
[image: Cover]


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

ISBN: 978-1-5439438-7-0


Contents

Body Art

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Chapter 70

Chapter 71

Chapter 72

Chapter 73

Chapter 74

Chapter 75

Chapter 76

Chapter 77

Chapter 78

Chapter 79

Chapter 80

Chapter 81

Epilogue

The Network

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3


Body Art

 

CHAPTER 1

The strobe lights flickered faster and faster. Fog machines positioned throughout the abandoned warehouse came to life on cue. Thick, virgin-white fog, taking on the characteristics of unattended grapevines coagulated before circulating through the interior. Two portable spotlights breached its density, searching the makeshift stage for the underground rock group Sons of Sludge. As if by magical illusion, they materialized in the mist of purple lights bordering the wooden and aluminum platform.

The stage, supported by cinder blocks at every corner, almost pulled off the appearance of elevation. Each member of the group was dressed in black leather pants, black boots, and ragged white T-shirts with grease stains or possibly sludge from a neglected car engine.

The Great Pretender, Gary Wesley, scoured the crowd, looking for nothing or no one in particular. A glance to his left, a naked woman was passed above the crowd. He moved in that direction, thinking he might get lucky. After getting close enough to the mosh pit to see her fully unveiled paleness, no tattoos, he decided she wasn’t his type.

He moved in the direction of the stage, thinking to himself a freebie was still a freebie. He paused then looked her way again. Too late. Men and women alike were already groping, licking, and prodding her nudity. Gary Wesley captured a fleeting glimpse of the woman’s face through an opening in the fog bank. The rowdy crowd pulled and yanked her shoulder length, jet- black hair. A crinkle of annoyance highlighted the ridge between her eyebrows but her eyes and lips were void of anything but excitement; mouth almost salivating. She was a willing participant. The fog closed around the masses like a door slamming in Wesley’s face. “Damn,” he muttered, unable to hear his voice over the music.

Wesley loosened his belt and pulled a brown paper bag from his pelvic area. Its resting place had become uncomfortable, along with his taste buds, which were screaming for alcohol. The top opened with several clicks. As he took a sip, he could have sworn he heard the naked woman’s scream rise above the crowd and music, but quickly concluded it was coming from the stage.

He gulped the pint of Jim Beam. No chaser. Adulation spread throughout his taste buds as a burning sensation trailed from the tip of his tongue to the pit of his stomach. His features contorted while his mind conjured possible images of what was happening beyond the fog. He could almost feel his blood, thickly moving through his veins and gathering in a centralized point below his waistline. Attempting to vanquish the feeling and the naked woman lap dancing in his head, he produced another bottle from his oversized pants. Slowly, he drowned away thoughts of her perky, lily white breast until all that remained were her nipples, separately floating in a swirl of Jim Beam’s lust.

The Great Pretender bumped, pushed, and slid his muscular frame to the stage. He discarded the empty bottle and produced another from his oversize pants. He held it above his head as a solo toast to the four-member band. The music was great: two strummed bass guitars, the sound, menacing and glaring, reverberating throughout the entire warehouse. Another pounded out sounds on a steel-rimmed drum set. The fourth member alternated between an electronic keyboard and screaming into the microphone. No violin shit. Sons of Sludge worked in unison, creating hair-raising, heart- pumping music that made people want to bang their heads into solid walls. Wesley affectionately referred to this gritty style of music as head banger boogie.

The lead singer spotted Wesley and quickly closed the distance between them. Still singing, she crouched onto all fours and began a seductive crawl. Once she reached the edge of the stage, she and Wesley were eye level, caught in each other’s spell. With his arm still skyward and hand tightly grasping the bottle, an uncomfortable smile twisted Wesley’s lips.

A Smile of excitement fell across the pierced lips of the singer. Spiked, sandy brown hair protruded from a stained white headband that boasted the catch of the day: sweat and make-up. The lead singer had a slender face, high cheekbones, and light green eyes beneath arched eyebrows. She had the aura of a runway model--- A runway model from Hell. The thought quickly subsided once he remembered the group was supposed to be an all-male group.

Smiles shortened into straight faces. The singer was so close to Wesley he couldn’t comprehend a single syllable. As Wesley finally lowered his arm, the singer flicked a split-pierced tongue in his direction. The tongue rivaled that of a serpent. It was shaped like a thick uppercase ‘Y’ with a solitary diamond embedded in the middle.

The singer stopped singing, swiveled into a seated position, and interlocked the black boots around Wesley’s hips while pulling him closer.

Their lips were only inches apart.

Wesley did not resist, slowly tilting his head, the split-pierced tongue gliding up the left side of his cheek. He couldn’t resist the urge to retaliate, but how?, Strike with an angry fist, or go against his moral code and kiss another man? He was paralyzed.

Another flicker left his lips wet, and then the singer pulled away, snatching Wesley’s bottle at the same time. He watched the singer press sensual lips against the rim and take a long, slow swallow.

Still in a seated position, the lead singer sat the bottle down, grabbed Wesley’s wrist and guided his hand beneath her grungy T-shirt.

Not realizing his wrist had been released, Wesley maneuvered his hand to a more southern region and found purchase. “All woman,” he sighed as a passionate tongue was forced into his mouth. No sooner than he became aroused, she pulled away, took another gulp of Jim Beam, and then spit into Wesley’s face. The crowd reacted with a wave of intensified cheers as she raised the bottle into the air; a solo toast of her own.

Before Wesley could react, the singer had already re-joined her band mates. Her voice became shrill and audacious over the cheap microphone and speakers. The tattoo on her right arm suddenly gleamed in the purple haze of light and fog.

Wesley suddenly jumped on stage and bolted for the mosh pit, then hurled his body through the air, feeling the rush of adrenalin as he landed. Face down, he rode the wave as if body surfing in the Atlantic Ocean. One thought crystallized.

He was going to capture and devour the female serpent.


