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Prologue
June 15, 1911, Atlanta, Georgia 
It was after eleven p.m. when Tanya Smith left the home of her employer, Mr. and Mrs. Henry E. Monroe, and began making the long walk to her home in the Grant Park area of the city.
It had been a full day for Tanya. The day had started with Tanya preparing breakfast for her employers and their three children, who fell between the ages of six and thirteen. After breakfast there was the matter of cleaning the dishes, and doing the laundry and hanging it out to dry in their spacious backyard. After that she had to dust and sweep the entire living area of the thirteen-room mansion and change the linens in the guest bedrooms - the Monroes were having guests from South Carolina that weekend.
Earl Leiber, the Monroe’s butler, had visited the general store that morning, and Tanya assisted him in bringing his purchases into the house and distributing the contents - canned and dried goods in the large pantry; items that needed to be cooled were stored in the cold room; and cleaning and other household goods in the butler’s pantry. In between these duties she prepared lunch and assisted the Monroe’s private chef with dinner, and then she worked right through dinner service and its cleanup.
There were other tasks as well, some that could have waited until the next day, but Tanya didn’t mind. The Monroes could be uppity at times, but it was better dealing with them than with her husband, Bryan, especially if he’d been out drinking. Better to work the extra hours to avoid that. Besides, Bryan was usually asleep when she came home late from work. He surely never complained about the money the Monroes paid her. For a maid, she didn’t do too badly. So many of her peers had it much worse.
Tanya reflected on this during her walk. She did have it pretty good, all things considered. She was twenty-five and married with no children. She grew up not too far from where she lived now with Bryan. Her parents had been born into slavery but had never really known that term as she thought of it; they’d been younger than six when President Lincoln ushered in Emancipation. Despite that, her parents and Tanya herself had been in bondage (most White folks she knew would not consider her current conditions to be bondage, but she begged to differ).
While they were paid for their labors and were considered free in the eyes of the federal government, the weight of the past was heavy. Many of her peers were mistreated by their employers; there were beatings, rapes; Negro men were still lynched for anything - for the vague suggestion of a possible crime, for speaking to a White person without being addressed first, and for the simple sport of it. Tanya knew of much worse too - of White men who reveled in the sport of brutalizing her people for their own sadistic pleasures. She’d heard of a group of dog fighters in Cobb County who also held matches in which two Negro men had been forced to fight it out bare-fisted until one or the other died. The Ku Klux Klan, long thought to be dormant by most people, had a strong presence in this region and was beginning to make a comeback.
And her husband, Bryan, was a drunk who sometimes got too loose with his fists.
But they had friends. They had family. They did things together on rare days off - watching the horse races on the south side; shows at the Nickelodeons downtown, when they could afford it; church on Sundays followed by dinner at her parents’ house or his; on warm afternoons a barbecue; and reading together on quiet evenings - Tanya was teaching Bryan how to read with H. Rider Haggard’s Ayesha series (Bryan had loved She). For the most part, it was a good life.
If she could only get Bryan to stop drinking, it could be better.
Her trek home took her through the West End - the White part of town - and she was never bothered while walking through these neighborhoods. She knew she had to dress as if she knew her place in life. Because she only walked through these parts of town on her way to and from work, this presented no problem. She wore her maid uniform on days she worked. This was acceptable for a Negro woman walking through the West End. She was occasionally mocked - hey, nigger this, hey, nigger that - but the catcalls went in one ear and out the other. She knew not to acknowledge the insults. It was survival. She knew her place. To meet such catcalls with a response would only invite something worse. If she ignored it she lived to fight another day.
The clean suburban homes and buildings along the business district gradually gave way to older neighborhoods. These in turn gave way to the more familiar neighborhood she called home. The deeper she walked through this area the less she saw White faces and the more she saw Negroes and other races - mostly Indians, even a few Mexicans and Chinese. While statistically crime was much higher in this area, Tanya felt safer here. She was in her own neighborhood. She knew this place. She knew the people. There was nothing to be afraid of.
She was five blocks from home now, walking down Carson Street. Johnson’s Saloon was on the corner, and she could hear raucous laughter from inside, and underneath that, music - good ragtime, from the sound of it. Georgia had passed a law prohibiting the sale and consumption of alcoholic beverages last year, but that didn’t stop business at the many roadhouses and saloons in the area. For the most part, the police turned a blind eye to it. They were roadhouse patrons too. Tanya wondered when the police would be forced to crack down harder on places like Johnson’s. The sooner the better, she thought.
A group of two women and three men were hanging out beneath the gas lamp on the corner. They laughed at some joke being shared amongst themselves. Tanya nodded and smiled as she passed by.
Four blocks from home. She made a left down Duke Street. Here the streets were narrow, lined with brick buildings and housing apartments. Most of the windows in these buildings were dark, but a few oil lamps burned behind drawn curtains. The door to one of the apartments opened and a man stepped out. Tanya caught only a fleeting glimpse of him as she continued her way home and dismissed him just as quickly. Negro, a few years older than her, broad-shouldered and tall, very well-dressed. Probably leaving his woman’s home or heading out to meet a woman.
Tanya continued on past Chestnut Street to the outskirts of this section of town that gave way to a wooded glen. A shortcut through this glen would take her on a direct course to her home, which bordered the area on the other side (to travel to that section of town through the regular city streets would take her two blocks out of her way, and then she had to double back; cutting through the woods was a shortcut). The well-dressed Negro man was walking behind her, but this was no problem. She felt safe in this part of town. This was her neighborhood.
She had just left the warren of buildings and was approaching the field to make the shortcut through the woods when she heard a voice call out to her. “Ma’am? Ma’am?”
Tanya stopped and turned around. The man’s voice was soft, almost musical, but it carried well. He was a good twenty yards from her, walking toward her. The trees in the glen rustled with a soft breeze. “Yes?”
“You forgot something, ma’am,” the man said.
Tanya blinked in surprise. “I did?” Did I drop my purse? she thought.
“Yes, you did,” the man said. He was suddenly standing in front of her, tall, very handsome, with a wide grin that didn’t seem right. Tanya blinked, wondering what she’d forgotten. The man wasn’t holding anything. She was about to take a step back when she felt a sudden punch to her stomach. She almost fell over but a firm hand gripped her shoulder, holding her up. She blinked, eyes swimming in a haze of vertigo as a line of spit ran out of her mouth and hit the dirt.
The man’s fist was buried in her stomach, and pain radiated out from the point of impact. She felt his fingers tighten on her collarbone, and then the fist on her stomach traveled up toward her chest. She felt an explosion of fire trace its way along the path his fist made, and her waist and upper thighs felt warm and wet. Damnit, I done pissed myself, Tanya thought. Her body jerked up, held in place by the strong grip on her shoulder, and there was another explosion of pain in her lower ribcage. There was also a sound she didn’t like - the same sound she heard when she was butchering a hog and her knife struck bone.
The man pulled his fist away from her and she saw the blade slide out of her abdomen, spilling blood all over her feet and the ground.
Tanya opened her mouth to scream but couldn’t. The only thing that came out was more drool, but this time it was tinged with blood.
A hand grabbed her hair, pulling her head back. The man’s eyes blazed in an unholy grimace of lust. Tanya tried to scream again, but there was another flash of the blade followed by an incredible pain in her throat, and then she was falling to the ground, aware of the incredible pool of blood already gathering there. And then she was out.
***
After he slit her throat, he dragged her body into the copse of trees and got some good camouflage behind some bushes. He bent down, being careful to make sure Duke Road was clear and nobody was coming to investigate anything. All was silent. Then he went back to work.
The woman was still alive, but he didn’t care. He tore through her maid uniform and found the jagged gash he’d cut through the woman’s abdomen. He pulled the clothing off from around the wound and reveled in the incredible scent of blood. He tilted his head back, his eyes closed, and breathed in the wet, coppery aroma. It was intoxicating. Liberating. His nostrils flared as he basked in its scent. He wished he could bathe in her blood, that he could excise her choice parts and take them with him, but there wasn’t time for that. He had to get his rocks off, and he had to do it quick.
He cast another quick look around, his breath coming in short, harsh gasps. Nobody was coming.
He had his way with the woman. The blade of his straight razor tore through her abdomen, making deep cuts within the viscera. As he cut, he seemed to go in a kind of trance, intoxicated by his bloodlust, seemingly possessed by some madness. He pulled her intestines out of her abdominal cavity and he orgasmed, coming all over the inside of his trousers. He panted harshly, cutting through the viscera of her bowels, the smell of blood and other bodily fluids heavy and musky.
When he was finished - it never took that long, a minute perhaps - he shifted his penis around, the sticky wetness of his spunk coating the crotch of his trousers. He always came when he was cutting them up. This time he got off quicker than he would have liked to. There were still things he wanted to do with her. He bent over her, his bloodlust rising. His knife flashed and dipped in, cutting deep.
It didn’t take long for him to get aroused again. His erection strained against his trousers. The heady aroma of her digestive system didn’t get him excited; this time, it was the look and feel of her viscera as he pulled it out of her abdominal cavity.
The heat of her insides wafted at him like a furnace. He took in another deep lungful of air, suppressed a shudder, and quickly got hold of himself. Not now. Not tonight. Once is enough.
Stopping was always the hard part. If he only had a place he could take them where he could have a bit more privacy. Inside his head, a malevolent presence urged him to sate his every perverse passion on the woman’s corpse. He called it the Fury - or that’s what it called itself. He wasn’t sure. All he knew was that its will was nearly irresistible. It knew all the buttons to push, which strings to pull. It knew all his secret, dirty, violent, evil lusts, and it encouraged them, stoked the fire with kerosene. It was his own little band leader, waving its hands and urging the percussion section behind his ribcage toward a frenzied Ragtime crescendo. The rhythm was wild, seductive. It would be so easy to give in to it now, to lie down and roll in the woman’s blood and entrails like a kitten with yarn.
He took several heaving breaths, trying to slow his pulse, quiet the Fury’s tempestuous rage. With great effort he managed to collect his wits and catch his breath. His clothes were filthy from the romp in the bushes. Blood drenched his black suit.
He looked over toward Duke Street, peering over the bushes. Deserted.
Turning back to the woman, who now lay lifeless before him, he scrambled to his feet and began weaving his way through the trees, toward the outskirts of town, which was probably where this woman had been going. He paused once to pull a clean handkerchief from his pocket and wipe the blood off his hands and face. He checked his clothes for blood. A great amount had soaked into his black slacks and his dark suit coat; this late at night, nobody would notice. Spots of blood had stained his shirt. He stuffed the bloodied handkerchief in his front pocket and pulled his suit coat together to cover the stains and continued on, forging his way through the trees. He’d been watching this area for months now, and there were quite a few chambermaids who lived in the neighborhood that bordered the other side of these woods. He could emerge out of the woods on that end of town, skirt the edges until he reached the center of town, and then be on his way.
Twenty minutes later he walked down Main Street with a calm and purposeful step, a look of contentment on his face. From a distance he looked just like any other young, proud Negro man who might be strolling home after a night on the town.


ONE
July 11, 1911, Atlanta, Georgia 
It was a bad summer. Every Saturday there were more killings, and every Sunday the papers were filled with lurid reports of mutilation and murder. Journalists were delighted to have something interesting to write about. Their articles scared the Negro community into stunned silence, wondering if they were next. Parents didn’t let their kids play outside anymore, and women made sure to get home before dark. The churches were full of colored folks praying for the murderer’s capture and their own salvation.
Robert Jackson would have been there himself if he didn’t have to work this morning. He was planning on catching the afternoon service.
Robert wiped the sweat from his brow as he walked down Carson Street. He was twenty-three years old, tall, lean, and broad-shouldered. He favored dark slacks and white shirts on most days, especially during the summer. The hat he wore today was tan with a broad rim. He considered ducking into one of the saloons to get out of the sun for a little while, maybe have himself a beer, but drinking made him sleepy, and as the proprietor and sole employee of Jackson’s Barber Shop, he couldn’t afford to spend all morning drinking in a bar and show up late for work. He envied those who could. But mornings were always the busiest time of the day for him; that’s when all the business owners and professional Negroes came in to get their haircuts and shaves so they looked sharp for work. Friday afternoons and Sunday mornings were the busiest times. Friday was when all the gangsters, hustlers, musicians, and nightclub performers came in to get sharp before the speakeasies kicked into full-swing; and Sundays were when all the drunks, harlots, gamblers, and adulterers got themselves cleaned up for church to beg the sweet Lord for forgiveness from all the sinning they had done the night before.
The sun had not yet reached its full height in the sky but already the heat and sweltering humidity was so oppressive that Robert had trouble thinking about anything else. His mind was filled with thoughts of lemonade, iced tea, and the occasional indulgence of imagining himself walking down the street to Ms. Millie’s and buying some of the homemade ice cream she sold off her front porch.
The city always got mean in the summer. The heat brought out the worst in folks. Murders in August were not uncommon in Atlanta - people getting stabbed in bar fights, shot over back-alley card games, husbands killing their wives, wives killing their husbands. That was all normal. What had been going on recently was something different. It was bad and it was only getting worse.
Robert swallowed hard and cursed out loud as he flipped through the Atlanta Constitution. An elderly woman walking in the opposite direction, dressed for church in white pinstriped dress and black pillbox hat, winced at his outburst.
“God bless you, ma’am,” Robert said, tipping his hat. The old woman scowled back at him.
He managed a wan smile before returning to the article. Once again, the newspaper contained a report of another young colored woman murdered. Like the others, the victim had been raped, her throat cut. There was mention of some type of mutilation that was similar to the other victims; eleven victims so far by his count. Robert could only imagine what had been done to her, and his imagination was pretty good. It frightened him. He could see the faces of the victims, imagine the look and smell of the blood, the feel of the blade carving through living flesh so deep that it scored their vertebrae. He could see the look of terror and pain on the woman’s comely features as death sucked the living soul right out of her.
Robert closed his eyes and felt a shudder. The only thing he couldn’t imagine was what these women had felt as they succumbed to their attacker - the terrific agony of being slowly, viciously undone. What their last thoughts on this earth had been like … the regrets for things left not-yet-experienced and unachieved, the sense of profound loss, knowing they would never see their loved ones again, and then after, when they left this world. The after is what interested Robert and confounded him the most. What did they experience once their heart stopped beating and their lungs ceased inhaling and exhaling? Did they feel anything? Was there a heaven or hell waiting for them, or just some great nothingness?
Robert went to church most Sundays, but he still wasn’t sure if he believed there was anything after this life. Jesus? Naked White angels playing harps, plus all the stuff you saw on stained-glass windows? He didn’t disbelieve. He just wasn’t completely convinced. He wasn’t so sure that Jim Crow laws, the KKK, or colored women being slaughtered like hogs were all in the plan of a loving God, though he was certain the preacher would say just that during services this morning. (“The Lord works in mysterious ways!”)
Robert looked down at the photo of a woman’s silhouette, her body splayed with arms and legs akimbo beneath a white sheet. Sometimes he had his doubts.
In another article, a local judge insisted there was no such thing as a “Negro Jack the Ripper” in Atlanta and claimed that all the murders were the work of different men. He’d even made a comment about there being a thousand colored men in Atlanta right now who would slit their women’s throats given half a chance. Robert thought it was too bad the judge was an old White man and the Ripper only attacked Negro women. It was nice to imagine him finding out the truth the hard way.
This wasn’t a bunch of hysterical, ignorant, superstitious niggers running scared from their own shadow and seeing the boogeyman on every dark street corner. There was no doubt in Robert’s mind that there really was a killer or killers out there preying on young colored women. He didn’t know if it was a lone lunatic or the KKK or some other racist group, but he knew the streets weren’t safe any more and the cops were not going to help them. And Robert knew the latest Ripper victim, Sadie Hollis.
He had gone to grade school with her older brother, Freddy. She was a light-skinned girl with long wavy hair like a White woman and a loud boisterous nature that often got her into trouble. She was slender, with long skinny legs like a young colt. She drank a little too much and was rumored to have a few too many gentlemen friends, but Robert had always liked her. Now some lunatic had reduced Sadie to a black-and-white newspaper photo of meat, bone, and blood. Her throat had been cut from one ear to the other. She’d been nearly decapitated, according to the newspaper.
Girls Robert had known most of his life were being butchered and left for the maggots and cockroaches. He knew that if it was revealed that the Klan was behind these murders there would be trouble. Racial tensions in Atlanta were bad enough, but if the KKK was killing Negroes, it would get much, much worse. Not even the most docile, napkin-headed Uncle Toms would sit by and let White folks kidnap and murder their women without fighting back. Colored folks would riot in protest, and the White folks would respond with guns. There would be beatings, arrests, and lynchings. Robert’s stomach twisted. In the end, all their outrage would lead to was more dead Negroes.
On the next page was another article about “the Atlanta Ripper.” This one was trying to insinuate a connection between the killings here and the killings that happened in England more than twenty years ago, but Robert couldn’t imagine someone coming all the way from England just to cut up a bunch of poor Negroes. He couldn’t imagine anyone coming from across town for that unless some White girl had been raped and there was a lynching underway. The way Robert saw it, if someone was killing folks in this neighborhood, it was someone from this neighborhood. It was the only thing that made sense.


