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When they found the first body, no one batted an eye. That was par for the course in Skid Row.



Nicknamed the Nickel by locals because its center is Fifth Street, the slum is five square blocks of the worst Downtown Los Angeles has to offer: condemned buildings, overfull shopping carts, and upwards of six-thousand disenfranchised men and women living in sidewalk tents. You can say it's tragic. You can call it a crime. Some even think it survival of the fittest. But it's easy to slap a label on it from a safe distance. It's different on the asphalt. The grime on those streets never washes off. It doesn't matter how much bleach you pour into a bucket.

Living in Skid Row, it was hard not to consider the stories that came my way. I'd been here over a week, and my eyes were open to the plight of the locals. Some of the nicer ones were victims of circumstance. Others were sick in the head. Many were criminals and deadbeats who'd brought this on themselves one way or another. And, without a doubt, every single one of them was addicted to something: Drugs. Alcohol. Meds. Adrenalin. Whether theses vices were contributing factors to their decline or a habit picked up to cope, it no longer mattered. These marginals had been forgotten in life.

And in the beginning, they were forgotten in death as well.

To everyone else here, my name was Ricky Kicks. Just another down-on-his-luck redneck who finally couldn't scrounge up enough scratch for a month's rent. But my real name is Rick Danvers. I'm an undercover detective with Robbery Homicide.

I know—that's hard to believe.

What did the LAPD care about the destitute and the lost? The truth was, they didn't. Not at first. But they care about headlines, and you can only pile bodies so high before people notice.




* * *


John Harris Sr. was a sixty-seven-year-old black male who'd been off the grid most of his life. Even though he'd lived in Skid Row for as long as any could remember, he was so far removed from the conventions of society that not a single person in the neighborhood knew his name. Everyone just called him Twinkle, on account of the shiny set of false teeth he wore. When the autopsy was performed, it was determined that John Harris hadn't had a real tooth in his mouth in over twenty years. Imagine that, needing an entire tooth-replacement in your early forties.



Anyway, everybody in the Nickel knew Twinkle because he always smiled everywhere he went. It wasn't just to show off his most prized possession either—eye-witness accounts all stressed how happy John Harris was. Down-trodden, sure, but aglut with freedom. For some he was the shining example of living outside the system successfully. He didn't use. He'd never been arrested. And, although his health had been failing of late, he'd made good use of the free clinics in the area to keep ahead of bad times.

So it surprised even the most jaded residents when Twinkle sliced his belly open.

The suicide was horrific. The man disemboweled himself, ripping his gut from liver to spleen. When that didn't finish the job, he tugged his insides outside. The police found Twinkle slumped over his knees, face pressed against the linoleum floor of an abandoned building.

There was a lot of blood at the scene, but it wasn't all his. Before Twinkle committed the act, he had drawn a sort of pentagram on the floor in chicken's blood. That was an easy guess because the decapitated bird was found near the body. The lab confirmed the results later. They also discovered that the so-called cleanest man in the Nickel had high levels of crack cocaine in his system.

The ceremonial nature of the act, as well as the lack of evidence to the contrary, placed the case firmly in the camp of a suicide. In truth, the nature of the victim and the location played a large part in the conclusion. What was the death of one more Skid Row junkie? Nobody cared about John Harris Sr. No one showed up to his funeral. Not even a John Harris Jr.




* * *


It's the reality of the system that the loudest voices get taken care of, and money doesn't talk, it screams. If I were brutally honest, I might even argue the lack of resources excused the apathy. Modern police forces, no matter how sophisticated, struggle to clear half the new murders that occur. Adding something to the pile that probably wasn't a murder at all isn't good business.



I know, I know. But I'm a homicide detective embedded in the margins of society. If the LAPD didn't care, I wouldn't be here, right? You're getting ahead of me.

The fact of the matter was, if one suicide was an aperitif at a dinner party, six was the main course. A real juicy prime rib that basted in its own sauces for hours, tickling the noses of the waiting hungry. It didn't help that the media sent out a barrage of invitations through twenty-four-hour news channels, either.