CHAPTER 2

Fayetteville was widely considered the hottest city in North Carolina; and once outside, Gary Wesley understood why. He immediately felt the stifling heat of the summer night as prickles of sweat materialized and descended from the top of his scalp and down his face and neck before disappearing into his shirt. He shook the thought of heat away and mentally began devising a game plan. Before reaching his Ford F-150, he stopped short to admire its glossy black paint, tinted windows, and chrome rims. To him, the chrome toolbox encrusted with teardrop prints and dark stains suggested that he was a construction worker, maintenance man, handyman, or plain old Joe the Plummer. Women liked that. A man that was not afraid of getting his hands dirty. A good handyman could ease a woman into her comfort zone, making her feel safe and secure.

Gary Wesley glanced at the stars with admiration before fumbling in his pockets for keys. The lining felt like silk panties. He tilted his head toward a couple jovially staggering up the sidewalk until dissipating beyond the horizon; he wondered if the female wore silk panties. Then he thought about the lead singer of Sons of Sludge and wondered if she wore silk panties too. He pushed the thought aside as another introduced itself. He wondered if anyone besides the lead singer noticed the exact moment of his arousal.

An awkward smile thinned his lips as he looked around, making sure no one was watching. Instead of keys, he produced a small square of wax paper from his pocket, slid it under his tongue, and then waited for the acid to take him away. Once he felt the good vibrations bubbling toward the surface, he jumped into his truck and quickly scouted the area.

He circled the block to make sure no cops were in the area. Satisfied, he drove back to the warehouse and scoped out the exits. Wesley backed the truck into an alley to the right of the warehouse, killed the lights, and then slammed it into park. He got out but left the truck running in case he needed a quick escape. He moved to the rear of the truck, opened the toolbox, and removed a backpack tools of his trade; locks, chains, a flare gun, flares, lighter fluid, and night vision binoculars with a head strap, Satisfied, Wesley grabbed the retractable nightstick, shoved it through his belt loop, and then closed the toolbox. He snapped disposable latex gloves onto his hands and thumbed the lock button on the remote, not wanting to escape with his victim, only to find out his truck was gone.

The sky suddenly transformed, becoming a blazing inferno while pelting Wesley with quarter-sized fireballs of hail. Wesley fell to his knees. A flicker of lightning infiltrated the sky, revealing a giant snake with wings fluttering in the airway. He ran with a sense of urgency, finding the “Exit Only” door and pushing through. Feeling the serpent’s breath licking the nape of his neck, he quickly closed the door and hoped he’d sealed the vile creature outside. He checked his clothing for smoke and fire, patting several suspicious-looking spots, ensuring there was no need to stop, drop, and roll.

The music pounded against his eardrums as he made his way down the corridor to another set of interior doors, which clicked several times against his downward tug of the handle. The door squawked on its tracks before stretching wide. Wesley jumped, surprised by the re-emergence of the giant snake, flowing effortlessly through the simulated fog, tongue lashing out for Wesley’s body heat. “Acid talk,” he proclaimed before forging ahead, slithering through the crowd like the serpent’s hot-breath pursuit. Just as quickly as the serpent appeared, it vanished again. Wesley slammed the interior doors against one another, which created a demonic metal against metal sound.

Wesley scouted the circumference of the inner structure, traveling along the edge of the cinderblock walls. To reassure himself, he took another lap, already planning his next move. Then the serpent reappeared. Wesley paused before standing strong and watching its crown-like hood sway from side to side. Almost mesmerized by the glinting red eyes hovering above the fog. The Great Pretender lunged. His body glided purposely, only to realize the snake had vanished again.

Wesley landed shoulder first into a stout female, almost six-feet-tall, her legs, buckling until her knees, felt the harshness of the cement floor. The man standing next to her offered his defense without asking or waiting a response. Wesley felt his T-shirt tighten at the back of his neck and lower back, his feet almost off the ground. He felt the strength in the stranger’s grip, attempting to dead lift his one-hundred-ninety-five pound frame.

Wesley clutched his arms close to his body and pushed from the floor. At the same time, he twirled his body around causing a whirlwind affect. Before he had time to consider just how majestic he looked, he was in a fighter’s stance facing his assailant. Without hesitation, Wesley landed a three-punch combination: a right to the ribs followed by a right uppercut, then a left hook to the ear hole. He called this lethal combination his young Mike Tyson special. Before his attacker had the opportunity to fall, Wesley disappeared into the fog, ninja-like, carrying the battle of a slain teacher from old karate movies.

Wesley crouched behind a four-foot-tall fog machine with wheels. He saturated the rolling structure with lighter fluid and pushed as hard as he could; five feet, ten feet, fifteen feet. When there was enough momentum, he disengaged watched it roll, aimed the flare gun, and then pulled the trigger.

A bright red flash whirled through the air and hit the fog machine with a dull thud that couldn’t be heard above the loud music. The accelerant ignited, morphing the cart and fog machine into a rolling mass of flames. Wesley doused two flares with lighter fluid, reloaded, and then fired. The first flare overshot the stage with purpose oriented precision. The second flare landed near the mosh pit. He fired two more shots, which nudged and guided patrons away from the door leading into the alley. Wesley pressed himself flat against the wall near the exit he anticipated the rock group would use as an escape route and waited.

Shortly afterward, he knew he’d guessed correctly. The group passed right in front of him with the lead singer pulling up the rear. Wesley slithered through the door, a lock from his backpack at the ready. He quickly shut, chained, and locked the door, assurance that no one else would utilize the exit. He adjusted the binoculars over his eyes to better navigate the darkness and sprinted after the female serpent.

The singer’s breath was ragged and uncontrolled. Her chest heaved as her straining hamstrings and quadriceps grew cumbersome and tortoise- like in movement. “Wait up,” she panted between deep breaths. “Wait up guys!” They were too far ahead. Sensing the threat of the crowd and the fire were over, she slowed to a brisk walk before completely stopping. She attempted to breathe normally but invisible hands squeezed her lungs together causing her chest cavity to tighten. “Damn, I have to stop smoking,” she panted again.