TWO
July 19, 2011, Atlanta, Georgia 
Power.
The feeling was overwhelming. It was as consuming as the burning hatred, the rage, the lust to crush the bitch’s delicate neck bones to splinters, pulverize her esophagus, see her eyes fill with the realization of her death, hear her last strangled breath. Every muscle was filled with this - power.
A surge of murderous might emanated from the alien presence occupying space in Michael Carter’s brain - and it felt good. He called it the fury. He didn’t know how or why it had chosen him, but he was grateful for it. It had changed his life. It had turned him from the lonely geek who sat in his room all night reading comic books and horror novels, playing video games, and watching porn into a motherfucking monster, a killing machine, death on a goddamn spree! This demon, beast, poltergeist thing whispering terrible nothings in his amygdala had several lifetimes of horrible memories that it willingly, gleefully shared. And Michael had a few ideas of his own. He had been fantasizing about killing conceited cunts like this for as long as he could remember, but he never thought he’d do it, never thought he’d ever work up the nerve, but now ... now it was more than possible. It had become his newest hobby.
Adrenalin and endorphins flooded Michael’s brain. Power. It filled every molecule, burned inside him like gasoline firing in a combustion engine, a fucking muscle car engine like a Charger or a Mustang, a fucking Porsche. A Ferrari! That’s what he felt like. Like a Ferrari with a tank full of gas and the speedometer revving up to 200 mph. So much fucking power! Enough to break bones, pulverize muscle, snap ligaments, and tear tendons. It was enough to kill the half-breed bitch, snap her like a damn toothpick.
His legs trembled as he followed her. His hands shook. All the spit in his mouth dried up. His underwear felt uncomfortably tight as his erection swelled. He began to hum some silly tune he’d heard on some fast-food commercial. It was an old heavy metal song about a man who had to kill the woman he used to love. Michael didn’t know what the hell that had to do with hamburgers, but it seemed to fit the situation. He used to love women like this, but they only liked White boys and gangstas. Niggas like him weren’t good enough for them. He wasn’t some over-privileged White boy born with a silver spoon in his mouth who got his jollies slumming in the ghetto. He wasn’t some thug getting rich off the misery and degradation of his own people. He didn’t sell drugs, didn’t carry a gun, didn’t wear his pants hanging off his ass, didn’t have washboard abs covered in prison tattoos, and he didn’t have an Escalade with twenty-two inch rims, a platinum necklace, or a diamond-encrusted watch from Jacob the Jeweler. He couldn’t even rap. But he could kill. That he could do very well.
There was no awareness in her posture or movements as she made her way down the street. She didn’t even look back once. She had no idea she was being followed, no idea that she was a victim, prey, meat for an appetite so strong that it negated her very right to exist. It was past midnight. She was alone, probably unarmed, yet there was no fear in her at all as she passed one dark alley after another. Michael would have sensed it if it was there. It would be there soon enough. The fear would come right before the pain.
Her name was Nona Gates. She was just three years out of her teens and beautiful ... intimidatingly beautiful, the kind of half-White bitch who would have made him stutter and twitch before the fury entered his head. Cappuccino-colored skin, the thin waifish body of a dancer, and light-colored eyes like sandalwood. Her hair was soft, wooly, picked out into an afro that reached from one shoulder to the other. She wore a brown leather miniskirt and matching hip boots with a white halter top. Her seventies retro look was almost flawless, ruined only by the Bluetooth earpiece attached to the side of her head. She wasn’t talking and hadn’t been for several blocks, not since she left her house on her way to see her rich, White boyfriend. Michael had followed her many nights. He knew where she was going, what she was doing, and it was wrong, wrong, WRONG! Michael made a note to rip the Bluetooth out of her ear first, before she could call for help.
He was right behind her now. Six steps away. Five steps, four steps, three, two. She turned around seconds before his hands reached out and clamped down on her throat, crushing the cry for help before it could form. He effortlessly lifted her off her feet and dragged her into an alley. It was empty, occupied only by rats and garbage cans. Michael was still holding the woman by the throat as she thrashed and kicked and punched at his face. She was making little gurgling sounds. Her eyes were wild, panicked, a rabbit in the jaws of a wolf, struggling to escape. She tried to claw his face. Michael relaxed his grip on her throat and let her catch her breath.
She wheezed, coughed, stumbled backward against the graffiti-covered, piss-stained alley wall, clutched her chest like she was having a heart attack, and then spoke. “You fucking psycho! You almost killed me!” Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “I know you, don’t I, motherfucker? You’re - “
Michael seized her again and began to squeeze, harder this time, dragging her down to the filthy concrete floor and sitting on her chest, crushing more air from her laboring lungs. She beat at him with her fists, clawed skin from his arms, until he let go of her throat again.
“Heeelp!” she tried to scream, but she could not get enough air into her lungs to manage more than a hoarse whisper. “Please don’t kill me. I’ll do whatever you want.”
“You’ll do whatever I want?” Michael still had his hand on her throat. He backhanded her lightly with his other hand.
“Please!” Tears began to pool in her eyes. “I’ll do whatever you want!”
“You’ll suck my dick?” Another backhand to the face.
“I-”
He tightened his grip on her throat. “Would you like that? Huh?” He released his grip on her throat again, giving her a little more air.
“Don’t kill me, please ...” Her voice was gaining strength. “I ... yes ... I’ll suck your dick. I ... I’ll let you ...you can do anything you want ... you can fuck me in the ass if you want. Just please ... don’t kill me.” Her eyes were darting around in a panicked state. She would be screaming again soon. Michael began strangling her again.
The fury was wailing in his skull like a siren. Its power increased with her fear. Michael was drunk with the ecstasy of the kill. He squeezed until her eyes rolled up in her head and she blacked out. He let go of her throat, still sitting on her chest, pleased to see that she was still breathing. He slapped her several times until her eyes came back into focus. There was fear in them now. So much fear. She knew she was about to die, knew there was no escape.
“You’d let me fuck you in the ass? Let me? Let me?” He was yelling in her face now. His voice sounded to him like the voice in his head, the voice of the fury. He lowered his volume, brought himself back under control. “Is that what you and your White boyfriend do? Does he like big, fat, Black asses? You like his little pink cock in your ass? You like sucking it? I’m going to fuck you in the ass all right. I’m going to do anything I want to you, but you won’t be alive to enjoy it.” He whispered the last words directly into her ear.
He was grinning now, smiling, almost laughing. There was nothing like destroying the thing you hated most. Nothing on earth could compete with that sensation. The scrawny little White boy she was fucking was going to be lonely tonight, but not Michael. He pulled a long antique straight razor from his pocket and flipped it open. He was going to be busy for quite some time.
***
Her body came apart as he slashed at it with the razor, cutting her throat so deep he almost removed her head. He sliced her halter top down the center and then ripped it in two as blood bubbled from the severed arteries in her neck. Gurgling, whistling sounds came from her lacerated trachea. She took a few final breaths through the yawning maw he’d cut beneath her chin and then began to convulse. Her bowels voided, filling the dank alley air with the smell of human urine and feces, which perfectly complemented the putrescent odors surrounding him.
Michael seized her jaw and pulled her head back, widening the wound until he could stick his entire hand inside. The strangled breathing noises stopped. Michael wondered if she’d lived long enough to feel him rip open her throat, wondered if she’d been conscious as he’d tried to pull her head off. He hoped she was. He hoped she’d felt it all.
Michael stared at the woman’s firm, round breasts, their dark chocolate nipples like two Hershey’s kisses. They were the perfect size. Not too big. Not too small. They fit his hands like they’d been made for them. He squeezed and pulled them, twisting the nipples like he was trying to tear them from her chest, saddened by the fact that she was already dead and couldn’t feel this violation, this last degradation, or those soon to follow. A torrent of red gushed between her cleavage as she continued to bleed out. Michael’s cock throbbed urgently in his pants, the Fury urged him on, shrieking obscenities in his skull.
The Fury was more than just an emotion, more than just his own rage anthropomorphized. It was a living presence, an entirely separate consciousness with its own unique thoughts, emotions, and desires. It didn’t control him, nor did it serve his will. It was simply there, whispering suggestions, cheering him on when he was on his rampages. It was not like being possessed. It was more like being inspired. Like a best friend who liked to do the same shit he liked, a muse helping him get over the hurdles of social morality and civilization, to shrug free of the fetters restraining his darker, more animalistic nature, urging him to have fun.
Go ahead! Fuck her. Hurt her. Kill her!
He liked that analogy. A muse. It reminded him of a composer staring at his piano for hours at a time when something suddenly pops into his head and unleashes a torrent of creativity from which a symphony is born. That’s what Michael felt now, a flood of creativity, his mind alive with so many seductive possibilities for the dead thing beneath him that he could hardly decide.
What to do? What to do?
He freed his tumescent organ from his pants, stroking it vigorously as he stared at her breasts, her face, her dying expression. He slid his cock between the dead woman’s breasts, squeezing them together as he fucked her blood-slickened cleavage in a hate-fueled fit of satyriasis.
He roared like a lion as he ejaculated, spraying his seed across the dead woman’s face. His erection remained undiminished. The Fury still shrieked its rage in his skull, filling his mind with more ... inspiration. He picked up the razor again and began sawing off her breasts, cutting through the tender fat and muscle and lifting her mammary glands from her chest. He plopped the bloody trophies into his jacket pockets and then dragged the razor down her belly, opening her up and spilling ropes of bluish purple intestines onto the alley floor as he cut his way down to her sex.
Her labia and clitoris were slowly and carefully excised. Michael was meticulous now. He wanted her sex intact. He had seen the act in his head, courtesy of his gruesome little muse, and he knew then that he had to do it, had to have that trophy. The Fury was fond of trophies and Michael was acquiring a taste for them as well.
He looked up and checked the alley, making sure he was alone, that no one could see. There was a large trash bin blocking him from the view of anyone passing on the street, and the businesses that bordered the alley had closed hours before. They were alone.
With delicate care, Michael peeled Nona Gates’s vagina off in one piece and held it up to the moonlight. He held it to his face and peeked through the orifice that had once led to man’s greatest obsession. He dragged his tongue languorously over the silken folds of flesh, tasting her meaty blood, the acrid tang of urine, inhaling the musky earthy aroma of her. Michael shoved this last trophy into his pocket as well.
Nona had been right - she had known him. They had gone to elementary school together before her family moved out of the neighborhood. Michael had occasionally passed her on the street or in the grocery store or downtown as he rushed to begin another day in his mind-numbing, soul-sucking, office-drone existence and she hers. Now he had found a way out of the monotony of his paycheck-to-paycheck servitude, and he had liberated Nona as well. She would never again have to worry about how she was going to pay the light bill or if she was going to get laid off today or if she could afford those new shoes or that new Smart Phone or to get her hair done or her nails done or if her weak-ass peckerwood boyfriend was cheating on her or any of the other stupid shit stupid bitches like her worried about. She didn’t have shit to worry about now.
Michael looked down at Nona’s face, but it wasn’t Nona anymore. It was just a dead thing barely recognizable as female. He had removed everything that had once made this lifeless sack of flesh a woman - almost everything. He sliced deeper, cutting and sawing through skin, muscle, and tendons, digging his hands through her organs and then seizing his prize, grabbing it and yanking it out through the jagged hole where her womanhood once was, removing first her ovaries and then her entire uterus. These he left beside her in the alley.
Michael squirted antibacterial hand lotion into his palms and cleaned his hands. He reached into another pocket and pulled out a handkerchief and sprayed more of the lotion on it, washing his hands as thoroughly as he could. He did a quick cleanup of his face. Then he pulled his hat down low, turned up his shirt collar, and left the alley. Michael had a skip in his step as he raced home.
There’s just nothing better than this, he thought. Finally, something I’m really good at! His smile was wide and terrible as he hurried down the sidewalk. He wasn’t the type of person people normally thought of as dangerous. He had an average, somewhat soft look about him. His weak chin and the one beneath that, his big, doe-like eyes with the long eyelashes, his belly that hung over his waist, his polo shirts, cargo shorts, and skateboard sneakers ... they didn’t say “badass” in a language anyone could normally translate. But tonight, as he made his way down Carson Lane, grinning like a wolf with a mouth full of Little Red Riding Hood, people got the fuck out of his way.


THREE
July 20, 2011, Georgia State Prison, Sparta, Georgia 
She told prison officials she was seeking a meeting with Inmate #7643-876 because she was a journalist and was writing a book on his case.
Carmen Mendoza reflected on this as she sat in the stiff plastic seat behind the glass barrier, waiting for the prison guards to usher him in to the meeting area. As always, she’d come to Georgia State Prison dressed professionally - burgundy business suit, matching pumps, hair pinned up in an attractive, but conservative ponytail. As per the rules, while she was allowed to record her conversations with Inmate #7643-876, she had to acknowledge and accept that the state was videotaping and recording everything they said. Carmen had no problem with that. She had no doubt her subject had been interviewed by other journalists in a similar manner for the past thirty years.
There was no reason for prison officials to worry. Over the past two weeks, Carmen had done a marvelous job making her subject feel at ease. She’d told him she wanted to approach his story from an entirely different angle. The more they talked - with Carmen sitting back and not interrupting him as she let him tell his story in his own words - the more revealing he became. Naturally he told his story from the perspective of a man who’d been wronged - he was serving a life sentence for murders he did not commit. It was like that line from the movie The Shawshank Redemption: “Everyone in here is innocent.”
Today she was going to tell him the murders had started up again.
This was the real reason for her visit with Inmate #7643-876. Wayne Williams. The Atlanta Child Murderer.
The door to the visiting area opened, and a slim, light-skinned Black man in his early fifties dressed in tan slacks and shirt - Georgia State prison garb - was ushered in by a porky White man with a handlebar mustache. The guard made eye contact with Carmen. “You have an hour,” he said.
Carmen nodded and smiled. “Thank you.” Then she turned her attention to her subject as he approached his side of the barrier and sat down.
Wayne Williams regarded Carmen from across the white desk, separated by thick glass. Carmen reached for the phone receiver on her side as Wayne reached for his. His brown eyes displayed curiosity and warmth from behind his wire-frames. “Hello, Ms. Mendoza.”
“How many times have I told you, you can dispel with the formalities. Call me Carmen.”
Wayne smiled. “Okay. Carmen.”
“How are you doing this morning?”
“It’s another day.” Wayne shrugged and sat back casually in his chair. He was more relaxed this morning than he was yesterday.
Carmen was struck by his appearance; though the intervening years had aged him, he still retained that sense of youthfulness in his face, that carefree sense of joy in his eyes. Like all students of true-crime, she was familiar with his mug shots, which showed a completely different man than the one sitting across from her now. That photo showed a man bogged down by the weight of despair, of worry, of a sense of doom.
“It’s the same old, same old,” he said. “Just trying to get by one day at a time.”
“That’s all you can do,” Carmen said. She leaned forward, already angling toward her plan of delivery. “So listen, Wayne. I want to thank you for taking time out of your schedule to talk to me. It means a lot.”
Wayne smiled. “No problem. I wish I could do more to help you.”
“I wish you could too.” Carmen smiled at him again. “I just have a few more questions to ask you about the area you lived in.”
“Sure.”
“You lived within a few miles of the Chattahoochee River, correct?”
Wayne nodded. “That’s correct.”
“Some of the victims were found in that river,” Carmen continued. “On the night of May 22, 1981, detectives who had the river under surveillance heard a splash. A moment later, they pulled you over. You were driving a white 1970 Chevrolet station wagon, the same vehicle a witness described as being on the bridge that spanned the river in the vicinity where the splash was heard.”
“Uh huh,” Wayne said. He wasn’t agreeing with her. He was merely acknowledging the documented facts of the case.
“The murders you are accused of all occurred within this general area,” Carmen said. “The area isn’t much different now. It’s still a poor section of town, largely comprised of lower-income African Americans. There’s also a sizable Hispanic and Asian population there too.”
“Are you Hispanic, Ms. Mendoza?”
Carmen smiled. “Yes.”
“You told me a few days ago that you were Black.”
“I am. My mother is of Black and Irish/Scottish descent. My dad’s of Spanish, Blackfoot, and French ancestry.”
“You’re just all mixed up then, aren’t you?” Wayne was grinning, but it was a grin of good nature. He chuckled.
“Yes, I’m a mutt, Wayne.”
“You’re a pretty mutt, though.”
“Thank you. What about you? You’ve got a light complexion too.”
Wayne shrugged. “Who knows? Lots of Black folks are mixed. I heard my mother telling me there was some White and some Native American in our family tree, but I don’t know how far back it goes.”
Carmen nodded. “I’m sure you know one of the theories of this case ... that some people believe you killed all those children out of a sense of self-hatred for your race.”
“I didn’t kill those kids.”
“I’m just telling you one of the theories.”
“That would be a stupid thing to kill people of your own race out of a sense of self-loathing for it.”
“I agree. Some people even say the murders were committed by members of the Ku Klux Klan. That the Klan was hoping to start a race riot and that the sheriff covered up the crimes and framed you as their scapegoat to avoid it.”
“Maybe they did,” Wayne said. “All I’m saying is that I didn’t kill anybody.” His speech and posture were the same as they’d been over the last few days and in the few televised interviews she’d seen him give. Straight denial, completely focused on not admitting to any wrongdoing. She always got the impression that he had honed his refutations so perfectly it was second nature to him, that he had even convinced himself.
“Did you know the murders have started again?”
That got a reaction. He seemed to freeze momentarily, face turning toward her, eyes widening in shock. His voice quavered slightly as he spoke. “What do you mean?”
“The murders ... they’ve started again.”
Wayne Williams looked like he was going to faint. She could tell he was absolutely floored by the news.
She scooted her chair closer to the glass barrier and focused directly on him. “Wayne, listen to me.”
Wayne looked at her, mouth open in shock. His eyes were open and honest, saying please don’t lie to me.
“The murders I’m talking about have not made the news. Fourteen women and young girls in the last year, some strangled, others mutilated. All of them African American or of mixed race.”
“But-”
“They’re women and girls. Yes, I know. It doesn’t match the victimology.”
“How can they be the same?” The look on Wayne’s face was changing from one of shock - of a sudden realization that maybe this was his chance to get a new trial, to be free - to the realization that he was being fooled. “This … this is impossible. You’re just fucking with me now.”
“I’m not. I wouldn’t joke about something like this.”
She could see him growing angry. Already his tone of voice was changing. His facial expression and his body posture were becoming more rigid, tense, aggressive. He scooted back in his chair, putting distance between them. “Almost thirty young Black men and boys killed. And they think I did it! And now you tell me it’s starting up again and this time it’s young women! What are you, crazy?”
“Not all the victims of the Atlanta Child Killer were boys. Some were young girls.” And your last two victims were young men in their early twenties, Carmen thought. Only reason you were given the moniker The Atlanta Child Killer was due to all those other victims - they were all children.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It’s not supposed to mean anything.”
“Why hasn’t this made the news?”
“Why do you think?”
Wayne opened his mouth to reply and then stopped. He looked at her, understanding dawning on his features.
She held his gaze. “Fourteen young Black women and girls, from the same part of town. A few of them were prostitutes. Some were crack heads. Still others were simply lower-income women who worked low-wage jobs. It hasn’t made the news because the FBI is keeping a very tight lid on it.”
“The FBI?” Wayne shook his head, chuckling. “Those motherfuckers can’t find their own dicks.”
“Maybe you’re right,” Carmen said. “But there is a task force, and there are seasoned homicide detectives and profilers on the case. I think it’s only a matter of another week, maybe less, before the press gets wind of what’s going on. A local alternative paper has this journalist writing for them, a guy who specializes in this kind of thing. He’s already speculated in his weekly column that the city may be facing another serial killer. If you ask the police and the FBI, though, they deny it. They won’t be for long though. Today’s Tuesday. By Saturday morning, there’ll be another victim. And when she’s found, it’ll be hard to ignore.”
Wayne Williams was looking at Carmen in amazement, as if he couldn’t believe what she was saying. “I don’t understand. Even if ... even if somebody else out there ... if whoever killed those kids back then ... even if that person had been in their twenties, at the earliest they’d have to be in their fifties now. They’d be my age.”
“That’s certainly a possibility.”
“Would you mind telling me more details?”
“I can, but now is not the time. What I need from you is something else. Something we haven’t really gone into during our talks.”
“What’s that?”
“I need you to tell me about a woman you knew in the neighborhood.”
“A woman? What woman?”
Carmen leaned forward and whispered the woman’s name. She got an immediate reaction. Once again, Wayne Williams seemed to freeze up, as if facing a sudden, cold shock. He averted his eyes from hers. He swallowed several times, looking every place but at her - at the four walls of the temporary holding cell he was in, the black telephone receiver he held in his left hand, the clock on the wall behind her.
“I’ve never heard that name in my life.”
“You’re a horrible liar, Wayne,” Carmen said.
Wayne looked at her. For a moment their eyes locked. He knows very well who she is, Carmen thought.
“I should get going,” Wayne said.
“When they find a perpetrator for these crimes, he’s going to be just like you, Wayne. Do you want to see another young Black man like yourself rot away in prison for the rest of his life for a crime he didn’t commit?”
Wayne had been on the verge of hanging up, of getting up and leaving when she said this. Her little speech stopped him. He nodded at her, this time meeting her gaze. “Go on,” he said.
“I can’t help you with your case,” Carmen began. “But if you tell me what I need to know, maybe you and I can put a stop to this.”
The enormity of what Carmen Mendoza was saying to Wayne had a visible effect on him. All of a sudden it appeared that he had a great weight on his shoulders, that he was saddled with its burden. He sat forward and slumped over. He scooted his chair closer to the glass partition and regarded Carmen with his haunted brown eyes.
“I’ve never told anybody about this,” he said, his voice a whisper. “Not even that other writer who wrote a book about me. Guy wanted details of my childhood and high school years. I told him all of it. All except ... about her.”
“Will you tell me?”
Wayne nodded.
“Why me and not another writer? Why me and not the police?”
“Because when you said her name, it was the first time I’d even thought of her in more than thirty years.”
“You didn’t think to bring her up when you were a suspect?”
“There was no reason to.”
Carmen was silent for a moment, letting this sink in.
Wayne shifted in his seat. “She ... she’s not still alive, is she?”
“I don’t know, Wayne.”
“Because if she is, well ... that would be impossible.”
“I know. The few people who would even talk to me about her told me she’s been dead for more than thirty years. I couldn’t find a birth record, but she had to have been at least a hundred and ten.”
Wayne smirked.
“She was at least a hundred years old when my grandmother was young. She was older than that. A hundred and seventy. A hundred and eighty maybe.”
Carmen smiled sympathetically, the way you smiled at an eight-year-old before you told him there was no Santa Claus. “That’s not possible, Wayne. No one lives that long.”
“No one normal lives that long. But she wasn’t normal, was she? Obviously you know that or else you wouldn’t be here.”
“I don’t know very much, Wayne. I’m hoping you can fill in some of the blanks.”
Wayne bowed his head, closed his eyes. Carmen let him gather his wits. Finally he looked at her, determination on his face. “Okay. When do you want to start?”
“How about now?”
“Let me ask you a question first. These murders, what makes you think they’re connected?”
Carmen raised an eyebrow. “The mutilations.”
She watched Wayne Williams’s eyes widen.
“They’re the same as others that have happened.”
“Others that have happened?”
Carmen nodded. “Some are mutilated, some strangled, others are shot or bludgeoned. There’s always a pattern in each cluster. That’s one connection. The other connection is the victims themselves. All Black, some mixed-race, all from the same general area. I noticed the pattern when I first started researching your case. That’s what got me intrigued about it. So why don’t you tell me more about what you know about her?”
For the next forty-five minutes Wayne told her. What he told her was just the tip of the iceberg, but it confirmed everything. And it chilled her. She couldn’t help it. Listening to it made her shiver.
In time, the skin along her arms and the back of her neck broke out in gooseflesh.