After Twinkle was Grieves. Then Two-Time, Huck, and Sally.

For three days and three nights, Sally Wallace Rider set Los Angeles on fire. The fact that she was an attractive white woman helped her case. Pile on the relatable story of being evicted from her house after the real estate crash and the community college graduation photo her mother dug up and the story was the perfect gasoline. Five suspicious deaths, and what was the LAPD doing about them?

Robbery Homicide became involved at that time. It was a priority, but the sort that nobody expected to see resolved. My partner and I created murder books for the victims, we scrambled to contain any remaining evidence before it was disposed of, and we conducted sweeps of questioning on top of the increased patrols and area oversight. Skid Row was as locked down as it could be, at least as far as the public was concerned. And, I do admit, the nightly news footage sure looked good.

That was business as usual until David Blake was found dead. A suicide. Disemboweled. Exactly the same as the other five victims. Except David Blake was the son of a respected club owner who had recently opened a lounge nearby.

You can revitalize Downtown, but Skid Row don't change.

As you can imagine, the status quo wasn't good enough anymore. This wasn't a drug-related incident. Cult rituals were off the table. One of the better half had strayed to the wrong block and met a gruesome end. The Nickel had claimed a real victim this time.

Six murders in six months. It was a tough pill to swallow for my proud division. If you've ever seen a police chief sweat out some pointed questions, trust me, that was nothing compared to this. The sewage piped downhill, straight from the high mountain of central command to the ocean drain that was my desk. And so I was embedded undercover, a week before our best guess of when the next killing would occur.

Only, seven days had already passed without any progress. And the dirt from the street was getting unbearable.




* * *


"My man!" shouted a voice coming across the street.



It was Kerry, a mostly harmless regular who never had a drink in his hand but was always drunk. My best guess was that showing meant sharing, and the old man never gave anything away. I was a detective, though, and knew how to follow people without being seen. That made me one of the few who knew that Kerry kept a stash of hooch behind a broken piece of concrete wall in the back lot of the supermarket. For a man without a home, his supply was impressive.

"Ricky Kicks," he exclaimed as he reached me.

At the beginning of my time here, I'd just introduced myself as Ricky. And I arrived as disheveled as I could. Not a shave or shampoo in weeks. Salvation Army from head to toe. I'd found the oldest, rattiest pair of All Stars in LA, laced them to my feet, and walked through a dumpster that was moist with something other than water. All that and still, when I introduced myself, I became known for my nice kicks.

"How ya doin' K?" I replied in my most offensive hillbilly impression. "Headed to the mission?"

"Nah, man. You needs to help me. You know that friend of yours, that ugly baldy sells voodoo charms in Indian Alley? He tryin' to kill me."

"I don't got friends, K." It was true that Tanner wasn't my friend, but I had cozied up to the self-proclaimed shaman over the course of the week. It would have been negligent not to.

"Whatever. He tryin' to kill me all the same. He said he gonna curse my heart or some such."

"Voodoo? You know I don't believe in any of that African junk. Every time you folk get scared of his curses you just give him more power."

Kerry's eyes widened frantically. "But he does have power. I seen it."

Before I could ask Kerry what he'd seen, a sprinting teenager spooked him. Kerry turned tail and ran. I shook my head. The kid wasn't involved in anything. That was clear when he rushed past and went through the doors of a local art gallery. My homeless acquaintance didn't care. The old man fled down the street and turned the corner to Fifth. To be honest, with the unsolved murders it was hard to fault any paranoia in the Nickel.

This investigation presented many challenges. Sisyphean, even, was the humble task of identifying the vast swaths of homeless men and women I encountered. Most of them were ghosts, but even the ones who used their real names had skeletons. They didn't discuss their pasts freely. Digging up stories came from schmoozing and bartering, and the storytellers were often as reputable as Aesop.

But I was good at my job, analytical if not heartfelt. Kerry was an estranged brother and son with no wife or kids who just couldn't keep an honest job. He'd made the mistake of looking for the easy money more than once, and his criminal record dissuaded others from taking a chance on him.