Then there were footsteps and rapid-fire clicking. She swiveled to face the approaching sounds and stood still. She saw nothing, heard nothing. Silence became synonymous with the surrounding darkness. “Now my mind is playing tricks on me. I’ve got to get out of here.” She began walking again, fast, passing a spectrum of moonlight filtering through a broken window.

She heard the rapid-fire clicking again, followed by the feverish pitch of footsteps. She turned in time to witness a figure running through the stream of light beneath the broken window. A metallic-looking stick expanded and then retracted in its right hand. She screamed, “Oh shit,” and turned to run. Too late. She heard something bounce off the back of her head before it transmitted into pain. Her eyes fluttered with spectacles of light.

She vaguely felt herself drifting, almost floating.

And then everything turned black.


CHAPTER 3

“Lead Singer of Underground Group Disappears,” Joshua Lucas announced over the edge of the Fayetteville Times-Observer while sipping black coffee from an oversized mug. Lucas slightly favored Superman, standing 6’3” and weighing 220 pounds. Since middle school, he’d developed the tendency to slouch because he’d been the tallest in his classrooms. Once he’d reached high school, there was a shift. He was no longer the tallest but the habit of slouching had not dissipated.

He had ice-blue eyes, a cleft chin, and a curly black mop, normally cut short to hide the sprinkles of gray at the temples. He had a beauty mark across the bridge of his nose, the result of a toddler’s curiosity and a pork- and-beans top. Because of the incident, his mother nicknamed him Beans, but only a select few knew this tidbit. If someone outside of his small circle called him that, he’d seriously consider punching them in the throat.

Joshua Lucas had thoughts of fingering the middle of his cherry Danish for freshness but continued to read the article out loud. “The underground rock sensation, Sons of Sludge, illegally performed again last night, creating violence and rioting among their cult-like following. The performance was held in an abandoned warehouse, in the highly volatile Hay Street area of downtown Fayetteville, without police knowledge, security, or proper city permits.”

“The brief history of these unsanctioned events have violated numerous city, county, and state-wide laws; including but not limited to loitering, trespassing, breaking and entering, destruction of property, assaults, riots, police brutality, and death.”

“In the past two years, Sons of Sludge and their unsanctioned events have been attributed to generating hundreds of various citations and arrests, damages costing more than a quarter million dollars to the city, state, and private sector, and five deaths .”

Lucas eyed his daughter to make sure she was paying attention and continued. “Several witnesses stated that an unidentified Caucasian male fired several flares within the structure, causing several fires and rioting. Two people were trampled to death. Several others were treated and released for minor injuries at Womack Medical and Highsmith-Rainey Memorial Hospitals. Lead singer for Sons of Sludge, Sharon Cooper (a.k.a. Mr. Coop), became separated from the rest of the band. As of press time, her whereabouts are still unknown. A missing person’s report could not be filed before the twenty-four-hour time frame. At press time no missing person report has been filed.” A hardened look knotted the skin between Lucas’ eyebrows as he glanced over the ruffled pages.

Across the stained, wood grain table, pouty lips hid themselves beneath rosewood red lipstick, twisting near the left corner. “Daddy, don’t even start. I was long gone before that even happened,” Khristina Lucas said then quickly covered her mouth.

“First of all, you should not have been there! Second of all, you lied to me!” Lucas’ face was flushed with anger. He mentally counted to ten, and then took several deep breaths. “You told me you were spending the night at a friend’s house. It could have easily been you.” He referenced the two deaths without saying it. “Why are you constantly doing stuff to piss me off? Jesus! You’re so stubborn … you act like!”

“Mom! Go ahead and say it! If she were here you’d would say it!”

“Stop it! That’s not what I was going to say!” Lucas calmed himself long enough to add, “I was going to say me.” Anger took over again. “Stop trying to twist things around! This has nothing to do with your mother and you know it!”

“Come on, Joshua. You’re making a scene,” Leeland Lockheart interjected. “People are staring.” She tilted her hat downward and timidly looked around.

“Yeah, Joshua, people are staring,” Khristina said, knowing it would agitate him further. She only called him that when she was pissed off, or for effect.

“What did I tell you about calling me that? I’m your father, not one of your drugged out friends! You’re either going to treat me with respect or you can just pack your shit and get the hell out of my house!”

“Joshua Lucas!” Leeland shouted, tilting her brim upward, intensity surging through her eyes. “There will be no such thing and I mean it!” “Leeland, listen---”

“No, you listen.” Leeland scanned the restaurant and lowered her voice. “There will be no such thing and I mean it! She’s only sixteen!”

Lucas looked at his daughter with a mixture of contempt and disgust.

“Don’t worry, Leeland. I can fight my own battles,” Khristina said while making direct eye contact with her father. “Daddy knows that he is responsible for me for the next two years. If he puts me out, I’ll make sure the word gets out that he’s a lousy father. Even better, I’ll sue his ass.

Remember these two words Josh,” she said while shooting darts with her eyes, “legally responsible.”

“And I will help her,” responded Leeland.

“Yeah, like she really has the patience to sit down long enough and talk to a lawyer. You sue me, neither one of you will live long enough to spend the money.” Flashing an exuberant but mean smile, he said, “I know people.” Suddenly, he was laughing so hard that tears swelled behind his eyelids and he could feel the crow’s feet marching through the skin at the corners of his eyes.

Khristina and Leeland looked at Lucas then each other. Both joined in, filling the quiet café with laughter.

“Will ya’ll be need’n anything else?” the waitress pleasantly asked in her southern drawl.

“Just the check,” Lucas said, answering for everyone.

“Yes,” Khristina blurted. “I’ll have a piece of cheesecake, to go.”

Lucas looked at his daughter, shook his head, and wondered how she could eat so much and never gain a pound. A shock of strawberry-blond hair lingered in front of her deep baby blues. Eyes, hair, and metabolism definitely belonged to her mother, he thought. Attitude and stubbornness, surely, proclivities passed down from my genetic code. A flashback suddenly occurred: a white Jeep Cherokee jumping the curb, his wife Khrista jogging beside him, no time to react, and then the impact.