FOUR
July 20, 1911, Atlanta, Georgia
As always, when Robert Jackson saw Henry Parker mount the steps to his barbershop and saunter inside, he felt a twinge of nostalgia for days past.
It was a slow day. His only customer was Stan Brady, a seventy-five-year-old former slave who came in twice a week for a shave and once every two weeks for a trim. Stan practically lived in his shop every other day of the week. Mostly he liked to look at the magazines Robert kept in neat stacks on the small coffee table in the waiting room or on magazine racks. Stan couldn’t read, but he liked to look at the pictures, especially the covers for All Story, a pulp magazine.
The door hinges squealed as Henry stepped inside. “Need a shave, Bobby boy!”
“Yes, sir,” Robert said. He motioned for Henry to have a seat in the middle chair. As Henry settled himself in the chair, Robert draped a cloth over the skinny man’s frame and wheeled him around, facing the mirror. Henry was two years older than Robert and was like a big brother to him; they’d grown up together, their parents working for the same sharecropper. Robert and Henry had bonded instantly as boys and had been close friends ever since. “Just a shave, or do you want a trim, too?”
“No trim this time,” Henry said.
“Yes, sir.” Robert headed to the sink and turned on the hot water. As he began the process of mixing up the shaving cream to spread across his customer’s face, he made an attempt at small talk. “Been downtown lately?”
“All this week,” Henry said. “You should hear what that sonofabitch Cal Marshall wants to do this time.”
“What’s that?”
“He wants to set up a recruitment center on Broadway.”
“A recruitment center? For what?”
Cal Marshall was the Atlanta chief of police. While normally confined to his desk downtown, Chief Marshall had been an unmistakable presence in the area over the past few weeks due to the Atlanta Ripper murders, which was what the Atlanta Constitution had taken to calling them. They had originally called them the Jack the Ripper murders, after the infamous London killer of twenty-three years ago. Twelve Black women killed since January 1911, with the latest just last week: Lena Sharpe, a forty-year-old woman found mutilated shortly after her daughter was attacked by a “well-dressed Negro man with a broad-rimmed black hat.” Lena’s daughter had set out looking for her mother when the woman failed to come home and was stabbed in the back by the unknown man after he’d told her, “Don’t worry, I don’t hurt girls like you.”
The Negro community had been up in arms over the murders. Several leaders within the Negro community had appealed to the city, demanding they draft colored men as detectives in an attempt to help catch the killer, since it was obvious the increased police presence in the area had no effect. The White folks in the greater Atlanta area were now beginning to loudly demand a resolution to the killings as well. Ironic, since most White people Robert knew couldn’t care less about coloreds.
“What do you think?”
Robert paused. He was holding the cup of freshly prepared shaving cream in one hand and a soft brush in the other. He frowned. “You’re going to have to be straight with me, Henry. I know we’ve been friends and all for going on thirteen years now, but damn, I ain’t no mind reader. Tell me what the hell Chief Marshall’s got up his sleeve. He ain’t really going to recruit Negroes, is he?”
Henry sighed and looked up at Robert. His smile lit up his face. Robert couldn’t help but smile back. When they were kids, the two of them had been inseparable. They’d spent many a long summer afternoon playing with other neighborhood kids in the creek, making up games of hide-and-seek or kick the can in the tall grassy fields that bordered the Chattahoochee. Having Henry in his life as a child had been good. It had helped offset all the bad stuff that had happened at home with Mama. Henry said, “That’s exactly what he wants to do. He wants to recruit some guys from the neighborhood.”
The two friends locked eyes. Henry was grinning, his face lathered with shaving cream, ready for the blade. “He can’t be serious,” Robert said. “He wants to recruit us?”
Henry laughed. “Crazy-ass shit, huh? Imagine! Big important White man like Chief Marshall on a drive to recruit us Negroes to help catch the Ripper.”
“That’s ... that’s outrageous!” Robert said. He finished lathering Henry’s face and set the bowl of shaving cream down on the sink.
“And it’s gonna backfire on him too!” Henry jeered.
“Why’s that?” Robert reached for a clean straight razor to begin his work. He turned Henry in his chair so they were facing the mirror. He pressed a lever with his foot to tilt the chair back. Henry looked up at him, his brown eyes dancing with a kind of devil-may-care. “There’s something you know that you’re not telling me,” Robert said.
“I just think this shit is funny,” Henry said. “Here this guy’s been killin’ our women every Saturday night like clockwork for the past six weeks or so. Rotten sonofabitch has been at it before then, but he really have a hankering for it now. Police already arrested Henry Huff for one of the murders.”
Robert rolled his eyes. “Yeah, and the next weekend, Lena Sharpe was killed.”
“Exactly! They even arrested that other guy, what’s his name? Todd something?”
“I read about it in the paper. I know who you mean.”
“Two arrests and that ain’t stopping him. Chief Marshall thinks if he recruits a bunch of Negroes from this neighborhood, that’ll help pin the crimes on those two men! He’s a fool if he thinks that!”
With a skillful and practiced hand, Robert began the process of shaving Henry. He moved the blade smoothly over Henry’s lathered cheek and down his neck, pausing only to rinse in a bowl of fresh warm water. “No, I can see his reasoning,” Robert said. “He thinks if he recruits a man from this part of town, maybe he’ll have a better chance of obtaining better clues. Ain’t nobody in this neighborhood gonna talk to no White detective, so they figure they might just talk to a Negro one. Those detectives working the case now haven’t gotten nowhere.”
“You can say that again. That last one, Todd whoever-his-name-is ... I heard he was just a common wife beater. Police say they have evidence because his wife reported he came home with bloody clothes one night.”
Robert nodded. It was also rumored the man in question had had an argument with one of the ripper victims a week before she was later found dead in the gutter outside a row house on Main street, her throat cut from ear to ear. To most White folks, this was as good as being guilty. To those men who lived in the area, who knew the man, Todd Something - Robert still couldn’t remember his last name - this couldn’t be further from the truth. Todd’s wife, Mary Ann, dished it out harder than Todd did, and she was always the instigator. If you believed the rumors around the neighborhood, the woman beat the shit out of Todd every night.
“So what does this mean for you?” Robert asked.
“It doesn’t mean much,” Henry said. “I tell my boys to watch their mouths. They keep tabs on who gets recruited. They form alliances. They come back to me and I pull the strings. Business goes on as usual.”
“I see,” Robert said. He was almost finished shaving Henry.
“And I continue to supply Chief Marshall with his hooch.”
“Of course. That goes without saying.”
“I also keep him supplied with pussy. Did you know Chief Marshall like his meat dark?”
“I didn’t know that.”
“I pull some strings with Ming’s Laundromat on Temple Avenue,” Henry said. “When I know Chief Marshall wants to have a good time, I call Ming, tell him to have a room ready with a nice clean cot. I get him his favorite girl, Rebecca. She knows to show up just after midnight.”
Robert nodded. Ming’s Laundromat was a front for an opium den that operated on the third floor of the building the Laundromat was housed in.
“Long as I supply Chief Marshall with all the opium, pussy, and hooch he asks for, I’ll be fine!” Henry said. His eyes locked with Robert’s again, holding them. The casual observer would see mirth in that look, but Robert knew his old friend too well. That look said, This is our secret.
Robert was finished with the shave. He grabbed a damp, heated towel and began wiping away the excess shaving cream. “Well, I’m glad he won’t be causing you any trouble. We wouldn’t want that.”
“No, we wouldn’t,” Henry said, and laughed. Robert laughed too. The last time anybody gave Henry any trouble was a tax collector for the state who had come poking around where he shouldn’t have been. Somehow the tax collector wound up at the bottom of a bridge that crossed the Chattahoochee river with his head turned all the way around and his arms snapped like sticks. The time before that a woman had come storming into Henry’s home demanding he release her daughter from his menagerie of street hustlers - Henry had sent her home bleeding out of places blood usually doesn’t pour out of. Most people in the area knew that you didn’t cross Henry. Those who didn’t learned the hard way.
Face shaved and clean, Robert pulled the sheet down and stepped away from the chair as Henry stood up. He hooked his thumbs in his suspenders as he sauntered over to the front of the shop. Old man Stan was sitting in a chair, thumbing through the July issue of The Argosy. “How you doing, old timer?”
Stan looked up, startled. “Huh? Oh, fine, doing just fine, young man.”
Robert went to his cash register. “Five cents for the shave.”
Henry dipped a hand into his wallet and extracted a money clip. He peeled off several bills and handed them to Robert. “Keep the change.” He grinned at Stan, who was watching with wide eyes.
“Thanks, Henry,” Robert said. He pocketed all but one dollar, which he put in his cash register drawer.
“Don’t mention it. Us old hometown boys, we stick together, don’t we?”
“We do,” Robert said.
“Maybe you’ll like to go visit Chief Marshall at his recruiting station,” Henry said in a tone that was part suggestion, part serious, and sounded like a thinly veiled order. “It might be a good thing for the neighborhood to have somebody from our section representin’ us. You know what I mean?”
“I do,” Robert said, standing at the cash register while Henry approached the front door. “Don’t see how I can though, with me running the shop.”
Henry paused at the front door. He looked at Stan. “Is Robert’s shop busy, old man Stan?”
“Huh?”
“Busy. Is this barber shop busy?”
“Oh. Well, sometimes.”
“Well, there you go.” Henry smiled at Stan and then turned to Robert, that shit-eating grin on his face. “So what if the shop’s busy, Robert? This shop will become a neighborhood icon in time. Your customers won’t desert you. Will they, Stan?”
“Ah ... no, sir, they won’t.”
“Okay then.” Henry winked at Stan and then turned to Robert. “Just a suggestion, old buddy. Might do us some good for the neighborhood, if you know what I mean. Plus, I’ll help you out here at the shop. You can count on me.”
Robert knew what he meant: Inquire about one of the detective positions. If you get picked, I’ll make sure the shop is taken care of while you’re on the case.
And on the heels of that: But why?
But there was no time to question Henry on this. His old childhood friend, who as a boy made him laugh, made him happy with all the games they played, who provided shelter and protection from the storm at home, had turned into one of the most powerful and feared criminals in this section of Atlanta.
Henry opened the door and walked calmly out of the barbershop into the bright, sunny summer day.
Robert watched Henry stroll up the street. Stan set the pulp magazine down and rooted around for another one, this time picking up a copy of The Cavalier. Robert had no idea why Stan flipped through those magazines when the sonofabitch couldn’t read a goddamn word. “You got anywhere to be, Stan?” Robert asked.
Stan looked up, confused. “Me? No, no I don’t.”
“I’ve gotta close up the shop early,” Robert said.
“Oh. Okay.” Stan set the magazine back down on the coffee table, stood up, and headed out the door.
Robert stood at the cash register for a long time afterward, staring out the window onto Main Street where his old childhood friend, Henry Parker, had disappeared into the crowd. Getting somebody to man the barbershop was going to be tough. Robert had inherited it from his uncle Joseph, who had started it nearly a decade before. Uncle Joseph had passed on three years ago from syphilis. He’d fathered no children, had never married, and had built the clientele for the shop over a number of years so that it was entirely self-sustaining. It was one of two shops that catered to the colored community. The other one was owned by an older man named Markus Nelson, who ran his shop with the assistance of his three sons. Robert didn’t have that luxury.
If Henry Parker wanted him to play detective, he was somehow going to have to help Robert maintain the shop.
Robert closed the cash register, walked over to the door and flipped the OPEN sign over to read CLOSED. Then he locked the door and set about the task of closing out the day’s business.


FIVE
July 20, 1911, Atlanta, Georgia 
Late at night, he remembers things.
He remembers cowering in the corner of the small, two-room shack he shared with his mother on Watkins Road on the outskirts of town. The lady helping his mother was called a midwife. The midwife banished him to the living room/kitchen area while she’d tended to his mother, who was screaming and yelling in pain. Mother’s belly was big. She lay on her back, sweat pouring down her face as she grunted and strained, her back sometimes arching off the mattress. The midwife had a bucket of water and a bunch of towels that were growing bloody. It sounded like his mother was dying. He was too scared to move.
Finally, after what seemed like hours, mother let out one final agonizing howl of pain and stopped. The midwife said something and then suddenly he heard the sound of a baby cry.
Later the midwife swaddled the baby in the last two fresh sheets and handed it to his mother. She cradled the infant in her arms and looked down at it. It looked like his mother was crying.
He remembered approaching his mother. He remembered her showing him the baby, who had light skin and thick, dark hair. “She’s your sister,” his mother said.
Two days later his mother’s employer, Mr. Samuel Johnson, made her give the baby up for adoption. That same day he fired her.
Life was hell after that. Mr. Johnson had been a good man. Kind and generous. He would give his mother extra money here and there when he knew she needed it. Mr. Johnson would give him his children’s old clothes and toys. But the best thing about Mr. Johnson was that he had never yelled at his mother, never beat her or tried to touch her breast or rear end like Mr. Jeremiah did.
Ronald Jeremiah owned an old tobacco plantation that hadn’t produced much tobacco since the emancipation. He’d tried growing everything from sweet potatoes to watermelon since then, but his habit of not paying folks what he owed them made it hard for him to keep labor around, so most of his crops rotted in the field before they could be harvested.
His mother went to work for Mr. Jeremiah after losing her job. She moved into an old slave quarters in the back of his house. Unfortunately, Mr. Jeremiah’s payment habits with his domestic help weren’t much better than with the laborers in the field. He remembered watching his mother beg Mr. Jeremiah for her week’s pay. He remembered Mr. Jeremiah telling her that he’d double her pay if she gave him some of what “Young Master Johnson” had gotten and then slapping her to the floor and kicking her when she refused, tossing her money onto the floor beside her. He remembered what happened to old Mr. Jeremiah when he told his grandma about what he’d been doing.
Grandma Sable was really his great-grandmother. Everyone he knew called her Grandma Sable, even people her own age, of which there were few. Grandma Sable was a hundred years old if she was a day. She had come to America on a slave ship straight from Africa. She would tell him stories about her tribe and life in “the bush.” She would tell him stories about the “old religion,” the religion of her people. She would teach him names like Shango, Olorun, Oludamare, and spirits she called the Orisha, who she said she could call upon for protection.
“I never got beat by massa,” she said. “Not a once. Orisha protected me and he knew that. He would whip everyone but me. He knew what’d happen if he ever put leather to my hide. He knew what’d happen to him and his family.” There was never a need to explain what would have happened to the massa’s family. It was understood. Grandma Sable was powerful. The spirits listened to her.
So, one night, after Mr. Jeremiah had brutalized him, he had gone to Grandma to tell her what Mr. Jeremiah was doing. And she put a stop to it. To all of it. On the night he’d finally gone to her for help, Mr. Jeremiah butchered his own family with a sickle from the woodshed. Then he used that sickle to cut his own throat. It took his mother a long time to find another job after that. They’d had no choice but to move in with Grandma Sable. Grandma hadn’t been happy. The arguments began almost immediately.
“This wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t thrown your legs up in the air for that White man. I done tole you that Negroes don’t need to be messin’ ‘round with White folks. You know how many years we had to put up with them beatin’ us and rapin’ us and we couldn’t do a damn thing about it? Now you out there givin’ it to ‘em!”
Grandma’s anger was righteous. It was something dark and terrifying, a demon lurking just beyond the surface of her retinas, restrained only by Grandma Sable’s will. His mother was cowed by it. He remembered her crying, trying to make Grandma Sable understand how much she’d loved Mr. Johnson, weeping for her lost baby, the life she had working for Mr. Johnson, and the life she’d imagined as his wife. Grandma Sable replied with more venom.
“I’d rather see you dead than getting bed down by that White man. You ain’t nothin’ but a no good hussy!”
He remembered his mother’s hurt face; he remembered feeling that his grandmother was right. She was always right. If his mother hadn’t made a baby with Mr. Johnson they’d still be living there. They’d still be happy. The memories turn to violent dreams, fantasies of blood and screams and viscera. In his sleep he smiled, surrounded by oceans of blood. The screams become a chorus, singing to him. He is the master conductor bringing the shrieks of anguish to a roaring crescendo with each wave of his blade as he slashes and cuts-
The killer awakened from his dreams of the past like a man rising from the bottom of a deep well, gasping for air in a panic as he claws his way to the surface. He felt his heart pounding in his chest like a fist punching against his ribs. He felt like he was in cardiac arrest. It was a familiar feeling. The Fury was awake, and it was hungry. He felt the rage building, felt the murder lust taking over his thoughts. It was maddening and there was only one way to satisfy it.
He rose from the bed and picked up his jacket, hat, and his razor and strap. His hands shook as he sharpened the razor against the strap in frantic haphazard motions, barely paying attention to what he was doing, already seeing the sharp steel as it would look cutting through dark skin, the silver metal glistening with blood. He dropped the strap and hurried out of the house, out into the night, still hearing the chorus of screams in his head, eager to add another voice to it.


SIX
July 20, 2011, Atlanta, Georgia
Carmen left the Georgia State Prison in Hancock County and made the long, two-hour drive from Sparta back to Atlanta. Her silver Nissan Altima was on cruise control, doing seventy mph down the I-20 freeway. Carmen’s thoughts were still on her visit to the penitentiary. Wayne Williams’s carefully constructed non-confession echoed through her mind as she stared at the road. It was difficult to divide the bullshit from the truth, but Carmen was certain there were granules of truth scattered amongst the alibis and ass-covering. The convicted murderer suspected of killing more than two dozen children had continued to profess his innocence even as he recounted his bizarre experience with the impossibly ancient woman who’d died more than thirty years ago, Grandma Sable.
The digital recorder she had used to tape the conversation sat on the seat beside her. She leaned over and pressed rewind before pressing the play button.
Wayne Williams’s voice filled the interior of the vehicle. It was an eerie feeling, like the child murderer was right there, riding along with her.
“... she didn’t live in my neighborhood. She lived a few blocks away, but we all knew about her. You know ... people talk.”
“What did they say?” Carmen heard herself ask.
“They said she put a curse on all of us. The rumor was that her granddaughter had been messin’ around with this White man who got her pregnant, and Grandma Sable was pissed off about it, so she put a curse on any Black folks who stray outside their race, but the curse got out of control.”
“How? What do you mean it got out of control?” Carmen asked.
“I mean she unleashed some kind of evil, a demon or something, and it didn’t just stick to the people she wanted dead. It would possess people and feed on their hate, you know? It would transform, and the evil would go after whoever the person it was possessing wanted to kill. That’s what I think happened to all those kids they say I killed. I think that evil that Grandma Sable unleashed? I think it got into someone who had a thing for little boys and it made that person crazy. It just kept whispering all these crazy things in that person’s head, you know? Until one day he couldn’t take it no more and started doing things he might have been dreaming about. You know, fantasizing about, but never would have done without that Fury inside of him. I think that Fury that Grandma Sable conjured up, I think it drove somebody crazy and made him do things he wouldn’t have done, you know?”
“Fury? Why do you call it a fury?”
“I don’t know. I think that’s what I heard her call it once. That’s how I think of it anyway. Just this fury that comes over people and makes them kill. That’s what was loose in Atlanta in 1979, ‘80, and ‘81 and that’s what’s loose now. It’s never stopped. It’s been killing ever since she unleashed it a hundred years ago.”
“So what happened when you spoke to her? Did she confirm those rumors?”
“I was just a little kid then. I didn’t ask her about all that directly. I was too afraid. I went to see her just before she died. I was spending the night at a friend’s house and they went to see her and took me along with them. She lived in a little shack behind one of the houses in the neighborhood a few blocks from me. Been living there for years. She used to be the servant of the original family that had the main house. I couldn’t believe how old she looked. She was like a skeleton, an old brown wrinkled bag of bones. She had white eyes, you know, cataracts? In both eyes. Her hair was completely white and all her teeth were gone. She scared the hell out of me, looked just like a witch. She gave me some candy and sat there telling us all stories about slavery days. That’s how I knew she was really old. She remembered being a slave. She said she learned magic from the other slaves to keep the massa away from her. To keep him from rapin’ her. Then she looked down and started wringing her gnarled fingers. I remember I thought her fingers looked like tree roots. That arthritis had twisted them so bad. She had this real sad expression on her face, just staring down at her hands with those blind eyes. Finally she looked up at me and I could swear she could see me, even through the cataracts. It was like she was looking right through me. She said she’d used the same magic on her grandson to keep White folks from hurtin’ him and his mother, but that she had made a mistake. She said that, and then a tear rolled down her cheek. She didn’t look so scary after that. She just looked like a sad old woman. And she looked scared then. She looked terrified. Whatever it was she’d done, it scared the hell out of her.”
“How old were you then, Wayne?”
“I was only ten or eleven. I might have even been nine.”
“So that was in the late sixties then?”
“Yeah. I guess so.”
“Slavery ended in 1865, Wayne. If she remembers being a slave, Grandma Sable would have had to have been well older than a hundred.”
On the tape was a long silence followed by some shuffling noises and the sound of someone clearing his throat.
“Uh huh. Yeah, she was pretty old.”
The recording ended. Carmen continued to mull over Wayne’s words. She knew there was no way Grandma Sable could have been old enough to have been a slave. But she had mentioned having a granddaughter. Could it have been possible that it wasn’t Grandma Sable Wayne had spoken to when he was a kid, but her granddaughter impersonating her? But why? Why would she want everyone to believe that she was her own grandmother?
It didn’t make sense, but neither did the other possibility, that the old woman Wayne had spoken to as a child really was well over one hundred-twenty years old.
Carmen was driving on autopilot, barely aware of the other vehicles around her, while her mind labored over the murders. Too much of what Wayne Williams had said made sense. Either Wayne was innocent, which she doubted, or there were two murderers or a long series of murderers stretching back a century in a nearly unbroken chain.
The sunset burned across the horizon. The reds, yellows, and oranges looked like blood and viscera, a deluge of gore bleeding from the sky. Carmen imagined she could hear the screams of young children and young women, countless victims murdered by whatever dark force haunted Atlanta’s African American neighborhoods. She had found evidence of serial murders in Atlanta going back as far as 1909, including the case of “the Atlanta Ripper,” who’d made headlines in 1911 and 1912 with the murders of nearly two dozen Black women.
Right before the Atlanta Child Murders made national news, another string of murders beginning in 1978 went virtually unnoticed. The bodies of thirty-eight African American women were found shot, strangled, or stabbed, and authorities believed the true death toll to have been at least double that. As Carmen dug deeper, she’d found that not five years had gone by without some evidence of serial homicide in Atlanta’s African American community. The murders were scattered all over Atlanta, not concentrated in any one neighborhood, but they were all African Americans.
The shocking thing was, no one else seemed to notice. Every so often, someone was arrested and convicted of the murders, but they never stopped. Occasionally, the MO changed. The victims changed from women to young boys to young girls to transvestites to prostitutes and back. The cause of death in each series of killings sometimes changed from a severed jugular to strangulation to shootings to stabbings. But the killing never stopped. Now there were fourteen women dead courtesy of an unidentified subject the police were quietly referring to as “the Atlanta Lust Murderer.” It made no sense ... unless what Wayne Williams told her was true and there was a curse alive in Atlanta’s Black community, a curse that began with an old former slave named Grandma Sable who may have been close to one hundred-twenty years old when she died in the late 1960s, making her the oldest woman in recorded history. But the curse had not died with her; it was still alive and well and working its murderous evil.
A shudder went through Carmen. Goosebumps rose on her skin. She tried to imagine treating this case like a normal news story - spending weeks investigating it only to have it amount to a twenty minute story forgotten with the next big headline. Even if they made some kind of weeklong special out of it, then what? The police may be galvanized into action. Someone might get arrested. Maybe even a few of the old crimes would finally get solved. But Carmen had little doubt that the murders would continue. After the last guilty verdicts were handed down, the books closed, the evidence stored away, the last sensational headlines, tabloid TV news stories, and pulp crime novels written, there would be more dead African Americans. Of that she was certain. There had to be a way to finally stop the killings forever.
There had to be a way, but Carmen had no idea how.
Carmen heard the bumpity bumpity bump of her car veering across the line of highway reflectors into opposing traffic. She jerked the steering wheel, overcorrecting and nearly sideswiping a Hummer traveling in the lane beside her. The driver leaned on his horn and shot Carmen his middle finger as he passed her.
“Fuck!” Carmen cried out. She swallowed hard and tried to catch her breath, which had sped up so that she was almost hyperventilating. She considered pulling to the side of the road to compose herself but thought better of it. She was almost back in Atlanta, and besides ... there was an unsolved series of murders on the I-20 too.