The shaman Tanner had been a more difficult egg to crack. A Haitian in Los Angeles, if you can believe that, with no kin on the coast to speak of. Besides a drug bust in Miami years ago, he was small time, going in and out of lockup for permit violations or drunk and disorderlies.

This backgrounding of repeat offenders was important: Kerry was doing time in County for a B and E during the first two murders and Tanner had been picked up during the second and fourth, as well as having an alibi for the fifth. They were both clear of the Skid Row Suicides.

I almost continued towards the mission until I noticed the crowd outside the King Eddy. My job was to be in tune with the street. If a big event went down in the Nickel, I had to know about it. Besides, the larger the group of locals I met, the more suspects I had.

I marched my All Stars straight for the commotion and gulped when I saw one of Tanner's flunkies holding Kerry in a headlock. I pushed my way through to the center of the mob.

"What're you boys doin' with Kerry?" I asked.

"He's the murderer!" cried Coco the flunky. I'd only seen him once before but it was no secret he worked for the shaman. Just another little fish navigating shark-infested waters—Coco was the only ID I'd been able to come up with though, so this minnow was still a mystery.

"Calm down," I urged the crowd. As a rookie beat cop, I'd seen firsthand what mob mentality could do to an entire city. I hated to imagine what they could manage with poor old Kerry. "What're you going on about, Coco?"

"I caught the old man stealing from Papa Tanner." There was a boo from the crowd.

"That don't make him no killer," I responded coolly.

"Then ask him why he be stealin' a chicken!" boomed a voice from the group. The mob parted, and the shaman Tanner himself stood there. The wide man resembled a hippo. Too much meat around his belly and limbs and not a hair on his head except for coarse whiskers circling his mouth. He was well-liked enough in the Nickel but, more importantly, he was feared. When Tanner had an agenda, the others went along to get along.

"I was jus' gonna cook it up, Papa," said Kerry. "Today's my birthday and I wanted somethin' better than the mission. I swear." Coco's strong grip around the man's neck was only loose enough to let him speak.

Tanner laughed. "That's not good enough, Kerry. Everyone be knowin' the killer makes his mark with the chicken." The mob gasped at the inevitable conclusion and the shaman played to them. "Tonight be a bad moon. I know these things. Stealin' a chicken on a bad moon means blood magic."

Old Kerry's eyes nearly dropped from his head. "I don't know no voodoo, Papa. I ain't lyin'."

It was easy for me to believe that because I didn't believe in magic at all. But that wasn't the point. What mattered was many of the desperate locals did believe, especially within the shaman's ranks. More on the nose, the murderer likely believed as well. I only qualify that as likely because my partner disagreed. He thought the ceremony was misdirection. He'd even laid out a convincing case. But he hadn't experienced the streets like I had. There were true believers out here.

Plus, the killer was so invested with the voodoo ritual that it made him predictable. It would be what eventually got him caught. So in his mind there had to be a reason for it.

"You know these things, Tanner?" I asked, trying to stave off the pitchforks. "You sayin' you know blood magic?"

Tanner beat his chest proudly. "I know enough to stay away. Blood magic makes a slave of the man who conjures it."

"So what do ya call all them potions and white powders you hawk?"

The man's yellowed eyes narrowed in amusement. "Great shamans are close to the spirits, white man. I know these things. I am familiar with death, yes, but I do not tempt it."

"Forget him, Papa," pushed Coco. "Let's slit the old man's throat and be done with it."

"No!" I yelled in my most authoritative law enforcement voice. It was commanding enough to pause the crowd. It broke character for me, but I didn't think I could let Kerry be dragged off the street and dumped in a ditch just to preserve my cover. I took in some air and laid my accent on extra thick to make up for my slip. "I won't be a party to a lynching without knowin' the facts. One stolen chicken ain't enough to take a man's life."

A couple of the old timers nodded their heads. They were probably the closest Kerry had to friends on the block, though if I managed to save his life, he'd surely count me among them.