“Here’s your cheesecake, sweetie,” the waitress said, her pink and white uniform unintentionally bunched between the waistline of her pantyhose and skin, “And the check for you, sir.”

“Thank you,” they said simultaneously.

“Ya’ll have a nice day.”

Lucas reached for the check, making eye contact before his eyes drifted to her waist. He gave a slow suggestive nod.

An awkward smile thinned her lips as she readjusted her uniform. She nodded a silent thank you in Lucas’ direction and sashayed to the next table.

Once outside, Lucas and Khristina walked Leeland to her car. The sky was a suggestive dark blue and muddled with hints of approaching rain. Leeland looked at her watch. “I have to hurry. I’m meeting a client at ten o’clock this morning.”

“Lawyers and their time schedules. Even God rested on Sunday.” He placed his hands on her hips and moved in for a kiss. “Dinner tonight, I’m cooking.”

“Not Sloppy Joes again,” mumbled Khristina.

Lucas ignored the slight as he pressed his lips against Leeland’s cheek. Once she comfortably slid into the tan leather upholstery of her Mercedes Benz and started the engine, the window slid downward. “You know what Josh, I agree with Khris. I’m not in the mood for Sloppy Joes either.”

“Thanks, Lee,” Khristina responded. She stuck out her tongue and inserted her index finger into her open mouth.

Leeland smiled as she eased into the light traffic. A clap of thunder resounded, closely followed by a whip of lightning. The bottom of the sky suddenly fell out, drenching Khristina and Lucas before they found shelter within Lucas’ Nissan Maxima.


CHAPTER 4

Sharon Cooper awoke in total darkness, her arms outstretched and bound. Her legs were spread wide and secured at the ankles. She tried to lift her head but the throbbing made her dizzy. She wasn’t on a bed; her back was firmly planted against something solid, flat, and damp. Panic filtered through her body as her heartbeat grew rigid with fear. She closed her eyes and focused, detecting the smell of running water and a humming sound. She shivered as a cool breeze caressed her skin. “Help! Help me! Is anybody there? Where am I?”

Suddenly there was light, bathing Sharon in its bright and glaring warmth. She was petrified. For all of her wild adventures of the past, nothing compared to what she felt now. A nervousness shrouded her as footsteps came closer before halting. She attempted to lift her head to see who was approaching but it was fruitless. “Who are you? Why am I here?”

“There are always questions, Sharon Cooper, aka, Mr. Coop.” Wesley sighed. “All I will say is that you were sent to me by a higher power.”

“A higher power,” she mumbled. Her voice trembled and the rest of her body followed suit. He moved and stood within view. Sharon strained to decipher and ingest his features. Bald head. Clean-shaven. Muscular. Upon closer inspection, she realized he had no eyebrows or eyelashes, and there were speckles of dried blood around his swollen sockets. His eyes were almost swollen shut.

“Yes,” he finally answered. “A Higher Power.”

Sharon blinked several times, clearly not understanding.

“Because, it is His will.”

“Whose will?”

“Are you not listening?” Wesley asked.. “In your life, there has been no such thing as striving for purity.” He started pacing back and forth but staying above Sharon’s head. “You are a sinner and sinners have to bow and pay homage. The flesh is weak but not so weak that it shouldn’t be reprimanded or destroyed.”

A scared yet puzzled look crossed her face.

“Every man and woman,” he said as if she would know, “strives for purity.” He stopped and lean close to her. “Look into my face, for I am pure.”

Sharon felt his heated breath wash over the side of her face and neck. Stay calm, she reminded herself as recognition set in. She knew her assailant’s face. “You were at the warehouse, the show.” She attempted to get up but it was useless.

“No need to struggle.”

“Why me?” Sharon asked, voice rising and lowering. Tears formed but she tried to remain calm. “I d-d-didn’t do anything to deserve this.”

“That’s where you are wrong. You proved to be a willing vessel.”

“I-I was just putting on a show, enticing the crowd.”

“No! No! No! What you did… What you showed… was that you wanted to be closer.” Wesley leaned closer, lips next to her left ear and calmly said, “Let me see your tongue.” Without waiting, he slowly licked the side of her face, remembering their encounter at the warehouse.

Sharon tried to turn her head as a trail of saliva lingered, leaving its unwanted stickiness on the side of her face. Her jaws suddenly tightened with pain as her mouth was forced open. The aroma of latex became undeniable. She started to panic again. The fucker’s wearing latex gloves, she thought. They’ll never catch him. Tears mixed with her mascara, leaving dark-stained clumps tangled in her eyelashes. He relinquished his grip long enough for her to speak. “What do you want from me?”

Wesley ignored the question. Leaning closer, he spoke with quiet and calm precision. “I told you I wanted to see your tongue again.” He tightened his grip again, forcing her cheeks to where they were almost touching. He watched as Sharon’s serpent-like tongue slowly passed her teeth and then flicker, almost wave-like, displaying the diamond stud in the middle, and then making it disappear. She repeated the act several times as he lessened the pressure.

“That’s a good girl,” he whispered and with surprising quickness, he shoved his thumb inside her mouth and under her tongue. Latching his index finger beneath her chin, he forced her mouth open like he was grabbing a fish. The strap around her forehead worked perfectly and kept her from thrashing. With his free hand, he produced a knife and forced its shinny point inside her mouth.


CHAPTER 5

“Dinner was exceptional,” Leeland exclaimed! She forked another mouth full of scallion chicken. “How the Chinese do it is a miracle.”

“Yeah, long as daddy doesn’t try,” Khristina interjected.

Lucas smiled. “What can I say?” He shrugged. “I’ve been craving Chinese for awhile. The Canton Station is the best. I’ve only been to one place that’s better.”

“Where is that, daddy?” Khristina asked, not really caring. She was partial to burgers, fries, pizza, and any available desert.

