like the tide. In their wake were the skeletal remains of Delilah. Upstairs, April screamed for her dead lover.
She ran down the stairs and gathered Delilah’s remains into her arms. Crying like the world had ended.
“I love you, Delilah. We would have been happy together. We would have been so happy.” But she knew that in the end, Delilah had done the right thing.



Chapter 39
Mohammed and Malloy carried Torres’s limp, unconscious body out the front door as the paramedics made their way in through the back. In front of the house a sea of black and white squad cars bathed them in red and blue lights as they hurried across the driveway. Ignoring the uniformed officers, Detective Trina Lassiter flashed her badge and continued walking to Mohammed’s car.
Whenever one of the officers approached her, Malloy, or Mohammed, they would bark a random order at them before they could ask a question about Torres.
“There’s a little girl upstairs in the bedroom who may need medical attention. Go get her taken care of and get her statement if she can give one!”
“Go secure the crime scene!”
“Call CSU!”
“Call the ME’s office and have them send a meat wagon!”
“Don’t let anybody in or out of this house until CSU has processed the crime scene!”
When anyone managed to ask about the bleeding detective they were carrying, they would give a terse, obtuse answer and order them off to some other pointless task.
“Detective Torres isn’t feeling well so we’re taking him home. I need you to ID those bodies in there!”
“He looks like he’s been shot. Is he okay?”
“More okay then you’re going to be if you don’t get me some information on those bodies in there!”
Finally they made it to the car, still fielding suspicious questions and drawing inquiring stares.
“You know we didn’t fool anyone, right?” Trina asked. “The captain is gonna want to know why we left the scene of an officer-involved shooting after calling for back-up. It’s gonna look really bad.”
“That can’t be helped. We fucked up from the minute we set foot in that place,” Malloy responded as he slid behind the wheel of the Chrysler. This time Mohammed sat up front with him and Trina sat in the back with Emily, holding Torres as he slumped against the car door. His breathing had slowed, he had lost consciousness, and when Trina checked his pulse, it was barely there.
“Stop! Stop the car! He’s dying! We have to go get the EMTs!”
“I know he’s dying and the EMTs can’t help him. We’ve got to take him to Dale.”
“Dale! Dale McCarthy? You know where he is? Why isn’t he on fucking death row? Do you know what that sick piece of shit has done?” Trina had tears racing down her face. Her eyes were wild with anger and hurt. She looked at Malloy like he had betrayed her.
“Yeah, I know what he’s done. I guess maybe you should know too.” And so he told her. He told her everything. He told her about how Dale had tortured and murdered her and Harry and how Torres had forced him to bring them both back to life. Then he told her about what happened when she took Torres’s gun and shot Dale in the head. How everyone he’d healed, including her and Harry and Sara and Josh Lincoln had come undone, all the wounds reemerging at once.
“Then Dale regenerated. His body healed itself the same way he healed all of you.”
“And you, you saw all of this?”
“No. I saw what happened next. I saw when Torres made Dale bring all of you back to life again.”
Trina nodded, her mind filling in the unspoken implications, making the horrible connections and conclusions. Her rage building into something violent and terrible but ultimately impotent.
“So we can’t kill him or we’ll die too.” It was a statement. Not a question.
“Yeah. I’m afraid so. That’s why we can’t arrest him.”
“Because even though there’s not enough evidence to convict him of a capital offense, he might get himself murdered in prison,” Trina said.
Malloy nodded. “So we have to keep him somewhere where we can keep him alive. We didn’t tell you because we didn’t want you walking around with all of this on your mind. We didn’t want you and Harry to have to make the decision between bringing Dale to justice and staying alive. So Torres called me and Mo and we snuck Dale out of there and then Torres just said he escaped, but that he’d been mortally wounded and would probably die anyway and everyone was satisfied. They just assumed his body would eventually turn up inside one of the thousands of empty foreclosures around town. Meanwhile, Mo and I took him to Mike’s house, and I guess Mike has been keeping him there ever since.”
Trina looked like she’d been gut shot. She held her stomach and rocked back and forth, moaning. Tears raced down her face. “Oh God. Oh Jesus. I think I’m going to be sick.”
“Just hold on. Mike’s house is just another ten minutes away.”
“So now Mike is gonna be in the same fucked up boat as the rest of us? Owing his life to that twisted freak!”
“There’s no avoiding it. It’s the only thing we can do.”