Tanner was sharp. He immediately noticed the group's hesitation. "Like I said," he professed calmly. "It be a bad moon."

"And that's got what exactly to do with a pentagram?"

The shaman didn't know it, but I intended to expose his ignorance to the crowd. He was a huckster who mostly shoveled love potions. After the LAPD cleared him of the murders, I'd found a way to ask his opinion of the crime scenes without blowing my cover. It turned out the great shaman and his flunkies couldn't even make a respectable guess. Now Tanner had walked straight into a trap, and his lack of expertise would concern the crowd.

The only thing was, maybe I was the one who got blindsided.

"Those weren't pentagrams, Ricky Kicks," he said confidently. "Pentagrams be stars with five points. The blood markings be havin' eight."

He was right. Everybody had seen the symbols in the newspapers, of course. Any outlined star seemed like a pentagram near enough, especially when smeared with blood, but these were more rounded due to the extra corners. Like a Star of David that was formed by two overlapping triangles, this circular symbol was formed by two squares.

"Sorry," I said to deflect the point. "I don't speak devil magic."

"The killer doesn't draw pentagrams. He draws circles of power."

I harrumphed. It was clear that Tanner knew more than he'd previously admitted. As a cop, that shouldn't have surprised me. People didn't part from secrets without seeing some benefit. But now I'd given the shaman more ammunition to work up the crowd. The only response I could think of was ridicule.

"So what? He's like a superhero or somethin'?"

"No," said Tanner firmly. "This be different. It be power of the spirit. Of the soul." Once again, the shaman addressed the mob and tickled their nerves. "The chicken blood guides the magic, but the human blood calls it. This is why the man kills, Ricky Kicks. This is why he is dangerous."

There were some hoots and hollers. One of the old timers who'd supported Kerry was among those jeering. The other slinked off in silence. I realized I didn't have a chance to turn the crowd against a longstanding member of the Nickel. I was just the new white boy on the block.

But I'd be darned if I didn't try.

"Well," I said, mustering my most resolute tone, "I ain't gonna let any o' you take 'im."

Tanner's face darkened. "We don't want to hurt you," he said. And even though it was broad daylight, I knew I was in a world of trouble.

Coco hollered as he brandished a knife. The blade was short and wavy, and it set off all kinds of alarms in my head. The loudest, of course, was that it was inches from Kerry's neck.

"Coco!" howled Tanner. "Not here!"

I didn't wait for the man's reaction. As Coco's arm moved for the kill, I hooked his elbow with mine. He didn't let go of Kerry, but I jerked Coco's arm behind his back so hard that the knife clattered to the sidewalk. As Kerry tried to break loose, something struck me on the back of the head and I wavered.

The mob closed in.

Untrained arms swung wildly but I battered them away. I lost sight of the shaman Tanner. Coco released his victim and reached for the knife. I lunged to stop him.

Now, maybe you've heard the saying about bringing knives to gunfights, but in this instance, I was too far undercover to carry a weapon. I was completely unarmed, and losing sight of that knife in that crowd was the scariest thing I could imagine.

Good thing for me the boys in blue were close. They'd kept an eye on me when they could. This was one of those moments. Sirens blared louder than the commotion and scattered the rioters. Two patrol units pulled up and took control of the situation, which is a nice way of saying they slammed whoever they could grab into the fence.

For effect, I was one of those unlucky sons of bitches.

"Don't move!" ordered Sergeant Lima, pretending that we didn't sit at the same poker table every other Sunday. With my face pressed tight, I still couldn't locate Tanner, but I focused on what I thought was most vital.

"He had a knife!" I shrieked. "Tried to stab me, he did!"

Two officers wrestled with Coco. Even then he didn't give in until both arms were painfully locked behind his back and a knee pressed his neck to the cement.

"Get the knife," commanded the sergeant. "Call more units and give them all a ride."

Lima handed me off to a uni who shoved me into the back of his cruiser. As we left, I saw officers handcuffing Coco and rounding up others for transport.