“A little bistro in Chinatown.”

“New York or California?” Leeland asked.

“New York, of course. I don’t think there is such a place in Cali.”

“Are you sure? I thought Chinatown was in LA.” Khristina said.

“You two think you’re so smart, ganging up on me. If I have a choice, I’ll never set foot in California again. And both of you know why, so don’t even go there.”

Leeland and Khristina looked at each other and shrugged.

Lucas excused himself from the table as flashbacks ran through his head. Khristina stayed with her grandparents in Spring Lake, North Carolina while Lucas and his wife, Khrista, vacationed in Hollywood, California.

Lucas remembered waking up at 5:00am on a Saturday morning. He walked onto the patio of their one-bedroom bungalow, the light fog hampering his view. It was still dark and humid enough to force him back inside the confinements of his chilled room. He contemplated crawling back under the covers and spooning with his wife as she gently slept. He changed his mind, succumbing to the necessity of an early morning run. Khrista awoke as Lucas finished dressing, normally detesting jogging outside; she preferred treadmills opposed to sidewalks. “Sidewalks,” she used to say, “kills the body. From my legs to the bottom of my feet.” She had given up the agony of concrete pounding in fresh air for the glitz of padded floors, lots of mirrors, and anxious patrons patiently waiting their turns.

Lucas insisted she sleep in but for some reason she craved the outside world that particular morning. They were only ten minutes into their jog when the accident occurred. “July,” Lucas mumbled to himself. “Damn!”

He suddenly remembered Khristina’s expression as he held her hands and broke the news. The look in her innocent eyes suddenly portrayed a lifetime of pain.

“Thanks for dinner, Joshua,” Leeland said, dismantling his thoughts. “I’m glad you chose not to fix Sloppy Joes.” She patted him on the rear as if they were teammates for the Carolina Panthers. “Good call.”

Lucas turned, dried his hands, gave her a peck on the lips, and said, “Thanks, I think.” He reached for her empty plate. “It’s still too hard for me.”

“Don’t rush yourself. Time heals all wounds.”

“It’s been seven years already. I feel like I’m stringing you along with my misery.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m here because I want to be here.”

They embraced, both holding back tears.

“God you guys are so weak,” Khristina interrupted. “Group hug.”

She moved in and put an arm around both of them. Khristina choked back tears of her own. “I love you guys.”

Lucas’ heart fluttered. The memories from breakfast quickly faded to the recesses of his mind. “Look who’s weak now.”

Khristina looked up at Lucas. “Yeah but I’m a girl. What’s your excuse?” She pulled away and headed for the stairs.

Lucas watched his daughter leave, turned back to Leeland and said, “She’s all grown up.”

Leeland smiled up at Lucas, said, “With each passing day.” She started walking away, paused, and then added, “Care to join me downstairs?”

“Right after I finish the dishes.” One of Lucas’ pet peeves was dirty dishes left in the sink overnight. He rushed through the remaining dishes then joined Leeland in the family room.

He cuddled beside her as a repeat episode of CSI glared back at them from its 72-inch vantage point. “What happened with your client?”

“Not that I’m supposed to tell you,” she said with a smile. “You do remember a little thing called privileged information, don’t you?”

“Vaguely,” he volleyed back.

“Have you heard of the name Vain Witherspoon?”

“Yeah, the shock-jock for one-o-three-point-five. He’s very opinionated and self-serving. Kind of like a cheap imitation of Rush Limbaugh.”

“A fan?” Leeland asked before saying, “Well, he has been charged with first degree murder. Allegedly, he killed his wife of ten years. Going through the report, they have enough circumstantial evidence to get a conviction. The DA is pushing for the death penalty. His alibi was so shaky he could not even convince me that he was innocent. After talking to him for fifteen minutes, he confessed of his guilt.”

“But no confession to the arresting officers or detectives?”

“Correct. Thirteen times in the head with a hammer. Imagine that. He told the arresting officers he found her that way. The murder weapon has not been located but I know where it is.”

“I’m assuming that you haven’t told anyone?”

“No, of course not. First of all, I don’t want to be disbarred. Second of all, I want to keep my perfect record intact,” Leeland selfishly admitted.

“Lawyers can be so selfish,” Lucas said with a smile.

“You know how the system works. You’re damned if you do, damned if you don’t. That’s why I refused to take the case, but there is no reason you can’t just happen to find the murder weapon or put in a call.”

“And not reveal you as a source I suppose. That way the slime ball gets what he deserves, your record remains intact, and most importantly, you still get to keep your job.”

“Exactly,” she replied. She playfully caressed the back of his hand.

“I knew it was something I loved about you.”

Lucas gave her a quick peck on the lips. “And what is that?”

“Let’s just said, you have big hands.” She pulled him close and gave him a passionate kiss. After pulling away, she said, “And you know what they say about big hands?”

“And you know what they say about flattery, it will get you everywhere.” This time, Lucas pulled her close and moved in for a kiss.

Leeland pulled away again, gave a sensuous smile just before running her tongue across her upper lip. “Why don’t you go lock the door? I would really love to know what else flattery will get me.”


CHAPTER 6

The telephone rang, startling Lucas awake. For a split second, he thought he was still dreaming. He was chasing a faceless killer through a small corridor that kept getting smaller with each step, reminding him of Willie Wonka’s Chocolate Factory. In one hand, the killer carried the bleeding right leg of Sandra Lewis, severed below the kneecap. She was the third victim. Muffled voices cried out from the dark brown sac hung over the killer’s right shoulder. Lucas recognized the voice of Tatum O’ Kelly, the second victim. Before her abduction, Tatum visited Lucas’ office. She was paranoid about someone watching and following her. She provided no proof and admitted to it being ‘just a feeling.’ Lucas decided to be pro-active and put together a surveillance team. They watched her until the state deemed it a waste of time and money.