“I’m sorry. This is all my fault,” Mohammed said. “I shouldn’t have brought Emily in there. We should have gone in there with proper back-up. I should have never gotten you guys involved.”
Malloy looked in the rearview mirror, remembering that Emily was still back there and wondering why she wasn’t saying anything, wasn’t asking any questions. The Emily he knew would have been interrupting every minute to ask them what they were talking about and where they were going. But Emily was silent. She was leaning forward with one hand reaching over the front seat and resting on Mohammed’s shoulder. Mohammed held it, giving her hand an occasional squeeze that she barely seemed to notice. She was staring out the window.
Malloy looked over at the two of them. Something Mohammed said about Delilah screaming after drinking Emily’s blood kept replaying in his head. What had she taken out of Emily that made her scream? The priestess had presumably absorbed the negative emotions of her entire congregation on a regular basis. Why was taking whatever Emily had inside her too much for her?
Malloy looked in the rearview mirror at Torres, and he was clearly gone. He was no longer breathing. Everyone was too preoccupied with their own thoughts to notice.
They reached Torres’s house, and Trina reached into his pocket for his keys.
“He’s gone,” she said, her voice hitching and choking up.
“I know.”
“You sure we should do this?”
“I don’t think we have a choice.”
“What are we going to say when we take him to the hospital afterward and they see that he’s unharmed? That guy was firing a Desert Eagle .50 caliber loaded with Black Talons. The bullets went right through the vest. Isn’t it going to look weird when he walks in without a scratch on him?”
Malloy shrugged. “So it looks weird then. I don’t give a fuck how it looks. This whole night’s going to look weird as hell on a report. We’ll throw the vest away so no one sees it. Let’s just get him inside.”
Mohammed got out of the car and walked around to the back to help Malloy, and together they lifted Torres out and carried him to the front door. Trina unlocked the door.
“He said Dale was in the basement.”
They carried Torres through the living room and into the kitchen.
“How the hell did he get a house with a basement in Vegas?” Malloy asked.
“It’s custom built. He designed it himself and his dad and his brother’s drew up the plans and hired all the contractors to build it. His whole family is in construction. He’s the only cop in the family. They built all the houses in this cul-de-sac. They had their own company until the economy went under and they went bankrupt.” Trina said.
They found the basement door, and Trina took some time figuring out which of the many keys on Torres’s keychain fit which of the three deadbolts.
“This was supposed to be his safe room. You know, in case of a home invasion. He used to keep all his guns and stuff down here.”
Finally she got the door open. A light was on downstairs and they heard someone stand, someone who was obviously chained to something judging by the unmistakable tinkling of metal links when he stood. Trina led the way with her gun drawn and Malloy and Mohammed followed, carrying Torres’s lifeless body between them. They reached the bottom of the stairs where Dale McCarthy stood staring with that ridiculous grin.
He looked exactly as he had the last time Malloy had seen him in that house in North Las Vegas over Harry and Trina’s mutilated corpses, with Torres’s gun to his head. His scrawny body, oversized Adam’s apple, concave chest, and bowed shoulders made him look more like a victim than a perpetrator, but his nervous, shifty eyes sparkled with malevolence and his grin was one of cynical superiority, despite the fact that he was the one wearing shackles on his wrists and ankles and locked in a basement with no windows.
He looked from Trina to Malloy and Mohammed to Torres’s corpse.
“You’re going to fix him. Do you hear me? You’re going to bring him back.”
“Only if you let me go. He’s the one keeping me locked up down here. Why should I bring him back? I didn’t kill him,” Dale said, and Trina swatted him across the mouth with the butt of her pistol, knocking him to the floor and spraying blood and teeth onto the wall beside him. She kicked him in the stomach and then the side of the head. She lifted her foot above his face, preparing to stomp.
“Okay! Okay! I’ll do it!”
Trina backed up, still aiming the pistol at his head as Dale climbed back to his feet, spitting blood and jagged chips of shattered teeth.
He took a few steps toward Malloy and Mohammed then paused. He looked at everyone again, recognition dawning on his face. His smile returned, coated in blood and missing three of his front teeth.
“I know you, don’t I? Yeah, I remember you.”
“That’s because you fucking tortured me, you piece of shit! And if you don’t bring Mike back, with the Lord as my witness, I will damn well return the favor. Happily!” Trina shouted.
Dale shook his head. “I’m sure you would. But I wasn’t talking to you. I was talking to her!”
He pointed behind them.
They all turned to see Emily standing on the stairs looking like she’d seen a ghost.
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