It was a smart move. One we had worked out beforehand so my cover wouldn't be blown. Taking me away in a car played well. Just like everybody else, I was hauled off and dealt with. And just like everybody else, I'd slink through the system and be defecated back into Skid Row, ready to start another day.

Well, not everybody else. The unis wouldn't let any of the others go until they got my word.

"Get these zip ties off me," I said, realizing for the first time that my arms were locked behind my back. The sergeant had applied them so deftly that I never noticed. Or maybe the knock on the back of my head made me sloppy.

"One second," replied the officer. I didn't think I'd ever seen him before. After some chatter on the radio, he pulled into a warehouse and the door rolled down behind him. When he parked, a woman opened my door and helped me out. I didn't say a thing until the uni came around and cut my ties.




* * *


"What happened out there, Danvers?" demanded my boss. She was all business, all the time. Too impatient for my liking. It took me a moment to adjust to hearing my real last name instead of a reference to my shoes.



I rubbed my sore wrists. "Did you get Coco, Lieutenant? Please tell me you have him in a squad car."

"Who the hell is Coco?" she asked.

"Male, black, thirty-something. The one I said had the knife."

Lieutenant Halleran looked to the uni who'd transported me. He nodded. "Yes, Lieutenant. We have him."

I spoke enthusiastically. "It's a wavy knife. I'm sure the medical examiner will match it to the wounds on the victims."

"I..." stammered the uniform.

Halleran glared. "What is it, Cantor?"

"Well, it's just that, we didn't see a knife."

"What?" I bellowed. The officer called Sergeant Lima on his radio and I snatched it from his hand. "Sergeant, please tell me you've found the knife."

A beat.

"I'm sorry, Detective, we haven't recovered any weapons yet."

"He tossed it," I explained. "Keep looking. Check the other side of the fence."

"Yes, sir."

I threw the radio back. "It makes sense if it was him, LT. I haven't identified him yet. He had the knife. He's into the voodoo scene." I paced around the small warehouse as I considered the best play. "At the very least we have him on assault. Get me in a room with him."

The lieutenant shook her head. "Your cover is still intact. I don't want to make any assumptions that will jeopardize the progress we've made. If Coco's blood isn't a match then the real killer's still out there. You should return to Fifth Street and keep watching."

"But Lieutenant, I haven't gotten anywhere in—" And that's when it hit me. "Wait a minute. What blood match?"

Halleran looked at me like somebody who'd been holding out. She didn't know it, but if she ever sat down at the poker table, I'd clean her out. "There's been a development," she said.

I brushed my gaze over the uniform and stepped closer to my boss. "What kind of development?"

"Detective Kim found someone else's blood."

Kim was my partner. He was a good guy but a little too young and a little too clean cut to blend in on the streets. It didn't help that he couldn't grow a beard. "Whose blood? Where? I told you those techs were phoning it in."

Now Lieutenant Halleran needed a moment. "The scenes were a mess. You know that. There was no way to test every drop of blood present. The technicians took their samples and washed the rest of it away. But Kim went back and retested all the samples. He had a theory about the heroin levels in the sixth victim."

"And?"

"The theory didn't pan out. But we got a different hit of DNA. Human blood that didn't belong to the victim."

"Why wasn't I brought in on this?"

Halleran sighed. She knew I was senior enough to be given the whole picture. She'd done this to me before and it was eroding whatever good will was still left between us. "Your cover was too important."

"To the case or to the media?"

"Detective Danvers!" Lieutenant Halleran became indignant and I was sorry I asked the question. We could settle our differences later. For now, I just wanted to tie this case up and take a hot shower.

"I'm sorry, LT. We need to recheck the rest of the blood. See if we get any more hits."

She nodded. "Yes, Detective. We're already in the process."

"And you might as well check against the whole voodoo crew. Tanner wasn't present for all the murders, but it's possible he ordered them. He certainly seems to know about the circle of power." Halleran's face clouded. "He has another man close to him besides Coco. Should be watching the Indian Alley shop for the day. Pick him up too, although you might have a hard time collecting his DNA without—"

I stopped when I noticed the lieutenant's expression. "What is it?" I asked.