Tatum O’ Kelly was abducted from the Furniture Market Extravaganza in High Point, North Carolina, the week after surveillance was pulled. Earlier that day, she signed huge purchase orders for Bassett and Ashley furniture. Tatum’s nude and hairless body was discovered in the trunk of a stolen Volkswagen Beetle two days later. Her left forearm had been severed and removed from the scene, but her left hand remained, middle finger protruding toward a scrolled note stuffed into her vagina. The note, written in fire engine red lip stick was loud, clear, and very personal. “Joshua Lucas fucked up, now she’s just fucked… In more ways than one.”

Leeland nudged Lucas to life with the point of her elbow. “Telephone.”

“Hoped it would stop ringing,” Lucas grumbled as he fumbled with the handset. He eyed the alarm clock. “Five-thirty. This better be important.”

“Good morning to you too,” the voice replied. “It’s too early for this shit.”

“No one ever claimed death had good timing.”

Lucas sat bolt upright. “Give it to me straight.”

“Heard about the missing singer, Sharon Cooper?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “She was found in the reservoir of the power company.”

“Same M.O.?”

“Why else would I be calling you?”

“The power plant on Skibo road?”

“Yeah, the only show in town.”

“I’ll meet you there,” Lucas replied. “By the way Jacobs, don’t be such a smart ass. It’s unbecoming of you.” Lucas clicked off.

Leeland groggily said, “I was hoping we could sleep in today.”

“Sorry. That missing singer we read about yesterday turned up in the PWC Reservoir.”

“Think it’s your man?”

“It’s a good possibility. That’s why Jacobs called.”

“You’re going to have the homicide detectives pissed at you.”

“Yeah, well, they’ll get over it. I gotta get dressed.” He kissed her on the cheek then gently stroked her long black hair.

Leeland sat up and adjusted her satin beauty mask which caused the covers to fall and expose her naked breast.

“Well, she is already dead. I’m pretty sure she can wait.”

“No, she can’t. Whoever’s killing these women has to be caught.”

“Yeah, you’re right.” Lucas forced himself to stop staring. “Duty calls.”

Leeland gave a playful smile. “And duty called several times last night. By the way, did I thank you?”

“No but you can thank me later.”

“Sounds good.” She flopped back onto the bed, snatched the covers over her head, and then added, “Now get out.”


CHAPTER 7

Rondale Jacobs was already at the crime scene when Lucas arrived. Yellow police tape twisted around trees and bushes at the reservoir’s bank and continued in a radius of thirty to forty yards in three directions. Lucas ducked under the tape as a uniform stepped through a small patch of brush to his right, zipped his fly, and then wiped his hand on his pant leg. Always cognitive of contaminated crime scenes, Lucas briefly thought about this officer urinating within the barrier. It left him with little comfort.

“You Lucas?” the officer asked, reaching out a hand.

Lucas ignored the pee-pee hand and said, “Yeah. Who are you?”

“Officer Peterson. Jacobs told me to let you through.”

“Where is he?”

“Follow the lights down to the lake. He should still be there.”

“Thanks,” Lucas said then ambled down the decline.

“Hey Luke,” John Smits called after spotting him through a thicket of vines. “Over here. I’d like to introduce you to someone.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m coming,” Lucas responded, almost stumbling through the remaining foliage. He quickly surveyed the ground to see if any footprints led toward the street; there was none. His eyes wandered past the emergency medical technicians and scoured the muck-filled reservoir.

“The techs just finished wrapping up,” the short slender man said. “Long time, no see, Luke.” He extended his right hand. “You still look like shit.”

“I’m starting to think that it’s natural,” Lucas sarcastically replied while grasping the man’s hand. “I don’t know why the med techs were called in anyway. She was already dead, right?”

“Procedure. You know they get the call about the same time patrol does. And they’ll have to transport the body to the morgue.”

“I guess that makes them good for something. Have you seen the body?”

“No,” John Smits said as he led Lucas through the remaining few feet. “I usually stay out of their way and they stay out of mine, unless we need each other, of course.”

Rondale Jacobs was waiting impatiently, making invisible figure eights in the dirt, a nervous habit he’d developed over the years. He was close to six-foot-four with dark eyes and a Hitler-style mustache. His sideburns and beard connected and appeared drawn onto his face as an afterthought. His head was balding at the top but a dark brown ponytail limply gathered around his right shoulder. Jacobs was the best medical examiner’s investigator Lucas had come across since joining the SBI agency.

To Lucas, John Smits resembled Albert Einstein with black rimmed glasses and frizzled salt and pepper hair. The connection was greater once Smits was inside the morgue and donning his lab coat. Smits sometimes pulled double-duty as an investigator and medical examiner.

Both Jacobs and Smits were very efficient and previously helped Lucas out of some tough spots. They were the perfect team: young and wise, old and exuberant.

“How goes it, Jacobs?” Lucas asked.

“I’m ready to go in and get this over,” he replied, patting a black case. “The Crime Scene Division has already been in and done their jobs. Just waiting on the slowpoke med techs to get the hell out of the way.”

A man wearing a charcoal gray sports coat and black slacks was walking in their direction and mumbling to himself. He stopped in front of Jacobs, glanced at his watch and then at Jacobs. “This doesn’t make any sense, Jacobs. No footprints and no signs of a struggle.”

“Before you get all flustered, let me introduce you to someone.” He looked in Lucas’ direction. “Lucas this is Lead Homicide Detective Samuel Santiago. Santiago this is Special Agent Joshua Lucas.

Samuel Santiago looked Lucas over from head to toe, frowning as he contemplated the name. “Okay… Joshua Lucas…The Raeford murders a few years back.” He extended his humongous right hand.

“Pleasure to meet you,” Lucas cordially replied, his hand engulfed by a catcher’s mitt with a vise-like grip. I would hate to piss him off he thought to himself, while focusing on the detective’s eyes. Suddenly, his body propelled forward and Lucas was on the receiving end of a half- handshake, half-hug. Lucas choked down a cough as Santiago gave him several vicious pats on the back. For a split second, Lucas thought he was going to spit up a lung.