SEVEN
July 20, 2011, Atlanta, Georgia 
The neighborhood watch was led by a large Black woman named Glenda Carter. Its ranks had swelled since the murders began. She had called for an evening vigil and more than half the neighborhood - nearly three hundred men, women, and children - had turned out in support, marching through the historically Black neighborhood of Old Fourth Ward with lighted candles and flashlights. They were not just patrolling. It was a protest against police inaction and media apathy regarding the murder spree currently threatening the women in their community. Tonight they were out to make a statement. There would be no killings this evening.
It had worked. The street was full of police officers, following the marchers to make sure everything remained civil. News cameras followed their every move, and reporters interviewed whoever they could.
The protestors called out for the chief of police and the mayor to do something about the murders.
Mrs. Carter led the chant. “No more killings! No more killings! No more killings!”
Beside her, her son, Michael, smiled. Later he would slip away to Dekalb County while the police were busy in the Old Fourth Ward watching the protestors and keeping the peace. There was a young lady he knew over there, a beautiful young woman named Alicia Meyers whose father worked for a law office downtown and whose mother worked for an advertising firm. Her father was White and the mother was Black, and if he didn’t do anything, Michael was certain Alicia would follow in her mother’s footsteps. But Michael was going to do something. He was going to do a lot.


EIGHT
July 21, 1911, Downtown, Atlanta, GA
The police headquarters on Decatur Street was an imposing stone structure with Romanesque columns and a large stone archway at its entrance. Several White officers were lined up outside the police station, handing out fliers to every colored man who passed.
Robert walked up and took a flier from one of the officers. Robert had seen the fliers appearing in his neighborhood.
“You want to join the police force, boy?” one of the officers asked. He was a young, red-haired man with freckles who looked like he barely weighed a hundred pounds. He had a large bucktoothed smile and an unpleasant gleam in his eyes. He was twirling a police baton absentmindedly in one hand while handing out fliers with the other.
Robert looked at the flier. They were looking for colored men to join the Atlanta Police Department, but it wasn’t exactly what Henry had told him or what the colored pastors and businessmen had been calling for. The flier said the Atlanta Police Department was hiring “undeputized security” to patrol the Negro community for clues leading to the arrest of the Ripper, for which they would pay a weekly stipend of ten dollars.
Robert looked at the redheaded officer and asked, “Excuse me, sir. What does ‘undeputized security’ mean?”
The officer smirked and looked down his nose at Robert. It was the type of superior expression Robert had seen on the faces of Whites all his life. He wished he had a moment alone in a dark alley with this bucktoothed bastard. He’d wipe that sanctimonious smirk off his face in a heartbeat and leave the little shit choking on his own blood. The thought put a smile on his face.
“That means that y’all ain’t gonna be no real policemen. It means y’all have to call a real officer when you want someone arrested, but you can interview witnesses and report suspicious activity and such.” That meant they would not have guns or badges but would be placed into some of the most dangerous neighborhoods in the city. Robert felt his stomach roll.
“I thought y’all were hiring detectives?”
Robert saw the fire leap into the officer’s eyes. The redhead’s lip curled back and his eyebrows furrowed. He stepped forward and poked Robert in the chest with his nightstick. “Now look here, boy! Ain’t no way we’s hiring no nigger detectives. I ain’t even a detective yet! You want to help us catch this killer? You sign up and never mind all this nonsense about being a damn detective!”
It took all the willpower within him to resist putting his fist through the policeman’s dental work, but Robert knew what would happen to him were he to let his temper get the better of him. It was only five years ago that angry mobs were lynching colored folks right on this very street in broad daylight. Robert smiled, nodded, and began to turn away when an older White gentleman in shirt sleeves and suspenders with a gold shield pinned to his chest stepped forward with an outstretched hand.
“My name’s Detective Douglas. Martin Douglas. What’s your name, son?”
Robert looked at the detective’s hand like it was on fire. He tentatively reached for it as if afraid that it would burn him. Detective Douglas had large shocks of gray running through his slick black hair. It glistened with pomade. He smoked a hand-rolled cigarette and had hard eyes that focused intensely. He stared directly into Robert’s eyes without blinking until Robert finally accepted his outstretched hand.
“My ... uh ... my name’s Robert, sir. Robert Jackson.”
“You want to be a police detective, Robert?”
The look in his eyes was genuine. Not mocking or challenging like the young red-haired cop.
“Y-yes, sir.”
“Well, Officer Lacey is right. We ain’t hiring colored cops right now. But what we have now is the next best thing. You can be an employee of the police department. You can help catch that bastard that’s killin’ all them colored women and make a pretty good wage doin’ it. Where else you gonna make ten dollars a week doin’ an honest man’s work?”
“I own a barbershop. I do okay.”
“Cuttin’ nigger hair?” Officer Lacey asked, laughing and sneering simultaneously. “You couldn’t pay me enough! What do you cut it with? An axe?”
“Lacey. Why don’t you go out on patrol?” Detective Douglas said, turning to Officer Lacey. “You’re not needed here any more.” Detective Douglas’s voice remained calm and measured. It was difficult to tell if he was angry or not.
Officer Lacey paused for a moment, staring at the detective’s face, looking for some clue to his superior’s temperament. When he found none, he scampered off with his tail tucked and his ears flat. “Yes, detective.”
The detective was smiling again when he turned back to Robert. “Excuse the interruption. Like I was sayin’, there’s good money in upholdin’ the law. And you’d be a hero in your community if you helped us catch this maniac that’s been killin’ Negro women. So what do ya say?”
Robert thought about it a moment. He wanted no part of it, honestly. Ten dollars a week was good money, even though he made twice that cuttin’ heads for a nickel a pop at his shop. Then there was the matter of Henry. He hadn’t said that it was mandatory, but he’d strongly suggested that Robert join, which was almost the same thing. And catching this maniac and becoming a local hero wouldn’t exactly be bad for business.
“How many colored folks done signed up already?”
“We’ve had about thirty or forty come through here. Mostly vagrants, criminals, and old church folks. We had a few young ‘uns try to sign up too. We’ve only accepted six Negroes so far.”
Robert thought about that. “How many you need?”
“We need at least a dozen. One for each neighborhood.”
“Do we get motorcycles?”
Robert knew the Atlanta police had just acquired motorcycles and motorized wagons. He’d always wanted to try one.
But Detective Douglass chuckled good-naturedly and shook his head. “Uh, no, boy ... I mean ... uh ... Robert. We’ve only got a few of those. Most of our deputies are still on bicycles or on foot. You’d be on foot patrol if ya came on board.”
Robert liked the detective. He seemed like a genuinely good guy, and he even tried not to call Robert “boy,” which, though Robert was used to hearing it from Whites, still felt demeaning.
“Look ... Robert, you seem like a pretty nice fellow. You seem pretty smart too. You speak well, so you’ve obviously had an education. You been to one of them new Negro colleges?”
Robert shook his head. “No, sir. I had to drop out of school in the tenth grade to work.”
“Well, that’s a lot further than most of your kind get. What I’m gettin’ at is that if this thing is gonna work, we need smart Negroes like yourself out there. I know a lot of colored folks don’t trust the police and I can’t say I blame ‘em. It wasn’t but five years ago that we had those race riots down here. But there were a lot of us policemen trying to stop the killings. I know there were some of us that just stood around doin’ nothin’, but believe me, a lot of us were tryin’ to help, includin’ me. It’s hard to imagine that with guys like Officer Lacey on the force, and I can’t say there aren’t a lot of officers like him ‘round here. Lot of us don’t like the idea of being bullied by the press and the colored community into hiring Negro cops. But this here is a pretty good compromise, and you’ll have our full support if you come onboard. You’ve got my word on that.”
Detective Douglas stuck out his hand. This time, the gesture looked far less threatening but no less ominous. Robert accepted his hand and felt the weight of the entire Negro community descend on him like a yoke.


NINE
July 21, 1911, Atlanta, Georgia
Lately, he’s been remembering more. Especially about the night Ronald Jeremiah slaughtered his entire family.
He was eleven when Grandma Sable put a stop to Ronald Jeremiah’s abuse.
On nights the beatings got bad he would run through the fields in the middle of the night after all the other servants had fallen asleep, desperate to reach her little shack in the woods. Once there he would burst in, his emotions already racing high, and burst into tears. Grandma Sable was always awake when he came to the shack, and it didn’t matter what time during the night he happened to make his escape, she was always there to soothe his troubled spirit.
“I workin’ the spirits,” Grandma Sable would say as she stroked his head after he poured out the day’s anguish to her. He’d rest his head in her lap while she sat in the battered wicker chair in the corner, reveling in the sounds and smells of the night outside her flimsy shack. “I workin’ them. They always protected me, and once I can appease them, they protect you too.”
He didn’t know what loa Grandma Sable was working on bringing to this world to help them, but whatever it was, it never came, and Ronald Jeremiah continued with the constant beatings, his refusal to pay his servants, and even his mistreatment of the servants’ children.
On the last night Mr. Jeremiah beat him, he hobbles to Grandma Sable’s shack, bleeding down the back of his legs, the pain and humiliation of his most recent abuse coming through strong. He pours his heart out to Grandma Sable, sobbing into her lap. “Mr. Jeremiah, he beats us, all o’ us. He beats the kids too,” he tells Grandma Sable.
“He beat you tonight?”
“Yes’m.” He is ashamed of this. He is even more ashamed of what he hasn’t told her, what he’s too ashamed to admit.
The hand stops stroking his head. “What else he do?”
He can’t tell her ... but he finds himself unable to stop, and it rushes out of him like water bursting from a ruptured dam. “He takes me! He beats me down and has me like he has my momma and all the other women!” And then he couldn’t help it; he bursts out sobbing, the pain and degradation of his assault that afternoon burning even hotter in his memory. Worst of all was the pain he felt from his shame, and the fear that Grandma Sable would turn him away, as if he was now poisoned by Mr. Jeremiah’s seed much like she’d already done with his mother.
But she doesn’t do that. And as his sobs race their way out of his system, she begins stroking his head again, only the touch of her hand is different now. It is more sensitive, more calming, yet behind that gentle touch is something dark and sinister with a sense of purpose.
When Grandma Sable speaks, her voice, old and brittle, has an undercurrent of terrific strength and power behind it. The threat of violence rumbles beneath her words like a coming storm. “He take you today?”
He nods.
“You try to fight him off you?”
He nods, tears streaking down his face.
He feels her fingers trace their way down his bruised and battered face. One fingernail brushes over the scab that has already formed over his left eyebrow. Another lightly traces over his upper lip, noting the puffiness, the blood still beading from a wound that brings waves of pain.
“I’m gone give you something to drink,” Grandma Sable says. “And you gone drink it. Every last drop. You hear?”
He nods and wipes the last of his tears from his eyes.
“You gone sleep here. And when you wake up you’ll feel a lot better. All your pain will be gone. And you won’t need to be afraid of Mr. Jeremiah no more.”
“What are you gonna do?” he asks, but she hushes him.
She gently lifts his head from her lap and places it on a worn pillow near her wicker chair. Then she stands up and hobbles to the small kitchen. He hears her rummaging around in there with her jars and bottles - she has a lot of them, labeled in her shaky handwriting in a script he can’t understand. She pours water from the jug on the table and then drifts over to the fireplace where a small fire is burning. She is carrying a small tin cup, which she hangs over the fire for a moment. As the heat of the fire warms the liquid inside it, he hears her mutter words he does not understand. He knows it is the old language, the language of his people, but she also speaks another language, one that is alien-sounding and guttural. Hearing her speak the old language of their people makes him feel ashamed because he doesn’t know it but feels that he should.
He watches Grandma Sable unhook the tin cup from over the fire and bring it to him, and he drinks from it at her urging. It has a strong, bitter taste, and it burns his throat as it goes down. But she insists he drink it down to the last drop. She sits down in the wicker chair and places his head back in her lap again. She talks to him gently, her voice soothing, and her fingers go back to caressing his head, his neck, his shoulders. Soon he is lulled to a sense of calm, peace, and then he is out ...
... and he dreams ...
He dreams of Grandma Sable. How she stands in front of the fire with her jars of herbs, how she grabs a pinch in her gnarled fingers and throws them on the fire, her voice low and guttural, speaking to something he can’t see. A little later he sees her kneeling before the fire over the carcass of a black pig, the hog’s blood spilling over the floor as Grandma Sable recites the words to something she is calling Marinette. And then it feels like something awakens him as he hears a chicken cackle and squawk in pain and terror and he sees Grandma Sable clutch a black fowl in her hands. His stomach churns as she yanks the feathers out of it, plucking the fowl while it’s still alive. Despite the bird’s struggle, Grandma Sable’s clutch is strong. Her withered muscles bunch beneath her weathered, leathery skin and the heat of the fire, the aroma of sweat and blood and herbs and the scent of terror overpower him, sends him back into darkness …
When he wakes it is morning. The sun is shining through the flimsy curtains of her shack. The smell of strong coffee wafts through his nostrils and he jerks awake, heart pounding, knowing that if he isn’t found in his bed by one of the plantation overseers, another beating will be in store. He sees Grandma Sable at the kitchen, pouring a cup of the black coffee.
“What time is it?”
“Six thirty,” she says, and he wonders how she knows this when she has no clocks on the wall or even a pocket watch.
The events of last night are a fading memory as he scrambles to his feet and visually inspects himself, running his hands down his trousers and shirt. He feels okay. The pain in his ribcage from the bruises, his battered face, all gone. Even the burning pain in his rectum from Mr. Jeremiah’s violation is gone, and he feels whole and uncorrupted down there, as if it had never happened. Already he’s wondering if what happened yesterday was a dream. Or a nightmare.
“Go on now,” Grandma Sable says, urging him to leave. “Go on, and stay clear of the main house tonight. You won’t want to be anywhere near Mr. Jeremiah tonight.”
He leaves and does exactly what Grandma Sable says.
That night he cowered in the servants’ quarters with his mother and the others, listening to the screams of Mr. Jeremiah’s family as he slaughtered them like hogs.
He still remembers the sound of the blade hacking through flesh and bone.
And now, as he sat in his room and thought about those times, the memories came back.
He looked out the window at the street below. All was silent tonight. No women traveled alone. Those women that were out were always accompanied by a man. Other women traveled in groups of three or more. He watched them and felt the fury inside him feeding his lust, his appetite for blood. Only tonight, while the lust was very much present, it was subdued somewhat. If an opportunity presented itself he would no doubt be compelled to follow through, but none did, so the fury could only watch with him, its lust simmering on the backburner of his soul.
But it could taste them. Oh, it could just sense their blood and flesh, their juicy morsels all packed and encased in their bellies. He knew that it would demand to be let out, it would try to overpower him, compel him to leave his room and venture out into the night with his blade to stalk the streets of a half-breed whore to violate and open up, letting her precious insides spill out onto the rough cobblestone, the thick aroma of her blood spreading as it gushed out of her ...
He almost did it. Almost retrieved his blade, almost donned his jacket and shoes and hat and ventured outside to stalk the streets. But he didn’t. There were increased street patrols from the Atlanta Police and recruits from the ranks of the city’s Negro population, Uncle Toms who thought their cooperation with the police would earn them favor. He knew that would never happen. And he knew that those Negroes currently patrolling the streets were not really police officers. They were snitches; spies. They were talking to other people in the community, listening to the rumor mill, and reporting everything to police headquarters. In a way, it was a genius of an idea. No White officer would be able to get the kind of information that could be secured from the Negro population. But another colored man? Especially one who wasn’t dressed like a police officer, wearing plainclothes? That was an entirely different matter. A man like that would blend right in to the community. You wouldn’t know who was a spy or who was just an average man on the street trying to make his way home in the dark after an honest day’s work.
His lust for blood satiated for now, the killer took a deep breath and stood up. He approached his closet, selected a jacket, and put it on. He inspected himself in the vanity mirror tacked onto his closet door. He looked sharp. All he needed was his hat and he was good to go. He turned to his hat rack, selected a black felt hat, donned it, then checked his pocket for his wallet and keys. His eyes darted to the dresser near the window. His strap and blade were there, lying in plain sight. They could stay there. He wouldn’t need them tonight.
He had other things to do this evening.
The killer ventured out into the streets of Atlanta that evening and walked alone, and he walked far. And while he walked he observed and listened and made observations. And he took great delight in listening to people talk about him in fear. It brought a grin to his face.
A sinister grin that he wore all night.