"Tanner," she mumbled, picking up her phone and studying the reports. "Where have I heard that—"

"He's the shaman!" I screamed. "Papa Tanner. We cleared him already but that may have been a mistake. You have him in a squad car right now."

I hissed at the incompetence. No one knew the locals as well as I did, which was fine, but Halleran was a part-time investigator. I would have felt better if Kim was watching my back, and he was the newest detective in the unit.

Halleran's voice lowered to a murmur. "Detective, we don't have anyone else in custody. Our backup units were responding to another call and the sergeant wasn't holding anyone else of note at the scene."

I didn't know what else to do but fume silently. Tanner should have been picked up. He was instrumental in the incident, maybe more so than Coco.

"You're telling me no one else is being transported?"

"That's what I'm telling you. Yes."

"I need to get back on the streets," I said quietly.

"Yes, Detective, that's what I've been saying."

"No," I countered. "You don't get it. You need to get out there too. Set up a raid. If the sergeant didn't take anyone else for a ride, that means Kerry's still out there. With Tanner and his men on the streets, Kerry won't live through the night."




* * *


Being impatient sometimes had its perks. The lieutenant wasted no time mobilizing into the Nickel. Begrudgingly following orders, I waited in the back of a black SWAT van while the elite unit raided the tenement building I knew Tanner hid out in. If he had Kerry, some of his men would be around too. That meant it was dangerous, and keeping me on hold was the best play. But that didn't mean I had to like it. Skid Row was my turf now. These were my people. I felt I deserved a hand in ending this.



"First floor clear," came the voice over the radio. "Echo Team, respond."

"The top is clear too, sir. We checked through to the roof."

"Copy that. We're heading into the basement."

I leaned forward as I imagined what the men saw down there. Dark, musty halls littered with the dregs of society. Every single movement a threat. That environment was a haystack for the shaman. But SWAT was nothing if not methodical. A line of brash men who would search every square foot of that place and look each despondent in the face. They knew what Tanner looked like; his size made it hard to hide. If he was in there, it was only a matter of time.

"Chickens," said the team leader.

I pulled the radio to my lips. "What's that?"

"Chickens," he repeated. "And lizards and snakes in cages. And powders and ointments. This is a storeroom. It stinks to high heaven down here."

"What about the men?" I asked. "The shaman Tanner?"

"It's clear. No one's here."

And that's when I knew tonight was the night. Tanner never left his place unguarded. He may have stepped out but his men would have kept watch. They were either on the run or into something important, and maybe both at the same time.

"Did you see Kerry down there?" I tried hopelessly. "Were there any prisoners?"

"Negative, Detective. We have a few strays in custody but no targets of importance."

I double-checked the gun in my holster and hopped from the back of the van. It was against orders but I didn't care anymore. The raid was over. The operation would turn into a street search, and that would take time. I realized I could find Tanner by finding Kerry. And I just happened to know where the old man kept his hooch.




* * *


Have you ever been in the back lot of a grocery store at night? Not the front where the shoppers park. The back, where the trucks unload during the day, where everything's surrounded by concrete walls and buildings and there's only one way in or out.



Try it sometime in an impoverished neighborhood and you might just realize it's one of the scariest places to be alone.

I ran along the storage containers to cover my approach. Past that, I stuck to the wall of the building. There was no security lighting out here, not in the Nickel, but as soon as I turned the corner I was exposed. Against the far wall of patchwork concrete, I recognized two slouched figures.

Without hesitation I radioed my location and had my gun in my hand. People like to say we're heroes but I didn't feel like one. Just 'cause I wanted a hand in closing this didn't mean I was a cowboy. I was determined to check things out but would feel better with my boys behind me.

The two men were motionless and I slowly approached. Kerry was hunched over, facing me with his head drooped. A large man was splayed out beside him. It was Tanner.