“Hable español?” Santiago asked in a hushed voice. “Muy Pequeño,” Lucas replied.

“La chica es amiga del familia.”

“Then you need to be pulled from this case,” Lucas whispered as he jerked himself free. “Who found the body?”

“Anthony Johnston. He is a PWC security guard. Tango…” Santiago said, Spanish rolling past his teeth. He cleared his throat with a cough. “I’ve already questioned the witness. He was doing his rounds when he discovered the body on the bank.” He looked in the direction of the med techs, saw them leaving but knew they wouldn’t go too far because they were responsible for transporting the cadaver.

“It’s about time,” Jacobs mumbled, still making invisible figure eights. “Let’s do this.” He looked around at Smits, Lead Detective Santiago, and Lucas.

Sharon Cooper, aka Mr. Coop, was completely void of hair. Lucas wondered how anyone identified the remains as he moved in for a better view. He had to maneuver around one of the scattered bushes, careful not to touch anything. He flipped open a notepad and jotted down the obvious: no hair. This included her head, eyebrows, eyelashes, and private area. “Jesus,” he said, realizing for the first time that her right arm was missing. Lucas looked at the others gathered around the body. Their blank expressions implied they had already seen the body or was so used to viewing the dead it didn't bother them. “At least you guys could have warned me.”

“And take away the affect,” Jacobs replied with a half-smile.

“She’s in a bad way,” Santiago hissed.

Smits observed in silence, already knowing the med techs pronounced the victim dead, but he waited to give an official ruling. He slid his hands into his latex gloves, kneeled beside the body, and checked her pulse. “No Pulse,” he proclaimed. Her body temperature had already dropped but she was still warm. “Dead for only a few hours.”

“Hell, I could have told you that,” said Lucas. “The body doesn’t smell too bad and the blood is still close enough to red that it doesn’t make a difference. Where is the motherfucker that found her?”

“He’s sitting in the back of one of the patrol cars,” Santiago responded, “but I don’t think he had anything to do with it.”

“Ever heard the expression that everyone is guilty?” Jacobs asked then busied himself with collecting samples of blood.

Lucas wanted to question the security guard before Fayetteville’s finest carted him off to the downtown police station to give an official statement. He left and returned fifteen minutes later. “Santiago, let’s take a little walk.” They ended up near the perimeter of the police tape, out of earshot, before Lucas stopped and turned. He looked over the entire area. “This reservoir is a spillway for the lake across the street. There is a connecting tunnel and whenever the lake across the street reaches a certain level, the excess flows through to this side.”

“In other words, the murder could have taken place at the lake across the street?” Santiago asked.

“It’s possible but unlikely. Why kill in the open when you can dissect in the seclusion of a tunnel? Besides, from what the security guard said, there are houses across the street. Makes no sense to take the chance of being seen or heard.”

“Maybe this,” Santiago said, hitching a thumb toward Sharon Cooper’s body, “is just the dumping ground.”

“Maybe.” Lucas started walking again, ducking beneath the police tape.

Staged spotlights lit up the entire area but Lucas’ attention leaned toward the tunnel. From their distance, he spotted what he presumed to be a ladder anchored into the spillway’s concrete wall. He pointed then asked, “So, you identified the body?”

“Yes. My family is the closest thing the poor child has to a family.

If you’re worried about the report or my involvement on the case, don’t be.”

“Why not? Mentally, your objectivity will be scrutinized if we bring the killer to justice. Defense attorneys will have a field day picking you apart on the stand. You should have let Smits and Jacobs figure out who she is or let someone come forward. It’s their job, not yours.”

“You’re right, but she’s like a daughter to me. Can you relate to that?”

Several cars buzzed overhead. Lucas stopped short of the ladder connected to the concrete wall of the spillway and eyed the entrance of the tunnel. They were at least thirty feet below the main street. He turned, eyes taking in Santiago. A stern look knitted his brow, almost as if he was scolding an infantile Khristina. “Look, Santiago, you’ve already compromised the investigation on two levels. First you ID’d the body and the deceased is close to your family, so that would create a conflict of interest. Second, you didn’t even question Mr. Johnston good enough to find out about the spillway.”

“Don’t get me pulled Lucas! I want vindication for Sharon’s death. I may have made some mistakes tonight but I’m not as incompetent as you think. I had a few guys from crime scene check out the area she was abducted from, so don’t stand there and act as if I’m an imbecile or a rookie for that matter! Just don’t get me pulled…Comprende?”

Silence ensued as both men eyed each other, not flinching, not blinking, arms tense at their sides. All they needed were ten paces and cowboy hats and they would have resembled old cowboys ready to draw. Santiago’s cellular phone rang, shattering the silence. “Hello,” he said after fumbling through the lining of his gray sports coat.

“Detective Santiago, this is Donally from Crime Scene Division.”

“You got anything for me?”

“Blood inside the warehouse and the alley beside it. We also have several tire tracks beside a puddle of blood in the alley. Might be our guy, might not be. But…”

“But what?” Santiago asked, still eyeing Agent Lucas.

“This area is frequented by prostitutes and men wanting dates…

You know, a quick fuck and suck.”

“And if they are like you,” Santiago interjected, “they would prefer to get fucked and sucked outside of their vehicles.”

“Yep. No semen, saliva, or blood in my ride. My wife would kill me.”

“I bet she would. Let me know if you find out anything else.” Santiago clicked off, eyed the spillway opening before turning to Lucas. “They found some blood and tire tracks… but nothing that’ll break the case open.” He glanced up at the spillway again. “Maybe we’ll find some answers up there.”

“Or more questions,” Lucas added with uncertainty.


CHAPTER 8

Within minutes, they’d cautiously climbed the ladder and were standing inside the damp and muddy spillway. Lucas clicked his flashlight on, the brightness separating the black, illuminating a path straight through. Another beam of light shot from the end of Santiago’s flashlight, a light saber from Star Wars, Lucas thought before mumbling, “May the force be with you.”