TEN
July 31, 2011, Duluth, Georgia
Carmen Mendoza set her research materials aside and leaned back in her chair. She’d been at it for two hours, ever since returning home from work. She’d been doing a lot of research at her quiet apartment in Duluth every chance she got. She’d also spent a lot of time at the public library downtown, which was where she’d acquired the research material that was spread out before her now. She regarded the photocopies, her notes, with a sense of dread and puzzlement. The more she delved into this case the darker it was becoming.
Most of what she found in the public record was of no help to her whatsoever. She’d visited Wayne Williams again on July 24 and learned the location of the old woman’s former residence. Wayne couldn’t remember the address but he remembered the street, what the house looked like, and its general location. Carmen had driven down to the area and found the house in question. It was a rundown place, sitting on a small lot with a weed-infested yard. The house looked like it had been there for more than a hundred years. The neighborhood was rundown, but it was vibrant and alive, with kids playing outside, older teenagers lounging around on front porches, young mothers talking to each other over backyard fences as they watched each other’s kids.
Carmen took a few photos of the house and drove away, mindful of the attention she’d gotten from a few of the people in the neighborhood. They probably think I’m a cop, she thought as she drove away.
On her next visit with Wayne on July 28, just two days ago, she showed him the pictures. “Is that the house?”
He nodded. “Yeah, that’s it.” He looked at the photos hesitantly, as if he was reliving something that was better left in dark corners, tucked away, never to be seen. “Hasn’t changed much. Anybody live there now?”
“I don’t know,” Carmen said, putting the photos back in her bag. And then she changed the subject and steered the conversation back to when Wayne first heard that Grandma Sable had passed on.
She’d spent the last two days compiling the notes taken during her voluminous talks with Wayne Williams and had filled more than thirty pages in a Microsoft Word document on her laptop. Now, as she sat in the special collections department of the library with her Apple MacBook Pro open, she was ready to begin the next phase of her research.
Court records hadn’t revealed much on the various deeds to the property. The records she’d found online through the county court system only went back to 1943. She focused on the years between 1950 and 1970. A man named Herman Wellington owned the home between September 1950 and June 1973. Wayne claimed the old woman had lived in the house in the late sixties. Carmen combed through the death records that were available online at the Atlanta hospitals and found no death certificate for a woman with the last name of Sable. Wayne wasn’t sure if Sable was even her last name. “That’s just what she was called,” he’d told her. “So I just assumed her last name was Sable.”
Carmen’s research online and at the county hall of records searching through property deeds and death records proved frustrating. Carmen had been able to visually inspect hardcopy documents going all the way back to 1895, when the home on 765 Willow Street was initially built and deeded. Its first owner had been one Millhouse Rooker, and there was scant information on him. She went forward through the records, locating deeds of sale in 1904, 1925, 1945, and 1950. None of the buyers or rightful owners to the property was named Sable, and judging by the last names, all of the property owners had been White. In fact, no Black family had owned the house until 1985, when it was purchased by Mark Washington for the sum of $85,000 dollars.
The death records were even more elusive. Carmen had been unable to find a death record for anybody with the last name Sable in the late 1960s. Going on the assumption the woman had lived to be one hundred and twenty, she’d gone back to city and state birth records and, once again, was disappointed to find no birth records for a female child with the last name Sable. Of course, African American births were hardly recorded back then, so Carmen wasn’t completely surprised by this. But she should’ve found a death record for the woman. If Wayne’s claim that she was born into slavery was true, she had to have been at least a hundred and ten, maybe a hundred and twenty when she died. Her death would have made news, but Carmen didn’t find any mention of a centenarian from the Atlanta, Georgia, area dying in the late 1960s who matched Grandma Sable’s description.
Her research at the library until then had produced zero results. She’d pored through local history books published by local historical societies, concentrating her search on those volumes devoted to local African American history. None of the books she perused contained any mention of the rumored voodoo queen.
It wasn’t until she decided to broaden her search into local folklore that she struck pay dirt.
The volume she found was in the library’s special collections department, housed behind locked plate-glass doors. She’d already gone through every volume on local folklore in the library and casually asked if there were any other such volumes in the special collections department, figuring the answer would be no. Usually the only volumes kept in the special collections department were rare books of classic literature and collectible modern first editions. However, the librarian nodded once and said, “Actually, there is a pretty cool old book back there. It’s about voodoo and its practitioners in the general Atlanta area during and after the Civil War. Hold on, let me see what the restrictions are.” The librarian typed a command on the keyboard. He was a young man in his mid-twenties, long blond hair and a goatee, bespectacled, studious. “Yep, we still have it. Publication date on it is 1885 and it’s marked fragile. I can’t let you take it out of the special collections room, but you can look at it, as long as you wear gloves.”
“Sure,” Carmen said, nodding. “Fine.” And that’s how Carmen Mendoza had been able to page through one of the rarest volumes of occult folklore and voodoo published in the United States.
The book was called Yoruba Magic in Georgia, and there was no author listed. The publication location was listed as Atlanta, Georgia, but there was no publishing company listed. A vanity press effort, for sure. The binding looked like it had been done by hand. Probably no more than a hundred copies had been printed and bound, maybe fewer. And why it was considered rare and valuable was beyond Carmen’s comprehension. The weirdest things could be considered valuable. She supposed the volume was valuable because occult practitioners sought it out. Regardless, Carmen paged through it in the special collections department. What she read fascinated her.
According to the book’s anonymous author, Yoruba/Vodoun had been practiced in the United States by African slaves since the arrival of the first slave ships to the New World, in the late 1600s. The belief evolved into a robust philosophy. It held that all human beings possess what is known as Ayanmo - destiny and fate - and each human is expected to eventually become one in spirit with Oldumare, the divine creator and source of all energy. Yoruba originated with the Yoruba people of Nigeria and the adjoining areas of Benin and Togo. As many of the Yoruba people were sold into slavery between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries by tribal enemies and European slave dealers, they were transported to various parts of the New World, where they transported their faith to their new homes. During this time the Yoruban people came in contact with other tribes, specifically the Gba speaking people from the same region Vodun originated from.
Carmen carefully paged through the book. After the brief introduction of the history of Vodun, which was the proper spelling of the religion most commonly known as Voodoo, the unknown author set forth various anecdotes of the faith’s influence in the greater United States, most particularly the South. Carmen knew that slaves transported from Africa brought their religion to the New World, that Voodoo was a bastardized version of this old faith mixed in with other faiths from other African regions, as well as Catholicism. Several pages further in, the writer documented stories and folklore of various voodoo practitioners from the Greater Georgia area.
The librarian stayed close by, observing as she looked through the volume with latex gloved hands.
“Does the library have any record of how they received this volume?” Carmen asked.
“I can check with the directors,” the librarian said. “Most of what we receive for the special collections department comes from donations. Occasionally the library buys books that later turn out to be valuable. That book over there” - he gestured to a glass case that housed modern first editions - “the Stephen King book The Dark Tower? They bought that brand new from the publisher thirty years ago when it first came out. It was never put out for lending but instead was placed back here. I think our head librarian at the time knew a good thing when he saw it. That book is worth more than a thousand dollars now.”
Something in the book she was carefully paging through caught Carmen’s attention. Her heart skipped a beat as she paged back carefully to read from the previous paragraph.
“One such feared queen of the black arts was Sable, a female born in Tennessee and sold by her owner when she was a child of five to a plantation owner in Cobb County, Georgia, in 1804. By the time Sable was fifteen, rumors of her dreaded, dark power were already circulating among her fellow slaves ...”
1804? Carmen thought. Did I read that correctly?
“Sable was described by the Whites who ran the plantation and her fellow slaves as a hard worker but quiet. She apprenticed as a nurse under the guidance of another slave, Willa, who tended to the medical needs of the plantation’s slaves. Sable learned fast, and by the time she was twenty her medical knowledge rivaled that of the general practitioner in nearby Atlanta, then a small but growing town.
“In 1832 a horrible fire broke out in the mansion owned by Gregory Richardson, the owner of the plantation where Sable had been working in servitude. The blaze was fierce and spread quickly, killing Richardson and his family of six children, along with his wife, mother-in-law, and various extended family members. During the blaze, half the slaves fled into the night. Most were picked up within days of their escape. A few made it to New England and were never heard from again. Sable herself attempted escape but was quickly returned to DeKalb County on a chain gang with twelve other slaves from various landowners. By the time she was captured, rumors about Sable’s involvement in the blaze that killed Gregory Richardson had already begun to circulate among the other slaves. These rumors never reached the ears of the general community and remained confined to the slaves. I was fortunate enough to obtain firsthand recollections of that time by another former slave, a man named Abraham, who-”
Carmen flipped through the pages of the book, scanning the events quickly. The section on Sable continued on for another ten pages.
“Is there any way to get photocopies of this book?” she asked the librarian.
“I can’t allow you to photocopy the pages yourself,” the librarian said. “But if you note the page numbers you’re interested in, I’ll put in a request to have somebody make the required photocopies for your use.”
“How long will it take?”
The librarian shrugged. “A few days.”
“How much?”
“I’ll check at the front desk.”
It turned out the fee was five dollars per page, a reasonable expense for such a fragile, rare volume to be copied by a professional who knew what he was doing. Carmen filled out the required form at the front desk and paid the fee. As the librarian was closing the transaction, Carmen asked, “Do you have any records on when that book was last requested?”
The librarian checked. “Thirty years ago,” he answered. “Looks like a college professor took a peek at it.”
“What school?”
“University of Georgia.”
“Can you give me a name?”
The librarian smiled pensively. “Sorry. Can’t do that.”
“That’s what I thought.” Carmen sighed. She did some quick thinking. It was a long shot that the professor in question was still teaching, but if he was, and if he were still at the same school, he’d most likely have tenure. That would make him easier to find.
Carmen hoisted her laptop bag over her shoulder and gathered her purse. “Thanks for your help,” she told the librarian. “You’ve been a big help.”
“My pleasure,” the librarian said.
***
That had been a few days ago. The librarian had called her that afternoon to tell her the photocopies were ready. She’d picked them up and raced home, eager to read them. She read through them carefully, absorbed in the story, now completely convinced that the slave identified as Sable in this book was the same Grandma Sable Wayne Williams had referred to in her conversations with him.
It sounds crazy... that means she would have been in her eighties when Yoruba Magic in Georgia was published. She would have been one hundred and seventy years old or so when Wayne Williams said he saw her as a child. How is that possible?
But then Carmen thought about the very subject of Yoruba magic and Vodun, how Sable was described as having unprecedented power, feared even by her peers for her ability to curse those who crossed her. The woman’s reputation was legend during slavery and reconstruction. Carmen put those thoughts aside and began making notes to track her thoughts. Start with the historical facts, she thought. Then we can start drawing conclusions and theories.
Following her recapture in 1832, Sable made five other attempts at escape. Each time she was recaptured. While most slaves who escaped and were recaptured suffered horrible punishments ranging from whippings, brandings, beatings, being hobbled, and in extreme cases, hangings, Sable was never punished. She was already something of a legend in the slave community by this point, revered for her knowledge of medicine but feared for her relationships with the dark gods.
Carmen read: “I have talked to numerous former slaves who knew Sable during this time. All of them speak of her with great respect and equal fear. They do not fear her for what she might do to them. Rather, they fear her for her very nature, for, as one former slave, a woman roughly Sable’s own age, says, ‘She has a relationship with the dark father, an unholy communion with things that crawl and slither and stalk. Some say she friends with Satan himself.’ Indeed, other former slaves whispered this same thing to me, even going so far as to say that this power Sable has was handed down to her from Satan’s father, who existed as a god long before the days of Christianity and Judaism and was mentioned as ancient myth by the Assyrians. Men talk about her communion with the crows, the rats that infest the cotton fields, the snakes that live in the creek. Women talk about how she handles the most cumbersome infant or scolds the most rambunctious child with nothing more than a few simple words and a look. Despite that, children see Sable as a calm force, a guiding force, a woman of maternal love, acceptance, and discipline.” 
Carmen learned much that night. Her fingers flew over the keyboard of her laptop. When she was finished, she saved the file and sat back behind her desk. She had a long road of research ahead of her. And her first step was to start hitting the pavement.


ELEVEN
August 2, 2011, Atlanta, Georgia, Old Fourth Ward
It took a few days, but on the afternoon Carmen Mendoza left work early after turning her latest assignment in to her editor at the Atlanta Constitution, she was finally able to talk to somebody in the Old Fourth Ward neighborhood who also knew Grandma Sable.
Other writing assignments at the paper that required considerable effort and resources beckoned. Her editor Jacob Little knew that her investigative research on the Wayne Williams case was a side project and he was okay with it. “Long as it doesn’t interfere with your other work at the paper,” he’d told her when she’d first broached the subject last spring. He’d grinned at her from across his desk, the silver tooth he wore in his mouth gleaming in the harsh fluorescence. The silver tooth replaced the one that had been knocked out while covering the Los Angeles riots in 1992 as a young reporter. “Do some good work, and if I like what I see in your proposal, I will seriously consider running your piece.”
“Really?” She’d been surprised by the offer. As a condition of her employment, the paper had first refusal rights on all her non-fiction pieces anyway, but Jacob had let her publish a few things in other venues - a piece in Salon.com, an article in Boing Boing, an essay in Latino magazine; she was aiming for a piece in Rolling Stone and originally thought her article on Wayne Williams might be the perfect piece for that publication.
“Yes, really.” Jacob had moved into a forward position, bent over his desk. He was tall and skinny with white pasty skin and a gaunt frame; he looked like a human praying mantis. But Jacob was sharp, and he was fair. He was also very much an old-school newspaper editor. He insisted that all of his reporters work by a strict code of ethics - three verifiable sources to the story or it doesn’t get printed, period - was his motto, which was sorely lacking with most news journalism these days. He demanded a code of ethics for all his reporters. That included getting information honestly, without resorting to lies, trickery, or participating in activities that were borderline illegal, much less crossing that line into acts the paper would deem an actionable offense.
Carmen respected that, and the stories she submitted to him for editorial review were always placed prominently in the paper, often as the lead story on the front page.
“You’re a hell of a reporter, Carmen, and you’re a great writer. I feel like one of those cliched elder statesmen for saying this, but it’s true - you’ll make a fine investigative journalist someday. You keep going and someday you’re going to win a Pulitzer Prize for something. I can feel it. You’re halfway there now. I know you’re still pulling stringer duty when needed-”
“And even that’s not a long way from doing that kind of work on a freelance basis,” Carmen had said.
“No doubt.” Jacob had smiled at her. The two had traded war stories on the early parts of their careers when they started in the business as freelancers, covering town-hall meetings and writing obituaries. “If you need to utilize any of our resources for this potential story, you know where to find it. Our archives are your archives. Dig all you want.”
And that had been Jacob Little’s way of giving her his carte blanche to proceed with her Wayne Williams story as she saw fit, so long as it was done after all other editorial matters pertaining to her work with the newspaper were met first.
Jacob had kept his word on the research end too. Three times she’d stolen down to the archives section and looked through old microfilm of earlier editions of the paper during the height of the murder spree. She’d paid particular attention to the 1979-80 range, when it was still thought by many in the Black community that the killings were being perpetrated by the Klan. She tried to read between the lines. And despite the pervading rumors of the day, she found it hard to believe that an organization like the KKK could be responsible for the killings. No, those murders were committed by a Black man, somebody from the neighborhood. Wayne Williams might have been convicted of two of the murders, but was he responsible for all of them? Carmen still didn’t have an answer to that. Her gut told her yes.
On nights Carmen didn’t stay late at the office, she took trips into the Old Fourth Ward and wandered the neighborhood. When the opportunity rose, she struck up conversations with the people there - folks hanging out on front porches, at bus stops, in front of corner markets. She went out of her way to be friendly and approachable. She was always honest with the residents she spoke to.
“I’m a journalist investigating a story about a former resident of the neighborhood who had lived here in the 1960s - Grandma Sable; did you know her?”
One after another they shook their heads, denying any knowledge of the old woman who’d lived among them for generations. Carmen took great pains to only ask this question to people who looked older than fifty, but half the people she asked were much younger.
“I know I look old, but I ain’t over fifty, that’s for sure!” one woman laughed. The woman later admitted she’d just turned thirty. Years of hard living on the streets and crack cocaine can do a lot to age a person.
And then today, Wednesday afternoon ...
Carmen strolled cautiously down Sixth Street. The proprietor of Greg’s Grocery and Produce on the corner of Lincoln and Elm had directed her to a house on this street. He told her the man who lived there had been living in the neighborhood for seventy-eight years and he knew everybody. “The man can’t tell you what he had for breakfast, but he remembers everybody who lived in that neighborhood from the dawn of time,” he’d said. “If he can’t help you, nobody can.” Those words echoed through Carmen’s thoughts as she stopped at the address she’d written on the scrap of paper. It was only two blocks away from the home Wayne Williams once shared with his parents when he was a child in the late 1960s. And it was directly across the street from the home where Wayne Williams said Grandma Sable had lived.
An old man was seated on the porch, watching her as she climbed out of her vehicle. He waved. Carmen waved in return. She opened the rusty wrought-iron gate and entered the driveway, closing the gate behind her. She walked up the driveway toward the porch, putting on her best smile. “Are you Mr. Brown?”
“Do I owe you money?” the old man asked. It looked like he wasn’t wearing his dentures. His mouth was sunken-in like an orange after days in the sun, but he had a mischievous grin on his face. His eyes appreciatively darted over her figure.
“No, you don’t, sir,” Carmen said. “I’m Carmen Mendoza, Atlanta Constitution. I’m researching a story and was hoping you could help me out.”
“Whatever it is, I don’t know nuthin’!” The old man cackled.
Carmen chuckled. “Have you lived here a long time?” Sometimes it was best to get people to start talking about themselves. It worked with Mr. Brown.
“Lived here all my life. Was born here. Took care of my momma and my sisters and brother and then entered the military in ‘51. I served in Korea. Medic.”
Carmen raised her eyebrows. “Really? My grandfather served in Korea too.”
“Your grandfather was a good man. How about you? Did you serve?”
“No, I didn’t,” Carmen answered. “But my younger brother did. He did two tours of duty in Iraq.”
“It’s a damn shame, that war,” the old man said. He made a shooing gesture with his hand, as if dismissing the very idea of the Iraq war. “Don’t know why we even went over there. We had a reason to go into Korea. Had to stop the goddamn communists. Ain’t no communists in Iraq! Just a bunch of poor people living under that asshole Hussein. And look what we done to them. Blowed ‘em straight to hell.”
“Yes, sir,” Carmen said. The old man was starting to babble. She would have to get back to topic if she didn’t want to be stuck here all night. She had the firm impression that Mr. Brown was the type of man who could talk your ears off if you let him. “Do you remember everybody who lived in this neighborhood?”
“I sure do! I can tell you who lived in every house on this block since 1942.”
“Really?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Mr. Brown said.
She was referring to him in her mind as Mr. Brown, even though he didn’t admit that’s who he was.
“Barb and Tom Smith, they lived just over thataway.” He gestured to the house next door. “And next to them, there was Jerry and Wilma Reynolds. He was a smarmy bastard. His kids were always settin’ off them bottle rockets and firecrackers, even when it wasn’t Fourth of July. Across the street from them was Reverend Sims and his wife, Martha. Their kids were just hellhounds, as you can imagine - most preacher’s kids are. Their son Dale was a piece of work. Then up the street that way there was-”
Carmen listened, smiling patiently and nodding. She already knew from her initial investigation that this section of the city had been sparsely populated, with small neighborhoods consisting of small houses until about 1940, when the city began expanding outward.
Mr. Brown went on to explain that after the war and a trip through one semester of college, he’d taken on a job as a janitor at the local high school. It was a position he held for the next thirty-six years. “I was completely in charge,” he said, grinning proudly. “I had three other fellas workin’ under me. And the school system, they took care of me. Employers did that back then. They don’t do that now. Don’t give a shit about you these days. Where you work, young lady?”
“The Atlanta Constitution, sir,” Carmen said, smiling.
“Oh, that’s a fine paper. I get the Sunday edition. I like my crossword and the comics and the editorials. There’s some good columns in there. You read the Sunday morning editorial pieces, ma’am?”
“I do,” Carmen admitted. She knew all the columnists, too. Even had a chance to meet some of the syndicated columnists, such as Lawrence Pitts, who worked for the Miami-Herald.
“Did you read that piece that young man wrote about the president?” Mr. Brown asked. “He’s such a smarmy ass sonofabitch. Claimed the president was a misguided fool who-”
“Did you ever know the people who lived in that house over there, across the street?” Carmen asked him, cutting him off mid-sentence. She gestured to the house almost directly across the street from his, to their right. It was a small cottage, with fading brown paint and white trim. An old elm tree stood in the center of the yard, providing ample shade over the garage and part of the driveway. It didn’t look like anybody was home yet, but Carmen knew from previous trips and discussions with Wayne that this was the house he claimed Grandma Sable had lived in during the late 1960s. It was the house she’d researched in the County Records department at city hall.
“That house?” Mr. Brown peered at it. Something in his face changed. It was so subtle that Carmen thought she was imagining it at first. It was the look somebody got when they thought of something unpleasant, like a dark secret that was best left buried. As quickly as the look came it was gone. Mr. Brown dismissed the house with that shooing gesture again. “That house gone through so many owners, they all seem the same to me. Mr. Washington was a good man, though. He owned the place from 1985 until 2002 or so.”
“What about the owners before that?”
Mr. Brown shrugged. “I remember all of them back to when I first moved here in 1942. The family who lived there when we came here, they was Cassidy, I think. Another family bought the place in 1950.”
“What was their name?”
“Wellington.” Mr. Brown seemed suddenly evasive. “Though the first person I genuinely liked who lived there was Mr. Washington. He was a gentleman.”
“How long did the Wellingtons own that home?”
“Almost twenty years.”
“Did they ever live there?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Do you ever remember seeing this boy?” Carmen had the photograph in position in her purse, ready to pull out when the time was right. Now she slid it out and showed it to him. It was a reproduction of a color print from Wayne Williams’s family photo album. It showed Wayne Williams as a boy of about eight, his grin infectious. Wayne was centered in the photograph, surrounded by other kids, Black and White. The photo looked like it had been taken at a child’s birthday party.
Mr. Brown looked at the photo for a long moment. “A little bit. Don’t remember his name. I think he lived over there.” Once again, Mr. Brown gestured down the street, waving his hand as if indicating which direction Wayne had lived. “He lived around the corner. He looks like the same kid that used to run around with the other kids around here. They was always racing down the street on their bikes and Big Wheels and what-have-you.”
Carmen nodded. Mr. Brown did have a good memory.
Carmen decided to show the Ace she had up her sleeve. “So a White family owned that house and when I asked you if they actually lived there, you asked me what I meant about that.” Carmen frowned. “That’s strange. I always thought an old Black woman lived there. At least that’s what I was told.”
A look of fear flashed upon Mr. Brown’s face. All the cheeriness seemed to evaporate from his expression. “Old Black woman. Nah, no old Black woman lived there as long as I been here.”
“That’s odd, because the boy in the picture I just showed you told me that he and the other kids in the neighborhood used to visit her,” Carmen said. She tapped the picture with her forefinger. “They called her Grandma Sable. He said she was really old, but that she was kind to them. Passed out homemade candy and trinkets she made. Used to tell them stories from the days before Reconstruction.”
“Before Reconstruction?” Mr. Brown began to look nervous. His eyes shifted from Carmen, to the house across the street, to his own front porch. Avoidance. “Damn woman would have to be over a hundred years old at the time. I woulda remembered that.”
“I think you do remember her, but you’re afraid to tell me.”
That seemed to get Mr. Brown’s attention. He looked at her, his face slack, nervous. “What you talkin’ about?”
“I’m talking about for a man with such a sharp memory, you appear to be denying this woman lived directly across the street from you.” Carmen’s tone wasn’t harsh or accusatory; rather, it was calm, the tone she used when trying to draw information out of reluctant witnesses on stories she reported on. “The man in this photograph was adamant that the woman I’m speaking of lived here. He said all the kids in the neighborhood knew her. That many of the adults in the neighborhood knew her.” Her gaze was direct. “You’re the only person left who would remember her. You were living here at the time. Everybody else has moved away. Don’t lie to me, Mr. Brown. I can tell you know exactly who I’m talking about.”
“I - I don’t know who tha hell you talkin’ about.”
“I think you do, sir.”
His eyes darted around; he seemed to want to look everywhere but at the house across the street, or at Carmen. Finally he sighed, gave another glance around, and then said, “Okay, okay ... you’re right. She did live there. I ... I do remember her now.”
“Why are you afraid to talk about her?”
“You think I’m afraid?”
“It’s written all over you, Mr. Brown.”
Mr. Brown had a what, me afraid? look. He quickly tried to compose himself. “Look, your friend in that picture was right. That old lady did live there. She lived there for a long time. She was there when my family moved here in ‘42.”
“The Cassidy family, the Wellingtons ... did those families ever live there?” Carmen asked.
Mr. Brown looked nervous. “Well, uh ... I don’t know.”
“You ever see those families?”
“Uh ...”
“They were White, weren’t they?”
“Okay, maybe they were.”
“And even though they were all White, they never lived in those homes. Grandma Sable was the only person who lived there then, right?”
Mr. Brown gave up. “Okay, okay ... she lived there. You’re right. The original owner of the house, don’t remember his name now, Sable had been a longtime servant for his family going all the way to before the war. His family ... his descendants ... they let her live in that house. Story I heard was that way back when, she’d come upon hard times and they’d taken her in. She’d apparently been living in a shack all by herself out in the woods with no food, no running water, no heat. Said she was almost dead when they took her in.”
“Do you know how old she was?”
Mr. Brown shrugged. “No. But ... I heard rumors ...”
“What kind of rumors?”
Again, that look of avoidance. “About how old she was.”
“Like she was probably older than a hundred,” Carmen said. Once again there was uncertainty on her true age. Carmen pressed on. “So that house was bought for her, and all those previous owners were descendants of the original owner. The Jones family and the Reynolds family … they took over the house in name only for the sole purpose of allowing Grandma Sable to live there. Why would they do that?”
“I don’t know,” Mr. Brown said. He continued to look nervous. “But if you’d known her ... had seen her ...you’d know ...”
“Know what, Mr. Brown?”
“That woman ... she had powers ...”
“What kind of powers?”
“Dark powers.” Mr. Brown regarded Carmen from across his porch. Despite his great fear, which Carmen could feel coming off him in waves, he was holding strong. “Look, you gots to understand. My own great-grandma, when she came to visit one time when I was maybe nine or ten years old, she realized who was living there, she told me to be careful around her. Said she remembered her from a long time ago. Claimed she was a very powerful voodoo priestess.”
“How powerful was she?”
“Very powerful. So powerful, you don’t want to know. So powerful that to talk to you about her makes me scared!”
“But she’s dead, Mr. Brown,” Carmen said, her voice soothing. She could tell Mr. Brown’s fear was taking greater hold and she needed to pull back. “She can’t hurt you. Whatever power she may have had over you ... it’s all gone now.”
“But it isn’t!” Mr. Brown said, and this time his voice seemed to seethe with rage. He leaned forward, eyes narrowing in intensity as he focused on her. “Can’t you see? All those young women turning up dead? And them transvestites and street Parkers before that and all them kids got killed years before, the Atlanta Child Murders. And I can tell you about other murders going back years ... decades. There’s always people gettin’ killed around here and it ain’t just the drugs and them gangs. It’s that woman’s evil. It didn’t die when she did. Whatever she conjured up, she left it behind after she passed on.”
“I believe you, Mr. Brown,” Carmen said. “I just have one last question for you.”
“Ask me, and then you gotta git gone.”
“Why does her evil still haunt this place? Why would she have caused all this?”
For a moment, Mr. Brown didn’t answer her. The old man and Carmen stared at each other, neither one breaking their gaze. “I don’t know,” he finally said. “But whatever it was, it started a long time ago. Some say it started as far back as them Ripper killings a hundred years ago or so.”
“Ripper killings?”
“The Atlanta Ripper. Look it up.” Mr. Brown seemed to regain his strength. Gone was the intense fear he’d displayed earlier. Now it seemed he was embarrassed by the earlier fear and was trying to make up for it by increased bravado. “Now git on out of here. I got things to do.”
“Thank you, Mr. Brown.” Carmen turned away and began heading down the driveway toward the gate.
“Don’t come back here no more!” Mr. Brown called after her. “I don’t want to talk about that witch woman no more, ya hear?”
“I hear you and thank you, Mr. Brown,” Carmen replied, raising her right hand in a farewell gesture. She didn’t look back at him as she let herself out and headed down the sidewalk toward her car.
Once in the confines of her Nissan she heaved a sigh of relief. She reached for her bag and rewound the digital recorder she’d had stashed near the mesh of one of the bag’s pockets. She stopped it, pressed play. Mr. Brown’s voice carried through strong and audible. Satisfied, Carmen hit stop. She’d replay the encounter later tonight and transcribe it.
Carmen started the vehicle and pulled away from the curb. She had plenty to go on now.
***
As the silver Nissan Altima pulled away, Michael Carter watched. The taillights flashed once briefly and then winked out of existence as the vehicle made a right-hand turn.
Michael was sitting on a low brick fence that bordered the property of a house two doors down. He’d been sitting there watching the neighborhood, having come across it on this early evening’s long walk through the city. The Fury had been growling inside him, wanting release, and Michael knew he had to feed it again. The question was feeding it with the right bitch. There were plenty out there, but it had to be the right one. His wandering through the city on foot had been a hunt for the perfect bitch. And tonight he’d found her.
He’d watched that totally irresistible light-skinned bitch climb out of the Nissan that was parked at the curb. Michael was immediately drawn to her - her curvy body, those perfect, supple breasts that bounced beneath that tight white blouse that hugged her form, that perfect, round ass, and those long legs. Her hair was long and black, falling to her shoulders, and from the angle he’d spotted her, her face was like that of an angel. Michael was still waiting there for another glimpse of her when she finally returned to her car. Killing bitches he knew was getting risky, but killing a whore from outside their neighborhood, someone with whom he had no connection, that was safer. It made all the sense in the world. His penis grew as he watched her get back in the car. Damn, but her face was perfect too - big brown eyes, cock-sucking lips with just a touch of lip gloss, gold hoop earrings in both ears, a slender, bitable neck. The Fury was fully awake now, demanding he take her. But Michael watched her instead. To take her here would spell trouble for him - her screams would attract everybody in the neighborhood. He had to track her, take her down the way he’d taken down Nona Gates and the others. He had to play this carefully.
It was a good thing he had an excellent memory. Her Altima was a brand new model. Silver. Georgia license plate.
With that information saved in his memory banks, all he had to do now was use it to find out where she lived. It was amazing the things you could find on the Internet. Michael pulled out his Smart Phone and typed the license plate into his search engine. In seconds he had a name, an address, and even a phone number. Carmen Mendoza. So, she wasn’t Black after all. She was a Latina, but there was obviously some African blood in her. That’s what the Fury was responding to ... and it was enough.