"LAPD!" I yelled. "Nobody move!"

It was a wasted gesture. If anybody else had been here, they were long gone. The only two men in my company were safely in sight. And neither responded.

I converged on them to study the scene. The shaman was on his side, a glass pipe next to his still form. I leaned in to check Kerry and recoiled when the old man jerked awake with a whimper.

"He was gonna kill me," he groaned. My gun flew to face the old man. "I stabbed him with his own knife. He was gonna kill me."

Kerry's face was worn. It looked older than I'd ever seen it. Strangely, and for the first time, he appeared sober. But it didn't suit him. He was a wreck.

I pointed my firearm at Tanner and pressed the tip of my All Stars to his side. He rolled onto his back. "Is he dead?" I asked, but already knew the answer. Kerry made a sobbing sound and I strained my eyes to see in the dark. I wished I'd brought my flashlight.

I leaned over the shaman. His large mass didn't rise and fall with breath. Blood ran down the sleeve of his dirty white shirt. The wound was a knife slash, but didn't appear to be the cause of death. It hadn't hit an artery. There wasn't enough blood. I was more concerned with the sheen of yellowish powder that covered his face. This may have been a struggle, but the white spittle seeping down the man's cheeks told a different story.

Poison.

It only took a second to add up the pieces. The math was bad.

"Kerry," I said, scanning the ground. "Where's the knife?"

Every instinct I had as a detective screamed at me to protect my back. I spun around and saw the incoming blade. My left forearm shot up to deflect it. Kerry's swing pulled away smoothly and I knew it cut deep. But at least it had missed my body.

My other hand drew my service weapon to firing position as Kerry put his palm to his mouth and blew a cloud of powder into my eyes. I squeezed two shots off and backed up, tripping over Tanner's body. I stumbled away on the floor, and Kerry watched with a subdued smile.

"Get on the floor!" I ordered. My gun was still raised but the night became hazy, my hand heavy. I wiped the powder from my face and spit it from my mouth.

Kerry quietly took a step backward. I thought I had shot him.

"Officer down!" I yelled into my radio. "I need immediate assistance."

I couldn't say for sure, but the fog in my head seemed to clear. I shook it away some more and focused on staying awake.

"It was you all along," I hissed.

The old man clutched his chest weakly. He took one more step back and I saw the dead chicken behind him. He was now standing in a circle of power.

"So Tanner was right about the blood magic."

"I didn't want to kill you, Ricky Kicks," said Kerry in a heavy voice. "But Papa, he went and died on me."

I glanced at the dead man. His face was frozen in twisted pain, but his vacant eyes told of horrors much worse.

"What did you do to us?" I demanded.

"Nothing, Ricky. Just some intoxicating powders to slow your senses. You'll be fine."

"But Tanner—"

"Papa Tanner didn't lie about knowing voodoo. He saw his fate and poisoned himself before I could take him."

I jerked my gun back up when I noticed it slipping. My free hand felt for the slowing pulse at my neck. Something told me to finish off the old man right then and there. Just pop a couple more into him. But somehow I knew it didn't matter. It was already done.

Kerry shook his head sadly and removed his hand from his chest. A bright, gaping wound shone in the moonlight. The old man collapsed to his hands and knees.

"How did you do it?" I asked. "You were in lockup for the first two murders."

He chuckled. "Papa Tanner already told you the answer, Ricky Kicks. The circle of power strengthens the spirit, not the body."

"I told you I don't believe in magic."

Kerry's humor grew into a bold laugh, but that suddenly cut into a hacking cough. Blood sprayed from the old man's mouth onto the street. I heard sirens in the distance. And strangely, I began to feel better. Maybe the powder hadn't hit me that hard.

"Was it worth it, Kerry?" I sat up and drew my blood-stained All Stars beneath me, but stopped short of standing. I was still a little dizzy. "You kill everyone that catches you stealing or gets in your way in the Nickel? Or was there a deeper reason?"

Kerry's blank expression was only broken by a measured blink.