The length of the tunnel was the width of a four-lane street with a center turning lane and interior walls, approximately twenty-six to thirty feet across. Mud quickly caked the soles of their shoes as water seeped inside them, causing a cumbersome march of trepidation. After slowly trudging through the muck, hoping they were not destroying or overlooking evidence, they neared the center. Several cars and what they assumed to be an eighteen-wheeler passed overhead. The noise level went from virtually quiet to almost unbearable and back to quiet within a matter of seconds. The sounds mimicked holding gigantic seashells to both ears simultaneously or listening to the ocean in a confined area. This made Santiago and Lucas wonder about safety and construction. How safe are bridges? What about overpasses when you are standing inside?

Neither broached the subject out loud, their beams angled downward, stretching a few feet in front of them, shifting through the water and mud for any shred of evidence to link the tunnel’s interior with Sharon Cooper’s death. Both paused, their lights capturing something shiny, partially buried in the mud and water. They kneeled to gain a better vantage point.

Santiago: “I think we need the crime scene unit up here, amigo.”

“And plenty of light.” Lucas lowered his voice and glared through the dark at Santiago. “This is where she was murdered.”

Santiago whispered back as if someone was eavesdropping. “We need to get this tunnel sealed… Preserve any evidence we haven’t already contaminated.”

Stars had already dissipated, surrendering to the first light of day while taunting everyone who’d missed their opportunity to stay in bed. Three members of the crime scene unit huddled near the reservoir, assuming it spat Sharon Cooper’s tattered remains onto the muddy bank earlier. Occasionally they glanced up at the manufactured orifice of the spillway, hoping their time would arrive soon. While waiting, they filled their lungs with carbon monoxide from cigarettes, drowned their taste buds with lukewarm coffee, and talked.

“She’s one of the lucky ones,” one suggested, thinking about drowning victims that are never found. “Sometimes bodies of water never surrendered its keep.”

Eventually the crime scene unit helped coordinate with the local police department, PWC personnel, and SBI agents to start moving needed materials into the tunnel. Portable spotlights were strategically placed for maximum illumination. A temporary barricade constructed by PWC personnel stymied the water flow from the opposite side of where Sharon Cooper’s remains were found. Everyone’s main concern was keeping people out while preserving the integrity of the scene.

With the manual labor complete and presumably the crime scene preserved, PWC affiliates and the local police department left the tunnel, leaving Lucas, Santiago, and three members of the crime scene unit.

The first technician had brown hair and a short, slightly pointed chin. He had the look of a teenager in the middle of puberty, red splotches of acne severely damaging his outlook on life. His name was Christopher Plummer. First impression: awkward and aloof.

The second technician favored the former female wrestling champion Chyna, when she had the noticeable under bite. Her hair was tucked beneath a dark blue baseball cap and the same colored, ill-fitting uniform. Penelope Winters sat her metal work case down and slowly stretched her hamstrings. She ran her hands the length of the elongated muscles, oblivious to everyone in the tunnel.

Without the benefit of introductions, Lucas and Santiago were unsure about gender. They caught each other staring at the jut of the technician’s hips, snatched each other’s thought, and then simultaneously mumbled, “Hope it’s a female.”

Lead Crime Scene Investigator, Daniel Jaworski stood near the tunnel opening. He was a short, stout man with a barrel-like stomach. His round, pasty-face was highlighted by a dark birthmark on his left cheek. He had curly, dark brown hair on the sides and back of his head, with a bald spot protruding from the middle like a pitcher’s mound. Another birthmark trickled from the crown of his head to the left side of his remaining hair.

Futile attempts to protect the mound with a comb over looked more like a ragged tarp rolled onto a baseball field during a rain delay. What his hairstyle succeeded in doing was accentuating the roundness of his forehead and his thick, bushy eyebrows.

Jaworski looked as though he was into heavy weightlifting some fifteen plus years ago but nowadays refusing to push himself away from the table. Unflattering years made him soft around the edges and left a double chin that was rapidly approaching a wobbly triple play.

Jaworski moved closer, “I think you all know…" Heavy breaths. “Chris…” More heavy breaths. “Chris Plummer and this is Penelope Winters. Everyone calls her Penny. Penny, this is Lead Homicide Detective Samuel Santiago." He turned his head and he jabbed a thumb in Lucas’ direction. “And this is Special Agent Joshua Lucas.”

Santiago and Lucas heard Jaworski’s heavy breaths, looked at each other, and repulsively shook their heads They went through a brief round of salutations before Penny nodded and added, “Pleasure to meet both of you.” She’d heard their earlier words and made a show of seductively removing her baseball cap and allowing her hair to cascade down to her shoulders like a gentle black rain. “And yes, I am a female.”

Relief spread across Lucas and Santiago’s faces. They were grateful Penny was of the female populace but offered no apologies.

Jaworski cleared his throat. “Now that everyone has met, shall we start?” He led the way as everyone maneuvered through the mud, dirt, and water, huddling in the area Santiago and Lucas found earlier.

Santiago began counting out loud. “Ten screws. Twenty screw holes. Five leather straps. If there was blood, it probably got washed away.”

Jaworski, the habitual slacker, usually delegated work to his subordinates like a slave driver but today was slightly different. “Look where the straps are positioned. If you look close enough, you can see the slight outline of a body.” He stood, made eye contact with the detective and the agent.

“I can see it now,” Lucas claimed.

Jaworski shooed his underlings away before refocusing on the outline. He used his pen light as a pointer. “Looks like a head, shoulders, outstretched arms, and legs.” He stretched his arms and legs wide to mimic the outline. “With the indentations and positioning of the straps, it’s a safe bet she was bound at the forehead, both wrists, and both ankles.” He moved the light to match each indentation of interest.

Santiago knew luminal would cause the blood to fluoresce but wondered if it was effective in damp, muddy areas. “Do you see any blood?”

“Fat chance,” Jaworski concluded. “I agree with your earlier assessment. Probably washed away with the overflow.”
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