TWELVE
August 2, 1911, Downtown Atlanta, Georgia 
It was eleven thirty p.m. and still hot and humid. Sweat stuck Robert’s shirt to his skin along his back and armpits. He loosened his tie and unbuttoned the top of his shirt as he tried to listen to what Moses Chandler and Mike Brown were telling him about what they’d seen the night shortly after Ellen Marshall was murdered.
Scott Joplin’s “Maple Leaf Ragtime” was being played in the roadhouse to great laughter and cheers. The crowd inside was having a hell of a time dancing and drinking and most likely fornicating in the corner booths. As a single man, Robert envied the other single men who were inside the establishment and were no doubt having a great time. However, duty called and he was doing his part to help catch the scoundrel who had been terrorizing the colored community for the past eight months.
“He was about your size,” Moses said, gesturing to Robert. Moses appeared to be around Robert’s age, and his friend, Mike Brown, appeared younger. Both men were dressed to the nines - dark coats, white shirts, dark vests, ties, dark slacks, felt hats. They were dressed to impress. Mike Brown was built like a lumberjack and cut an imposing figure, more than six feet tall with shoulders as wide as two average fellows. “He was very well-dressed, had on a black broad-rimmed hat.”
“Like this one?” Robert asked. He tipped his own hat.
Moses gave Robert’s hat a once-over and shook his head. “Same color, but broader around the rim.”
“Okay.” Robert made a note of this in his notebook. “What else?”
“Well, he went down Irwin Street,” Moses continued. “And then he just disappeared. Didn’t think much of it, as Mike and I were standing out here that night having a conversation. It gets pretty loud in there, as you can see.”
“So what happened?”
Mike Brown continued the story. “We seen Ellen walk that way. We said howdy do as she walked by.”
“She was going home from work,” Moses said. “She works as a cook for an Inman Park family.”
“I see,” Robert said, jotting this down. Inman Park was just the next community over.
“We didn’t hear nothin,” Mike Brown continued. “We was just talkin’, and then somebody started yellin’. They was down the street.”
“They was so loud, the doorman poked his head out and asked us what the ruckus was,” Moses said.
Robert raised his eyebrows. “You don’t say?”
“No, sir,” Moses said. “Mike and I ran down Irwin Street and we came across Ellen lying on the sidewalk, near the Atlanta Stove Works. An old man was yellin’ to beat the band. He looked petrified. Said he’d come across her body ‘cause he heard a noise. Said he’d heard some kind of ruckus and so he got up, went outside and ... well, he found her like that.”
“Do you remember the man’s name?”
Mike and Moses shrugged. “I don’t,” Mike admitted.
“Okay.” Robert jotted some more notes down and regarded the two men. “Did you see that other man again? The one with the broad black hat?”
Moses and Mike shook their heads.
“You didn’t say anything about this to the police?” Robert asked.
“No, sir, we didn’t,” Mike said.
“Why not?”
They looked at him as if he were crazy. “Do I have to spell it out for you?” Moses asked.
Robert tried to be assertive. “Look, I’m working with the Atlanta Police now and we’s tryin’a catch this beast that’s killin’ our women, but we need everybody’s cooperation. I know y’all ain’t keen on talkin’ to them paddies, but you need to start. That’s the only way we gonna stop all this killin’. It’s the only way our women are gonna be safe again.”
Moses looked Robert over from head to toe with one eyebrow raised and a sly grin on his face that slowly hardened into a sneer. “And I guess them paddies figure an Uncle Tom like you can get us niggers to talk to ‘em, right?”
Robert ignored the taunt. Under different circumstances, he would have challenged the smaller man on it, but with Mike Brown standing next to him he didn’t want to risk a fight. “What do you remember most about this man you saw?”
Mike and Moses glanced at each other. Robert read the look that passed between them. They were nervous.
“What is it?” Robert asked.
“There was something about him that just seemed ... off,” Mike said.
“Off? Like how?”
Moses tried to explain. He gestured with his hands as he spoke. “He walked like ... well, like he was stiff or somethin’. Like he’d just learned how to walk but was trying to be real casual about it. You know, like he was tryin’ to fool people that he was normal, like people do when they’re drunk, but he wasn’t drunk.”
“How do you know?”
Moses shrugged. “Because when drunk people try to act normal they just look even more drunk. This cat was too smooth with it. You wouldn’t have really noticed anything different about him if you weren’t lookin’ real close.”
Robert tried to picture what Moses was describing. He couldn’t quite imagine it, and then Mike interjected a comment that made the hair along the back of Robert’s neck stand up. “There was something about his eyes ... like they was dead but there was still something living inside them ... like one of them vampires. You know, how they say vampires are dead folks that get possessed by evil spirits that bring them back to life and make them drink blood and such?”
Robert nodded. “Yeah, I think I heard about them. You think this guy is one of them? A vampire?”
“Well, that’s how this cat was acting, like there was something in his head that he was listenin’ to, like a guy tryin’ to remember something real important or like them crazy people that talk to themselves, but he wasn’t. He was just kinda listenin’.”
“What do you mean?”
Both men shrugged and turned back to Robert, looking sheepish.
“Don’t know,” Moses said. “But Mike’s right. It’s like he was ... like he wasn’t all there, like he was drunk or high or something, but he wasn’t staggering or nothing. He was just really focused, you know? Like he wasn’t aware of stuff around him like he should have been. Like he didn’t see anything but whatever was going on in his head. I’ll tell you this, whatever he was on, it wasn’t moonshine and it wasn’t horse or white lady either. It was something completely different. That guy was over the moon.”
“White Lady?” Robert asked.
Moses shook his head and laughed.
“You really is a square, ain’t you? I mean ‘pony,’ ‘girl,’ ‘powder.’”
“Girl? Oh, you mean cocaine?”
“Yeah, man. Cocaine.”
“You know, he could have been on cocaine. I’ve seen guys get all weird like that after snortin’ pony all night,” Mike added.
“Yeah, you right. He might have been high or something. I don’t know. It was just more like the cat was sleepwalkin’ than high.” Moses answered as Robert continued scribbling in his little notebook.
Another song started up within the nightclub. Inside, a glass shattered to the sound of laughter. Whatever it was that happened in the roadhouse, it completely shattered the mood. Moses and Mike seemed to regain their composure.
“Listen, we need to get back inside,” Moses said. “We gots women in there waitin’ on us.”
“Sure you don’t want to come in and have a nip of somethin’?” Mike asked Robert. His tone was friendly and open now. “I’m buyin’.”
“Thanks,” Robert said, flashing a smile. “But I’ll take a rain check. Thanks both y’all for your help.”
And with that Moses and Mike went back into the roadhouse, and Robert took a step down Irwin Street, heading into the darkness where Ellen Marshall had met her end.


THIRTEEN
August 4, 1911, Downtown Atlanta, Georgia
Main Street was busy this Thursday afternoon as Detective Martin Douglas climbed out of his Ford and retrieved his hat and coat from the rear seat. Shops were open and doing a bustling business, and the street was filled with traffic - automobile, bicycle, and horse-and-buggy, all jockeying for position. Damn street was getting so crowded with traffic, the chief of police was drawing up plans with the city commissioner to put in some kind of street lights. Other cities across the country were beginning similar measures, and since Atlanta was in the beginning stages of replacing their gas lamps with electric streetlights, it made sense to install some kind of traffic lights. This year alone there’d been a dozen accidents between automobiles and horse and buggies, three of them fatal. It got to the point where Martin hated driving the Ford anywhere in town. He much preferred driving it on the country roads on the outskirts of town.
Martin climbed the steps to the new police headquarters and let himself in. He threaded his way through the lobby and down the hallway. He took a deep breath as he steeled himself for his meeting with the chief.
He stopped in front of Chief Marshall’s office and rapped lightly on the closed door. It sounded like Chief Marshall was in there talking to someone; the moment he rapped, the conversation stopped. “Yes?” Chief Marshall asked.
“It’s Detective Douglas,” Martin called out.
“Come on in.”
Martin stepped inside and started in surprise.
Seated in one of the chairs Chief Marshall had for visitors was Officer Lacey. The younger officer grinned at Martin. Officer Lacey looked like he had just come off his afternoon shift. The top button of his collar was unbuttoned, his tie was loosened, and the standard-issue cap all patrol officers wore was resting on the edge of Chief Marshall’s desk. There was something about that grin that put Martin on guard.
“I thought you wanted to see me at four,” Martin said to Chief Marshall.
“That’s correct,” Chief Marshall answered. “And it is four o’clock. Have a seat.” He gestured to the empty seat next to Officer Lacey.
Suspicious, Martin sat down, ignoring Officer Lacey.
“I asked Officer Lacey to sit in on this meeting, since he’s had some success in the arrests of more than half of our suspects in the Ripper murders,” Chief Marshall said.
Martin scowled. “Success? You call hauling in half a dozen men on suspicions, hearsay, and flimsy evidence success?”
Officer Lacey turned to Chief Marshall. “See what I mean, Chief? He just doesn’t understand. That’s the kind of attitude I gotta deal with.”
Chief Marshall ignored Officer Lacey’s comment. His cold gray eyes fixed on Martin’s. “So tell me the latest.”
Martin brought out his notebook and began flipping through it. “Well, you already know we have an ID on the victim found Easter Sunday. Poor woman was unidentified for so long. Name was Mary Kate Sledge. Coroner said there was a deep slash to her neck and that her skull was crushed, probably by a rock. There were signs of a struggle.”
“Newspapers called her an octoroon,” Officer Lacey said. “That another name for nigger?”
“No, jackass,” Martin said, barely able to contain his rage, “it means she was of mixed race. An Octoroon means she had one great-grandparent of colored descent.”
“Now, Martin,” Chief Marshall said, “you know I frown on senior officers verbally berating their inferiors.” Chief Marshall’s eyes were fixed and steely on Martin’s.
“As I was saying,” Martin said, meeting Chief Marshall’s gaze with his own. “Mary Kate Sledge was killed on Easter Sunday. She was nineteen years old. Two weeks later an unidentified woman was found floating in the Chattahoochee. Coroner hasn’t IDed her yet, but he estimates she was probably around fifteen years old. Her throat was cut and she was disemboweled. In fact, she was pretty badly mutilated.”
Martin shuddered at what Coroner Pearl had told him, which he’d neglected to put in his official report. The Ripper had not only cut the young woman’s belly open, he’d also pulled her uterus out through her vagina.
“What’s being done to identify her?” Chief Marshall asked.
“Three of my men have her description and are canvassing their neighborhoods,” Martin answered. “They’ve been knocking on doors, talking to business leaders, spreading her description around town. So far nobody has stepped forward claiming to know the girl.”
“How many does this make it so far, Detective?”
Martin flipped through his notebook. “By my count, this brings the toll to thirteen since January of this year.”
“What about the murders that happened in 1909?”
Martin nodded, knowing what the chief was getting at. Half a dozen colored women had been brazenly murdered on city streets since 1909, some shot, others throttled and then beaten about the head. The only connection Martin could see was the victim type. “They were different. Those women were shot or beaten.”
“They were colored, weren’t they?”
“Yes, sir.”
“And the murders happened in the same area? The colored neighborhoods?”
“Well, yes ...”
“And wasn’t one of the victims from this year also shot?”
Martin saw where Chief Marshall was going with this and he let out a long sigh. “That’s what’s been frustrating me about this case. We have Negro women being killed left and right, we have two good eyewitnesses who say the killer is a well-dressed colored man - hell, he stabbed that poor girl just last month and she lived. What was her name?”
“Lena Sharp’s daughter?” Chief Marshall asked.
“That’s her. Poor lady went out looking for her mother not knowing the woman was already dead, butchered by that maniac. Then he stabs her. She’s our best eyewitness too.” Martin frowned. Her description of a well-dressed colored man with broad shoulders wearing a black broad-rimmed hat matched every young Negro man in Atlanta. It also matched most of the investigators he’d handpicked out of the colored community to canvass the area and report suspicious activity.
“Mmm hmmm.” Chief Marshall regarded Martin for a moment and then turned to Officer Lacey. “Six arrests in just under two months, Officer Lacey. That’s some fine work there.”
Officer Lacey grinned lazily. “Just doin’ my job, sir.”
Chief Marshall directed his gaze back to Detective Martin. “I should add that we got another grand jury indictment on a suspect.”
“Nigger’s name is Ben Wise,” Officer Lacey said with a sneer. “And he’s one ugly sucker.”
“Officer Lacey picked him up last week in a Fourth Ward saloon,” Chief Marshall said. “So far, two witnesses have come forward saying they saw him with one of the victims, a Miss Sadie Holley.”
“She’s the victim Henry Huff was seen with also,” Martin said, frowning.
Chief Marshall nodded. “Yes, her and Todd Henderson too.”
“That whore was just givin’ it up to them darkies, wasn’t she!” Officer Lacey cackled.
God, I would give a week’s pay to get this man alone for just two minutes, Martin thought, feeling himself get angrier the more he had to listen to Officer Lacey’s drivel. Two minutes, and I will punch his teeth down his throat.
“I should add that Officer Lacey has been the arresting officer in all three of those cases,” Chief Marshall said.
“Why am I not surprised?” Martin muttered.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Chief Marshall asked.
Shit! Martin drew himself up. “It’s just that you’re bragging that he’s arrested three of those suspects for this murder series and none has been convicted by a jury. The other three he arrested the prosecutor didn’t want to file charges. Hell, Todd Henderson was acquitted in his murder trial, and Henry Huff was just found innocent in the murder of Sadie Holley.”
“And who the hell have you arrested?” Officer Lacey exclaimed. The expression on the younger officer’s face was all bravado and devil-may-care.
Martin ignored Officer Lacey. “I realize this isn’t a typical murder case. There are multiple victims, and some variations to how they’re killed. What’s not typical are the victims themselves. They’re all colored girls, and I should say most if not all of the women are mulattos or octoroons.”
“Why you gotta call them that?” Officer Lacey asked. “They’re all niggers, ain’t they?”
Detective Martin Douglas whirled on Officer Lacey. “If you open your big mouth one more time, I’m gonna smack the living Jesus out of you!”
“I’ll not have that talk in my office!” Chief Marshall barked. He stood up behind his desk, finally asserting his authority. “Officer Lacey, shut your trap. These murder victims may be coloreds, but we have to solve them lest we get the colored community riled up. They’re already riled up as it is, and if you ask me I think a lot of them are rarin’ to strike back after the 1906 riots.”
“Like to see them darkies try some shit,” Officer Lacey said. “I’ll hogtie them and feed them to the goddamn alligators.”
“Officer Lacey,” Chief Marshall said, “if you don’t shut the fuck up, I’ll feed you to the goddamn gators.”
Officer Lacey went silent. The tone of Chief Marshall’s voice had deepened. His very presence seemed to darken, become more serious. Chief Marshall glowered at the young officer. “You’re a fine officer, but you can be a goddamn piece of shit, you know that? Now shut the hell up and let me finish my meeting with Detective Douglas.” The chief turned to Martin. “Tell me what you’ve learned from your men on the street.”
Martin was still recovering from the exchange he’d just witnessed, but he slipped easily back into detective mode. “Well, I’ve got several colored men from the neighborhood getting tips on people. Most of what I’m getting is hearsay. I do have one young man who’s very perceptive. A young barber named Robert Jackson.”
Officer Lacey frowned at the mention of Robert’s name. Martin made a point to tuck that in the back of his mind before he continued. “Robert’s getting information from several sources that the suspect, or suspects, appear to be men who ... aren’t right.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Chief Marshall asked.
“According to Robert, he’s spoken to at least three, possibly even four potential witnesses. They all claim that shortly before or after the murders of several victims, a man fitting the general description of the suspect Miss Sharpe saw was seen in the general area. Furthermore, they say the man was acting different.” Martin hesitated here for a moment, not sure how to proceed. When he’d met up with Robert last night, he’d understood perfectly well what the young barber was telling him. Martin just found it hard to express it to his superior in a way that would make any kind of sense. “The men in question appeared normal on the surface. They walked casually, appeared normal in every outward appearance. But the way they moved ... all the witnesses told Robert they had the impression that the man they were seeing wasn’t really there. Like something was moving him along. Something was controlling him.”
“Controlling him?” Chief Marshall said. “I don’t understand.”
“I know,” Martin said. “Believe me, it’s hard for me to convey what Robert told me in words. But he was adamant that the suspect who was seen wasn’t behaving completely normal. Like they were sleepwalking.”
“Sleepwalking? That’s the dumbest thing I ever heard come out of your head, Detective Douglas,” Officer Lacey said. “You make it sound like he’s a damn golem or something.”
“A what?” Chief Marshall asked Officer Lacey.
“A golem,” Martin said, picking up on Officer Lacey’s train of thought. “Jewish myth. It’s a man made of clay that’s powered by a spell. It’s usually used to gain revenge.”
Chief Marshall frowned. “I’ve never heard of it.”
Martin got a burst of inspiration and seized on it. “It’s kinda like that movie you saw a few years ago you were telling us all about. That Edison film. Frankenstein.”
“Oh, that,” Chief Marshall said, the connection made. “Okay, I get it.” Chief Marshall was a big movie fan. He and his wife had been attending the main Nickelodeon downtown since it was installed in 1902. He was a big fan of the medium and was a bold enough supporter of it to predict it was going to replace vaudeville. The entire department thought he was damn nuts for even considering the notion.
“I didn’t see that movie, but I feel like I know the plot,” Martin said. “And from what I remember of it, the villain was a monster, created from spare body parts and was brought to life. The golem is a clay figure brought to life by magic. Well, the closest I can come to describing what Robert relayed to me was that the suspect of these murders appears normal in most aspects, but he moves as if he’s in a daze or under a spell.”
Chief Marshall frowned, his brow furrowed in concentration. “Under a spell?”
“The spell of alcohol most likely. You know how them darkies like to drink. They’s almost bad as Injuns.” Officer Lacey added.
“It is possible our killer may be behaving this way because he’s under the influence of some kind of intoxicant.”
Martin considered this and nodded. “That’s true. There’s a lot of speakeasies and roadhouses where cocaine and opium are used pretty openly. Maybe the killer is-”
“This man you’ve been getting this juicy information from, Robert Jackson” - Chief Marshall interrupted, focusing on Martin - “he knows quite a lot of colorful characters, don’t he?”
“Yes, sir, he does. He’s been very useful to me. The man isn’t afraid to go into most places, in the kind of joints must colored folks don’t want to venture into.”
“Do you know that Robert is friends with Henry Parker?”
Martin nodded. “Yes, I do know.”
The entire department knew about the exploits of Henry Parker. And there were rumors among many of the rank and file about Chief Marshall’s ties to the crime under lord. But now wasn’t the time or the place to broach that subject.
Chief Marshall turned to Officer Lacey. “I want you to pay close attention to Henry Parker’s activities.”
“Sure thing, Chief,” Officer Lacey said.
Martin’s frown deepened. “Why?”
“You’re a smart man, Detective,” Chief Marshall said. “Surely you know about Mr. Parker’s activities - prostitution, bootlegging, money laundering, opium and cocaine distribution - need I say more?”
“You think these killings are part of some kind of gang war?”
“Didn’t say that,” Chief Marshall said. The big man leaned back in his chair, regarding the younger officer and the veteran detective. “I just think he ... deserves a closer look.”
Martin let this settle in his system. He knew that Robert was friendly with the crime figure. He’d heard the two had grown up together, had been fairly close as boys. With age had come a fork in the road, with Robert taking the road traveled by most law-abiding citizens and Henry taking the rocky road down a life of crime. And with that thought, something sparked in Martin’s imagination.
Could Robert be feeding Henry information?
“I can see by the expression on your face that you agree with this.” Chief Marshall’s face was pensive, reflective.
Detective Martin Douglas placed his pen in his left breast pocket and folded his notebook shut. “I agree he needs to be watched,” Martin said. He glanced at Chief Marshall. “But I also think we need to be careful. You know Henry Parker’s reputation.”
“That I do.” Chief Marshall nodded at Officer Lacey. “Officer Lacey here can handle him, though. Right, Lacey?”
“You bet, Chief.” Officer Lacey grinned. And that grin told Martin everything he needed to know.
If what he had long suspected about Chief Marshall being somehow in league with Henry Parker was true, of benefiting in some way from his criminal enterprises, then this made perfect sense. Chief Marshall didn’t give a good goddamn about catching the fiend the newspapers had taken to calling the Atlanta Ripper. No, Chief Marshall wanted Henry Parker for his own reasons.
He wanted to save his own ass.