I scowled as I watched the dying man. "You didn't need to waste your life like this." With a grunt, I rose to my feet.

Kerry raised the blade in his hand, stubby but with a menacing hook, already awash with blood. Tanner's blood, I thought. No. My blood. But I didn't even bother to raise my weapon. He was too weak to move and I was at a safe distance.

"In the end," I said, "the only thing you accomplished was your own death."

His lips quivered. "No, Ricky Kicks. You do not see. Death is only the beginning."

Kerry stabbed the knife into his left side, straight and deep. In a practiced motion, he traced a smile through his belly. Gas escaped as his bowels spilled to the pavement, but the hiss of his breath was louder still. Then, like all the victims before him, Kerry slumped to the floor, blood pooling onto the circle of power.

I stared at his lifeless husk and saw the crime scene as all the others had been, save for the anomaly of the dead shaman. I wondered: if Kerry was just another of the victims, then who was the killer? I could almost see the red and blue lights of my backup as I considered that.




* * *


"Congratulations on this bust," said Lieutenant Halleran, peeking over the paramedics. "It looks like the shaman was the target the entire time. This whole thing must have been about spooking him out of Skid Row and taking control."



"Let me through," insisted Detective Kim. He hustled over and brushed the paramedics aside. "Is Danvers okay?"

The paramedics didn't bother to face him. "Detective, let us work. He's under the effects of a sedative that entered his bloodstream through his eyes."

"What kind of sedative? What does that mean?"

"We don't know yet. His blood pressure is low but stable."

Detective Kim placed his hand on his partner's shoulder. Danvers lay silently, taking it all in. The cut on his arm was deeper than anticipated—the wound had only been meant to draw blood—yet he was in good hands.

"You'll be fine, Detective," affirmed Halleran. "You're receiving a commendation for your work. You'll be on stage with the chief himself."

Kim studied the spectacle with a troubling glower. "Lieutenant, the techs just found another DNA match. A small amount of David Blake's blood was recovered at Sally Rider's crime scene. Victim six was present for victim five's homicide, except there's nothing to indicate a link between the two."

Halleran was unimpressed. "You can include the details in your report, Detective, but for now—"

"Now is what's important. What happened here? Both these men were ruled out as the killer. Neither could have been present at all the murders."

The woman puffed her cheeks out. "If Kerry was the killer, no doubt he had help. If this was a coup in the voodoo community, I'd bet that our friend Coco in lockup was his accomplice."

"But that doesn't make sense, Lieutenant. If the goal was to kill Tanner, why go through six months of killing to do it?"

"To strike fear into any detractors," she answered. "All that blood magic mumbo jumbo was a message to the community. And now the LAPD will make its own message: Violence will not be tolerated, from the highest hills to the most impoverished slums."

Kim released his partner as the paramedics loaded him into the truck.

"Cheer up," ordered Lieutenant Halleran. "You're taking point on this crime scene. Bottle everything and finish what the two of you started. You should be proud of your work. And when you're clear here, meet your partner in the hospital. He's gonna need your support."

"Yes, LT," grumbled Kim.

As the truck sped off, Rick Danvers flashed a smile. The cycle of death and life was a success. He was now an undercover cop, only he was undercover in an entirely different way.

 

-Finn
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DEAD MAN



 

I'm Cisco Suarez: necromancer, shadow charmer, black magic outlaw. Sounds kinda cool, doesn't it? It was, right until I woke up half dead in a dumpster.

 

Did I say half dead? Because I meant 100% dead. Full on. I don't do things halfway.

 

So here I am, alive for some reason, just another sunny day in Miami. It's a perfect paradise, except I'm into something bad. Wanted by police, drenched in the stink of dark magic, nether creatures coming out of the woodwork, and don't get me started on the Haitian voodoo gang. Trust me, it's all fun and games until there's a zombie pit bull on your tail.

 

I'm Cisco Suarez: necromancer, shadow charmer, black magic outlaw, and totally screwed.



 

Check out the BLACK MAGIC OUTLAW series

 

See more books at DominoFinn.com
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