FOURTEEN
August 4, 2011, Atlanta, Georgia
Once again Carmen’s research had taken her back to the Atlanta Ripper murders of 1911. The first time she’d dismissed it as inconsequential. Later, it arose again when she was trying to confirm Wayne Williams’s assertion that there had been an unending string of serial murders in Atlanta’s African American community going back more than a century. It had been harder to dismiss then and even harder now after listening to what the old man had to say about Grandma Sable. Somewhere around 1911 is when the killings began. Now, knowing that Grandma Sable had been alive and active at that time, she decided to look at the murders again.
The basement in the Atlanta Constitution building was dark, musty, and cold. The rest of the building had been renovated several times in the last hundred years, including the basement, with an asbestos removal in the eighties, new drywall and paint at the turn of the millennium, and the recent addition of computers and compact fluorescent lighting.
Boxes and boxes of microfiche sat in countless rows from floor to ceiling on long metal shelves filling most of the room. Every issue the newspaper had ever published was stored here. Once it had housed thousands of newspapers; and then fifty years ago the newspapers had been painstakingly converted to microfilm. Now the microfilm was being converted to digital files, a task which was no less painstaking. The basement still contained the old microfilm readers, which was lucky for Carmen. The articles she was searching for had not yet been converted to digital files.
It took Carmen several tedious, painstaking hours to locate the article she was looking for. It was in a box marked “research” dated September 1911. The box contained several scraps of notebook paper with names and dates written on them along with a typewritten story that had never been published. Carmen briefly perused the story. It was about the murders and the arrest of a suspect named Henry Parker. The box also contained a yellowing newspaper clipping of a story published in the August 31, 1911 issue of a now defunct Black newspaper called the Atlanta Daily Tribune about a suspect who’d been arrested in connection with the killings.
The newspaper clipping mirrored the unpublished Atlanta Constitution story, detailing the arrest of one of the city’s most notorious Black gangsters in connection with the murders. The suspect had known several of the victims and that appeared to be the police’s only evidence aside from a history of violent crimes that included assault and attempted murder. Henry Parker had been accused of involvement in the killings. It was immediately apparent to Carmen that the arrest was bullshit. Henry didn’t fit the profile of a serial killer. He was a local thug who had a hand in almost every illegal activity that took place in Atlanta’s African American community back then, from alcohol to gambling to drugs and prostitution. He murdered for profit, not pleasure, and he was too well-known and high profile a figure in the Black community to have committed these murders without being identified. His arrest was an attempt by the local police to get another criminal off the streets.
Another article caught Carmen’s attention. A small three paragraph story beneath the story of Henry’s arrest mentioned a Black “citizen patrolmen” named Robert Jackson who was relieved of duty for “suspicious activity and insubordination” following Henry Parker’s arrest. The article described Robert Jackson as a tall, dark-skinned man who owned a barbershop in town and was a childhood friend of Parker’s. The police disbanded the entire citizen patrol force, which had consisted of a mere twelve Black men, with the statement that Robert’s “indiscretions” were proof that “Negroes were unfit for law enforcement.” It was a conclusion typical of the times, when Black people were still mostly relegated to manual labor and domestic jobs. But something about the article piqued Carmen’s curiosity. She had to find out what Robert Jackson’s “indiscretions” were.
Carmen began looking further into Robert Jackson’s past, feeling like she was getting off track and following a dead end but unable to curb her nagging curiosity. She found research gathered by the journalist who’d written the unpublished article, alluding to an assault against a police officer involving both Henry Parker and Robert Jackson. A scrap of notebook paper, attached to what looked to be an official police report, gave Robert’s account of the assault. He claimed that Officer Lacey was about to murder Henry Parker in cold blood when Robert intervened. His version of the incident was never reported in either the Negro newspaper or the Atlanta Constitution.
Despite the amount of research the reporter had obviously put into the case, it had gone no further. The Constitution hadn’t reported on Robert Jackson’s dismissal from the police force. Someone had killed the story. Carmen decided to look deeper into Jackson’s personal life to see how deep his friendship with Henry Parker went. Even having grown up in Atlanta all her life and having witnessed and reported on acts of horrendous police brutality and impropriety, even having borne witness to institutionalized racism at its most insidious, she found it hard to believe Jackson’s version of the story. Why would a police officer try to murder Henry Parker for no reason?
Part of her, the part that could trace its ancestry back to the Civil Rights movement and beyond, answered that shit like that happened to people of color all the time. But another, larger part of her, the part whose ancestors immigrated to this country fleeing Castro’s regime to make a better life for themselves, the part that had gone to college on government grants and had once been engaged to a conservative White republican, could not accept racism as an answer.
I wonder if the two are related somehow? That would explain why he was dismissed, Carmen thought. If Jackson had been feeding delicate police information to his friend or was somehow involved in his illegal businesses, that alone would have been grounds for dismissal and would have explained why he would have tried to defend his friend from what might have been a simple arrest.
But she could find nothing linking the two of them other than a childhood friendship. She went to a nearby computer and did another search. First she checked to see if Robert Jackson had an arrest record that might have tied him to Henry Parker’s illicit business enterprises. She could find nothing. Then she began running Jackson’s genealogy. What she found intrigued her.
Born on November 9, 1888, Robert Jackson was the first child of Tonya Jackson, who worked as a chambermaid for the Jackson plantation in DeKalb County. As far as Carmen could tell, Tonya had been a single mother. The genealogy link indicated another child born nearly ten years later, labeled “Name Unknown.” Carmen frowned. Did the child die shortly after birth? She wondered if the Atlanta hall of records would contain additional information.
But that wasn’t the only thing that intrigued her.
After late 1911, there were no further records for Robert Jackson.
Did he die? she thought. She began jotting down notes, making sure to further research Robert Jackson’s barbershop from her desktop at home. If she could find out more about him, find out if the shop survived somehow, maybe find a still-living descendant -
You’re getting all worked up, she thought as she began gathering her things up to leave. There’s so much here to go over. So much that -
That’s when she saw the notebook.
It was tucked along the side of the box, jammed indifferently down toward the bottom. She hadn’t noticed it at first. Now, as she carefully replaced the file folders containing the police reports, photocopies of the newspaper articles, and the unpublished newspaper article, she brought out the notebook and examined it.
It was old. Holding it gingerly, she carefully flipped open the cover and looked at the spidery handwriting on the facing page and read what was written there.
August 1, 1911 - Questioned a fellow named Moses Chandler and his friend Mike Brown on the corner of First and Oak. They gave me information on the murder of Ellen Marshall that was quite interesting. Suspect description was the same - tall, broad-shouldered, Negro, well-dressed. He was seen exiting the alleyway near the street where Miss Marshall was found dead.
Robert Jackson’s notes, she thought. Her heart quickened a beat.
She flipped back through a few pages at random. Most of what was here was similar in tone - Robert Jackson recounting suspects, his observations on their movement, his conversations with his neighbors, people on the street, small-business owners, all this talk relating to the murders. His voice was calm, smooth, controlled.
Carmen lazily flipped forward, resigned to putting the notebook back in the box when something caught her eye.
The words here appeared to be written in a white heat, as if under extreme duress. The tone of authorship was markedly different than the calm, level-headedness displayed in the diary entries she’d read. One word in particular leaped out at her, spearing into her brain.
She closed the notebook and slipped it into her purse. Then she slid the box back in the dusty corner where she found it and exited the archive room, excited at her find.


FIFTEEN
August 7, 1911, Atlanta, Georgia
Robert was back at work in the barbershop for the first time in a week. When he’d agreed to Henry’s bizarre request/demand that he insinuate himself into the murder investigation, he had intended to work for the police during the day and still cut hair at night, but his hours at the police department had stretched long into the evening as one clue led to another before eventually slamming headlong into a dead end. He’d been to the dankest, darkest bowels of the urban wilderness, prowling gin joints, speakeasies, brothels, and gambling halls. His friendship with Henry had purchased him easy access to the seediest dives in Atlanta. Henry had put the word out urging everyone to cooperate with him. He’d filled two notebooks with rumors and suspicions and even a few drunken confessions. Hardly any of it seemed credible. The few reliable bits of information he’d accrued only deepened the mystery, and Robert had never been much for puzzles.
His head was spinning when he finally made it back home at the end of another long evening of so-called police work. He staggered through the door of his modest single-story cottage, uncorked a bottle of gin he’d purchased at one of the many speakeasies he’d been to that evening, and plopped down on his sofa, staring through his front window at the dark, empty street. He was now convinced that he was going about this thing backward. The man he sought wasn’t some low-life criminal. A guy like that wouldn’t have gone unnoticed. Someone would have known him. Criminals have friends and friends talk. This guy had to have been some lonely cat with no friends, a regular guy with a face no one would remember. Except his eyes. They remembered those hollow eyes. Robert knew he wouldn’t find a guy like that in a speakeasy. He wasn’t sure how or if he’d ever find a guy like that.
That night, Robert slept fitfully. His dreams were dominated by the image of a dark-skinned man with black, soulless eyes wearing a black pinstriped suit. There was an emptiness emanating from the man, a great sucking void like an open grave on a starless night. The dark man knelt over the body of a woman, cutting her and plundering all her women parts. He could hear the man giggling and making little moaning sounds like the kind folks make when they’re making love. Then the man removed what looked like the woman’s breast and brought it to his mouth where he began to eat, snacking on the dead woman’s tit like he was eating a succulent fruit, dripping with a sweet red nectar.
The man turned toward him, and Robert recognized something familiar in those hollow eyes. Even covered in blood, there was something about the man that made Robert positive he knew him. Then the woman turned to look at him too. She was still alive. Goosebumps rose all over Robert’s skin and he struggled to wake himself as the woman’s mouth opened. She looked like she wanted to tell him something, but Robert didn’t want to hear it. He wanted out of this nightmare. The dark man was still greedily consuming the woman’s breast, still chuckling merrily between the chewing and swallowing and the sound of his lips smacking. He was still looking at Robert as he tore off chunk after bloody chunk and ate it. The woman was still working her lips and tongue, trying to speak through a mouthful of blood. Wake up! Wake up! You don’t want to hear this. You have to wake up! But what if she had something important to tell him? Something useful? Something about her murderer? Something that would give Robert a clue as to her attacker’s identity? Robert wondered and then she screamed. The sound rattled through Robert’s nerves like electricity. It vibrated through his bones. He felt like it would drive him mad if he didn’t ... WAKE ... UP!
Robert woke with his hands clamped over his ears and the echo of a scream still ringing in the air. The man with the dark eyes was gone. The woman was gone. The scream that had finally jarred Robert awake could have only come from him. He sat up and wiped a fine sheen of sweat from his brow. His hands were shaking and when he slipped on his slippers and stood, his legs felt weak and wobbly. That morning, Robert rose from his bed feeling no more rested than when he’d lain down. The morning sun was no more comforting than the darkness it dispelled. It was too bright, too sterile. It made Robert feel vulnerable and exposed. At least in the darkness there were places to hide.
Hide from what? From who?
The image of the man with the black soulless eyes filled his thoughts. The feeling that he knew the man returned stronger than ever and with it came a feeling of intense dread as Robert realized that if he knew this killer then the killer probably knew him as well.
Who are you?
The answer seemed so close, but the more he dug for it the more profound that ominous feeling of dread became. Instead of probing his memory further, Robert retreated from them; he shook the dream from his head and tried to concentrate on the morning ahead.
Today was Robert’s first day off since he’d started working for the Atlanta Police Department. He walked into the bathroom and turned on the faucet. After splashing water on his face and brushing his teeth with baking soda, Robert hurried into his shoes and slacks, threw on a T-shirt and a white button-down shirt, grabbed his fedora, and dashed out the door. He needed to be around other people, out of the house, with as much distance as he could place between himself and the dream of the dark man. At least now he had a pretty good idea what the killer was doing with the “trophies” he took from his victims. The feeling that he knew the murderer, that the answer was right there on the periphery of his thoughts nagged him relentlessly as he walked. He had decided to open the barbershop. He had Henry’s nephew, Monty, watching the shop all week. Monty was just learning to cut hair and Robert wondered how many heads the boy had butchered and if Robert had any customers left.
He unlocked the shop and shook his head at all the hair lying on the floor between the two barber chairs. It looked like the place hadn’t been swept all week and, knowing Monty, it probably hadn’t. Robert grabbed a broom and a dustpan and began sweeping. Minutes later, Henry Parker walked through the door.
“Hey, Robert. What’s shakin’?”
“Hey, Henry.”
“How’re you liking being an officer of the law? I heard you’ve been questioning folks at some of my establishments. Find out anything useful?” Henry cocked his head to one side and smiled. His eyes narrowed and one eyebrow rose as he locked his gaze onto Robert. His always ebullient smile slowly twisted into a sneer.
Robert felt chills race the length of his spine. Even knowing Henry’s reputation, Robert had never feared his childhood friend before, never once considered the possibility of the notorious gangster being a danger to him; that all changed with one smile.
With great effort, he held Henry’s gaze. “Uh … not really. A bunch of rumors and superstitious bullshit.”
“Like what?”
“Like some shit about the killer being possessed or something, like a vampire or a zombie.”
Henry’s expression changed to one of boyish curiosity. He had once again become the kid Robert had grown up with. “Zombies? Sho ‘nuff? Like that voodoo shit?”
“Something like that. I talked to Mike and Moses and they said they saw a man just before one of the murders who looked like he was hearing things.”
“Hearing things? Like what?”
“Like voices.”
“So the nigger’s crazy? He’d have to be crazy to be cuttin’ up bitches like he doin’. That ain’t news.”
“I don’t know if he’s crazy. He might have been high.”
“A minute ago you said he was possessed like a zombie or a vampire or something.” Henry was looking at Robert again with that same suspicious, threatening intensity.
Robert loosened his collar and wiped a sheen of sweat from his brow. “They said he looked possessed. I’m just tellin’ you what I was told.”
“But you think he was just high?”
“They said he might have been high or sleepwalking or something.”
Henry shook his head. “So we got us a nigger that’s either crazy, high, sleepwalking, or possessed by some kind of evil spirit?”
“I’d say high or crazy is more likely.”
Henry nodded, still staring at Robert suspiciously. “Yeah, I’d say you were right.”
Robert looked at Henry long and hard and Henry returned his gaze with one that could have curdled milk.
“Henry, you upset with me or something? You ain’t want me goin’ ‘round to your clubs? I thought that’s why you wanted me workin’ for the police?”
“So you can bring them paddies snoopin’ around my businesses? You got that wrong, nigger!” Henry barked, eyes blazing and nostrils flaring.
Robert winced as if he’d been struck. He’d never heard his friend use this tone. Normally Henry’s voice was calm, smooth, affable, and reassuring. This was the tone Henry reserved for his underlings and enemies. Robert was confused by it ... and worried.
“They - I didn’t know! I didn’t know they was gonna come messin’ with you over this. I never even mentioned your name!”
“You ain’t have to! They know we’s friends and they know you been questionin’ folks at my clubs, and two of the guys you questioned got murdered last night!”
“Murdered?”
“Yeah, Moses and Mike. Them two crazy niggas always gettin’ drunk and losin’ all their money at the craps tables. Somebody slit their throats from ear to ear. They found Moses outside one of my cathouses and Mike in the alley around the corner from my club.”
“Jesus.” Robert couldn’t believe it. “Who do you think could have - ?”
“It wasn’t me! Why the hell would I want to kill them two fools? They ain’t never done nothin’ to me. And why would I dump one right outside my whorehouse and the other near my club? The whore Moses spent time with before he got his fool throat cut said she heard him shoutin’ but didn’t think nothin’ of it. Moses wasn’t no small man. If he was mad at somebody, she figured whoever he was cross with was the one who needed the help. Who would have thought?”
Henry began pacing. He rubbed a hand over his face. Balled his hands into fists and turned to face Robert, looking as if he was seconds from striking his longtime friend. Robert cringed visibly even as he tried to reassure himself that Henry would never hit him. Henry was one of his oldest friends, the closest thing he had to a sibling, but siblings sometimes fought. Sometimes they even killed each other. The story of Cain and Abel came immediately to mind.
“I would have never talked to ‘em if I thought they was gonna wind up dead. Somebody must have been following me. Maybe I’m gettin’ close. Mike and Moses are the ones who said they saw the killer. Maybe he didn’t want ‘em talkin’?”
“Maybe? I’d say that was pretty damn certain. Why else you think this lunatic left ‘em both with a second smile beneath they chins? Fuck! Now them paddy’s gonna be all over my Black ass!”
“I thought you wanted me lookin’ into these killings so at least it would be somebody you know and trust snoopin’ around instead of some paddy or Uncle Tom lookin’ for an excuse to bust you. I’m sorry, Henry. I didn’t mean to-”
Henry’s shoulders sagged and his face softened. His voice was calm and measured when he spoke again. “Don’t worry about it, Bobby. You just keep doin’ what you doin’. I’ll handle the police. You just catch this nigger. People scared to come out after dark. It’s startin’ to hurt my business, and I can’t have that.”
Robert nodded and returned to sweeping the floor. When he didn’t hear Henry leave, he paused. “You wanted something else?”
“Yeah, nigger! I came in here for a haircut,” Henry said, taking off his tie and loosening his collar. Robert smiled and relaxed for the first time since Henry entered his shop.
“Then sit your ass down in that chair ‘til I’s finished sweepin’ ... nigger!”
Henry laughed and, for a moment, they were old friends again, but Robert didn’t forget the look he’d seen in Henry’s eyes. It wasn’t quite the blackness and evil he remembered from his dream - but it was close.


SIXTEEN
August 7, 2011, Downtown Atlanta, Georgia 
When Wayne Williams was escorted to the visitors’ area, Carmen Mendoza was already waiting for him. She could tell he was nervous as he seated himself on the other side of the glass partition. Carmen picked up the phone receiver and regarded him as Wayne slowly followed suit.
“Uh ... hey, Carmen,” Wayne said. “What’s up?”
“What else did Grandma Sable tell you about the Fury?”
Wayne’s eyes grew downcast. He was looking at everything except Carmen. “What do you mean?”
“It’s a very simple question. What else did Grandma Sable tell you about the Fury?”
“Just what I told you before,” Wayne said, his voice low. “Just that ... she placed a hoodoo spell on her grandson to protect him. And that it got out of hand.”
“Why would she bring something like that up to a nine-year-old child, Wayne?”
Wayne Williams seemed at a loss for words. “I don’t know.”
“I think you do know.”
“Why you think I would know? I already told you everything!”
“Does the name Yolanda Brown mean anything to you?”
“Uh ... no.” Wayne looked confused.
“Patricia Rutledge? Tammy Walker?”
Wayne shook his head. He was beginning to lose his nervousness. “No. I’m sorry, Carmen, those names don’t mean nothing to me.”
“Those are the names of murder victims from the spring of 1968,” Carmen said. “Roughly during the same time period you claim Grandma Sable told you and your friends about the Fury and this story about placing a curse to protect her grandson.” Carmen rummaged in her bag for a file folder, which she pulled out. From within the file folder she extracted a photocopy from the Atlanta Constitution and held it up for him to see. “These young women were one of seven murdered that year by this man.” She tapped her index finger on the mug shot of a dazed Black man in his mid-twenties emblazoned on the front page, proclaiming that the FOURTH WARD KILLER had been caught. “He strangled them, usually with their own clothes, sometimes with his bare hands. Know what he told his defense attorney?”
“No,” Wayne said. He was looking at her with wide-eyed nervousness.
“He said something called the Fury made him kill those women!”
Wayne said nothing. He wouldn’t look at her.
“Ten years ago there was a series of hobo murders. A serial killer. He preyed on the homeless. A man named Antoine Miller was convicted of the crimes. You remember that?”
Wayne Williams nodded. Carmen knew that Wayne was aware of Antoine Miller. They were both serving time under the same roof; Miller was currently incarcerated on the other side of the prison, but word traveled among the prisoners. Surely Wayne would have known about his fellow inmate, even if they’d never crossed paths.
“Antoine Miller claims he was innocent too. Unlike you, he actually opened up a little more to his defense attorney. The papers at the time thought he was trying to cop an insanity plea when he admitted this, but a few times he made it perfectly clear that it wasn’t his fault he killed those men. He said he was driven to kill, inspired by something called the Fury. That’s the word he used, Wayne. Inspired. Why do you think he’d say that, Wayne?”
She watched his reaction as the pregnant silence descended. She could tell she’d struck a nerve. Wayne looked nervous. He shrugged but wouldn’t look at her.
“I’ve spent the last few days backtracking through every serial killing case in Atlanta,” Carmen said. “I also looked at other murders involving African Americans, especially mixed-race African Americans. There have been a lot of one-shot murders involving mixed race people. And you know what I found in all those cases?”
Now Wayne finally met her gaze. His eyes looked haunted. Fearful. “What?”
“Those who were convicted of those crimes - that number is at least ten over a twenty year period - they all claim that they don’t know what came over them. That they couldn’t have done this. And they all said they felt some uncontrollable fury just take over them.”
Carmen held Wayne’s gaze. For once, Wayne wouldn’t look away.
“Is there something you want to tell me, Wayne?”
“If you’re trying to get me to confess to those murders, it ain’t gonna happen.”
“I’m not trying to get you to confess.”
“I didn’t kill those boys.”
“I know you didn’t, Wayne. It was the Fury that did it, right?”
Wayne opened his mouth to answer, and the look in his eyes, his reaction to what she’d just said, confirmed everything.
“None of this is going into my book,” she said, her voice low, comforting. “Nothing we say here today will go into any article I write. I give you my solemn word as a journalist.”
Wayne Williams turned away from her. She could see the conflicting emotions raging through him. She waited patiently on the other side of the glass partition, almost convinced he would signal for the guard to come take him back to his cell, but he never did. Instead, he sifted through his thoughts and seemed to get himself together.
Then he turned to face her, a sense of resolve on his features. “I didn’t kill those boys,” he reiterated. “I would have never even thought about it. It was someone else. It was the Fury.”
“How do you know it was the Fury?”
“Because ... that’s what it called itself.”
Carmen felt the flesh along the back of her neck crawl. “Last time we spoke, you told me Grandma Sable mentioned it. What did she say about it?”
“That she’d unleashed it.” Tears pooled in Wayne’s eyes and his voice was shaky. “She was ... she only told me and one of the other kids I used to pal around with. A kid named Bryant Hefner.”
“Is he Black?”
Wayne nodded and wiped the tears from his cheeks. “Yeah. Bryant and I were tight. Kids we hung with, it was a mixed-race neighborhood. Grandma Sable was nice to all us kids, but she seemed to single Bryant and me out more. And the few times we were alone with her, she told us stuff. About Reconstruction ... the children she had that were sold shortly after they were weaned ... the beatings she went through ... the terror, the hardship ... and then she told us about having to watch her son and his daughter and her great-grandson go through abuse ... beatings ... that’s why she called it up. She only wanted to protect her great-grandson.”
“You mentioned something about regret in her voice,” Carmen said, her voice soothing, gentle, encouraging him to continue. “Tell me about it.”
Wayne shook his head, seemingly at a loss for words. “I don’t know how else to describe it. It was so long ago. But ...when I think about it now, I honestly think that whatever she let loose ... she didn’t intend for it to get out of hand the way it did.”
“What makes you think that, Wayne?”
Wayne seemed to think about this. Carmen waited him out, checking the time on the clock behind him - they had another five minutes.
“She said that old White man didn’t beat her granddaughter no more, he didn’t lay a hand on her great-grandson no more neither, and she knew it was with him, that it would watch out for him. But she told him to be careful with it or it would get greedy. She said ...” Wayne shook his head at the frustration of trying to relive old memories. “She said he laughed at her. He didn’t take her seriously.”
Carmen let this soak in, trying to fill in the missing pieces.
“That’s all she spoke about it,” Wayne said, looking at Carmen from his side of the glass partition. “The only other thing she said to us was to be careful out there. That we needed to get away from this area, needed to get out of Atlanta because if we stayed we were in danger.”
“She didn’t say what kind of danger?”
Wayne shook his head. “No. She didn’t.”
“Did you know at the time she was a voodoo queen?”
“No, I didn’t.”
“Your parents didn’t know you were coming around her place?”
“They didn’t. My folks knew about her. They warned me not to bother her. I just got the impression it was because she was so old. But now that I think back on it, I think they were scared of her. I think everybody was.”
“The Fury,” Carmen said. “Can you tell me about it? How did you know you had it?”
Wayne shrugged, suddenly looking embarrassed. “It was like ... shortly after, a year or two later she told us this, I felt this ... I don’t know ... this ... presence. It was a warm feeling, right on the base of my skull.” Wayne rubbed the back of his head. “It felt like a pet that was just sleeping there, you know? Like a cat? It was like when you’re at church and you can feel God watching you, but it’s like he’s inside of you and all around you at the same time, watching you from the inside. It was like that, except it wasn’t God. It felt more like some old pervert watching me, you know?”
Carmen nodded. “Sure. Go on.”
“I thought there was something wrong with me, but then it just ... I don’t know how to describe it ... it just settled into me and it felt natural. It felt normal. Pretty soon I barely knew it was around. But I could feel it every so often, whispering things to me, making suggestions about what I should do. It knew I was into music and wanted to get into the music business. My father didn’t want that, but it ...” Wayne gestured with his hands. “It’s like it encouraged me, you know what I’m saying? So I did everything it suggested and then I was doing it! I was a music promoter. Doors opened for me. Most importantly, nobody stood in my way. Nobody tried to knock me down a peg or two and nobody denied me a job.” Wayne’s features fell. “That’s when it started to make its demands.”
“Demands?”
Wayne’s voice grew low. “I didn’t want to kill those boys, Ms. Mendoza. I wouldn’t do nothin’ like that. It was that voice in my head ... the Fury. It was persistent. It begged me to do it, filled my head with all these thoughts and feelings. It made it seem so right. It made it sound ... it made it sound good - sexy, you know? It was driving me crazy. I was angry all the time, horny all the time, but the fantasies I was having ... they were wrong. They were so sick. You couldn’t imagine the things it made me think. I could feel it egging me on, instigating, goading me into doing those ... those things. It was getting me all worked up, whipping me into ... into a fury!”
Carmen nodded solemnly, trying her best to keep her expression neutral. Wayne Williams had practically just confessed to her and confirmed everything she’d begun to suspect about the killings that had plagued Atlanta’s African American community.
“Are you admitting that you killed those boys? That The Fury made you do it?” She leaned in closer and gently slid the digital recorder toward the suspected child-murderer.
“I think I’ve said enough.”
“No, no, wait. One more question.”
“Uh uh. That’s it. Goodbye.”
“Wait!”
He hung up the phone and signaled for the guard. As the guard opened the door and began to lead him away, he shouted back to her. “Remember what you promised. You don’t write about none of this, not if you know what’s good for you. The Fury’s still out there. It’s still out there!”


SEVENTEEN
August 15, 1911, Atlanta, Georgia 
“Why you followin’ me for?” Mary Ann Duncan asked with a tremor in her voice, quickening her steps. She glanced over her shoulder and fumbled in her purse for the knife her father had insisted she carry ever since folks started talking about Jack the Ripper coming to Atlanta and killing Negro women. Mary Ann was just out of her teens, twenty years old with dreams of love and marriage and children. She’d been following the railroad tracks home when she heard the footsteps behind her. When she turned, she saw a dark shadow in the shape of a man silhouetted by the moonlight walking toward her.
“Who is that? What you doin’ back there followin’ me?”
He didn’t answer, just continued walking toward her, quicker now, almost jogging to catch up to her.
“Oh, Jesus, save me,” Mary Ann whispered as she pulled the knife free and began to run.
“Damnit!” she heard the man shout from behind her. His voice was filled with rage. Whoever he was, it was clear that he meant to do her harm.
Could it be a friend playing a joke, trying to scare me? A rapist? One of them Klan boys? Or is it Jack the Ripper come to claim another victim?
Mary Ann screamed, tucked her head to her chin, and began pumping her long legs as hard as she could, running for her life with every ounce of strength she possessed, but the man was getting closer.
Help me, Jesus! Help me, Jesus! Oh, Jesus, HELP ME! OH GOD!
The shadow man was closer. She could hear his heavy breathing. It was like the moist steamy breath of an animal, like her father’s prize bull. She imagined that she could feel it, hot and humid, on her skin. She turned and saw two black eyes surrounded by white, like tunnels cored into the man’s head. She felt herself falling into those dark pits. It felt like they were pulling her into them. Another scream tore from her throat, shrill, desperate, agonized, unlike any sound she’d ever made before or would ever make again.
Despite her long legs, Mary Ann struggled to outpace her pursuer. He had leapt off the tracks and was running on the dirt along the side of the tracks and, unimpeded by the railroad tracks, he was moving much faster. Mary Ann could hear her own heartbeat in her chest. She glanced behind her once more, and he was almost directly behind her. His dark skin melted into the night so that it looked like a pair of disembodied eyes floating in the space between his hat and his shirt collar. It was a colored man. That didn’t lessen her fear at all. There were rumors the Ripper might be a Negro man. He stepped onto the tracks and Mary Ann turned to run off the tracks in the opposite direction. She stumbled over one of the train rails and almost fell, touching the ground with one hand and getting gravel embedded in her palm for the effort but managing to avoid falling onto her face where she would have been helpless. The stumble cost her precious time.
As Mary Ann began pumping her arms and legs again, breaking into a full sprint, she felt the man’s fingers snarl in her hair and jerk her backward. Pain shredded through her skull. It felt like he’d torn her hair right out of her scalp. She reached for the knife in her purse, and barely grabbed the handle when her hair was jerked again and she found herself staring up at the sky. There was a flash of metal and then a burning, searing agony ripped across her neck. Her mouth and throat filled with blood, clogging her airway. There was a whistling sound coming from her neck and a warm liquid flowed down her chest.
Oh, God. I can’t breathe! I’m dying! Mary Ann thought. Jesus, please! Give me strength. Don’t let me die like this! Help me, Lord!
She put a hand to her throat and felt that same warm liquid gushing from an open wound her fingertips discovered just beneath her chin. The wound seemed to go completely around to the back of her head. She tried to scream but could only make more bubbling, gargling, whistling sounds through a mouth filled with blood. She felt her strength ebbing. She began kicking and scratching at the man who still held her, determined not to die like this. Despite her love for the church and the Lord, she was not yet ready to be called home to Jesus. She dug her nails into his forearm and raked them across his skin, digging long rivulets in his flesh. The knife fell from her hands. She felt the killer’s blade rip across her throat again, cutting deeper this time.
***
The girl was fast. The Fury shrieked in the killer’s skull like a bird of prey as he pumped his legs, running along the side of the railroad tracks, determined not to let her escape. He would make her pay for this. He drew the razor from his pocket as she began to slow, stumbling over the tracks in the darkness, and he slowly caught up to her. She tried to leave the tracks, crossing to the other side to avoid him. He leapt up onto the tracks after her. Her foot struck one of the railings and she stumbled.
“Oh, God! Heeeeeelp!”
And he was upon her. The girl punched and scratched as he tried to grab hold of her. He seized the girl by the hair, jerked back her head, and ripped the razor across her throat, slicing open both arteries and cutting into her esophagus. She fought him savagely, desperate to save her fleeting existence even though it was now far too late. Her bare heels kicked his shins and the object she’d pulled from her purse, which the killer could now see was a long serrated kitchen knife, flashed in the moonlight. The killer fought her for the knife as she began drowning in her own blood. He seized her by the chin, pulling her against his chest and lifting her off the ground. He jerked her head back again and sank the blade into the same wound he’d just created. He sawed at her throat now, slicing from one ear to the other and back and then cutting again and again, trying to saw through her spine.
The girl dropped the knife and went limp in his arms. He threw her down by the side of the tracks and then knelt to enjoy his conquest. He ripped open her shirt and smiled as her large, cinnamon-brown breasts flopped out. He leaned down and licked the blood from each nipple and then sucked them gently. He pulled up the girl’s skirt and tore her panties off. Slowly he slid one finger inside her, then another and another, thrusting in and out of her sex as he continued to suck and lick the cascade of blood raining down over the dead girl’s breasts. The Fury in his mind was singing like a church choir as his erection swelled and then erupted.
The killer lay beside the dead girl, panting heavily, completely sated. After a moment, he rolled over and straddled the dead girl’s legs. He no longer felt the rage that had consumed him when he’d first seen the girl walking alone along the railroad tracks. He took the knife to her breasts and began taking his trophies. When he was done, he wiped the blood off in her hair and folded the razor, placing it back in his pocket.


EIGHTEEN
August 21, 1911, Atlanta, Georgia
The weekend passed quickly for Robert, but Monday was dragging by lethargically, tediously. He walked the streets of Old Manor, going through the motions of investigating the murders. His hopes of solving the case were beginning to wane. He felt trapped by these murders, buried under a mountain of responsibilities and expectations. Doubts and insecurities followed him like a curse as he knocked on doors, questioned merchants and shop owners, and stopped people on the streets to ask them about the killings. No one had anything of value to tell him.
His fears that the killer was some insane loner without friends or a social life at all outside of the murders was beginning to seem more likely. He asked people if they knew of anyone who fit that description - a neighbor who kept mostly to himself and never spoke to anyone, didn’t go to speakeasies or even to church, and, if he did go to church, never testified or went to the picnics or interacted with anyone.
“Yeah, I knows a fella like that,” said an old man selling newspapers, pulp magazines, dime novels, and penny dreadfuls at the corner newsstand. “He don’t never come out the house. Mean sumbitch, always chasin’ kids off his porch and yellin’ out his window at ‘em to get off his scraggly old lawn. His name William Johnson. He live over on Davis Lane.”
“What does this gentleman look like?”
“He prolly about my age. Maybe a bit older. Gray hair, bald spot in the center of his head, got one white eye he can’t see outta.”
Robert nodded. “Thanks a lot, sir. Let me know if you think of anyone else.”
“Don’t you run the barbershop down the street?” the old man asked, squinting suspiciously.
“Yes, sir.”
“Then what you doin’ out here playin’ detective?”
“I’m just trying to stop the killings, sir. That’s all.”
“You know there was another one of them killings last week? A young girl by the name of Mary Ann Duncan over in Blantown got her throat cut. Damn shame. You think it’s them Klan boys actin’ up again?”
Robert knew about the murder. He’d heard the news from his neighbors first thing this morning. The police had only found the body yesterday. It had taken all his enthusiasm for the job. The killer was a ghost, a phantom, killing right under their noses despite the police and citizen patrols.
“I don’t know, sir. Listen, you have a good day.” Robert tipped his hat and then turned and walked down the street. His next stop was to the Wheat Street Baptist Church to speak to the pastor and then to speak to Reverend Dr. Edward Randolph Carter at Friendship Baptist Church over on Haynes and Markham streets. If anyone knew someone who fit the description of the killer, it would be one of the deacons or reverends at the church. He’d hit every Negro church in town if need be.
He walked the few blocks to Wheat Baptist Church, along the way passing a dozen or more girls who fit the killer’s tastes - young, light-skinned, slender Negro women. Any one of them could have been the killer’s next victim.
He smiled and tipped his hat at them as he passed. Some he knew by name. “Good morning, Sarah.”
“Morning, Robert.”
“Good morning, Delia.”
“Yes it is, Robert. And good morning to you too.”
Most were unknown to him. He felt a kinship with and a responsibility to all of them. It was his job to catch the killer and so far he had failed them all. Robert watched the women walk past him smiling, full of mirth and hope, not a care in the world, least of all the fear of being raped and mutilated by a stranger. He felt an anger rising inside him unexpectedly.
Why aren’t they afraid? Why aren’t they hiding, locked in their homes with a man to protect them? Why are they out here flaunting themselves for everyone to see, challenging the killer to do his worst? And he would, wouldn’t he? He would catch them and cut out their hearts, carve their bosoms off their chests and bore out their womanhood and they would deserve it for their carelessness and indecency. These wanton harlots deserve everything they get!
Robert stopped in the street. He looked around, wondering where those thoughts had come from, realizing they had come from him. He looked around to make sure no one had heard them. He was embarrassed and ashamed by what he’d been thinking. Those thoughts were completely unlike him. The image of the man with the dark hollow eyes he’d seen in his dreams returned. He could make out his features more clearly now and the feeling that he knew the man, knew him well, quintupled.
Who are you? he wondered. “Who the fuck are you?” This time he had spoken aloud. Several people stopped and stared at him.
“My name’s Wilson Allen. That’s who I am. Who the fuck are you?” asked a homeless man sitting in front of a dress shop begging for coins. The man was missing a leg and had a crater in his face where his left nostril should have been, where syphilis had eaten it away. The man wore a dusty gray Civil War uniform with the confederate flag on the sleeve. Robert reached into his pocket and tossed a couple pennies into the man’s cup.
“I’m Robert, Robert Jackson. At least, that’s who I think I am.”


NINETEEN
August 21, 2011, Downtown Atlanta 
“What are you doin’ down here alone?”
Carmen stood up quickly, grabbing for her purse. She’d almost retrieved the .38 Colt revolver hidden inside when she recognized the tall, skinny man standing in the doorway. His name was Albert Jacobs. He was another reporter for The Constitution.
“Albert! You fucking idiot! You scared the shit out of me!” She stood there trembling, trying to calm her nerves and telling herself how much trouble she’d get in if she’d pulled out her gun and shot the asshole in the face anyway. She’d slipped down into the archives room to do more research on what she’d learned about Robert Jackson and was just getting absorbed in it when Albert walked in on her.
“Sorry. I didn’t know anyone was down here.” Albert was smiling, pleased with himself. His eyes did their ritual roam over Carmen’s curves, and it felt like someone was dragging a wet fish over her skin.
“There’s always someone down here, Albert. It’s a fucking newspaper.” Carmen removed the microfilm from the machine and placed it in the box. She turned the machine off and gathered up her papers. She was going to have to do this some other time.
“What are you working on this late? You still doing that story on the Lust Murderer?”
Carmen had been spending so much time thinking about the past and trying to solve murders that had taken place a hundred years ago that she’d almost forgotten about their very own present-day serial killer.
“Yeah, something like that.” She picked up her purse and crossed the room to the door.
Albert remained in the doorway, blocking her exit. “You want me to walk you to your car? You seem pretty spooked.”
“I’m fine, Albert. You just startled me. I’m just really tired, that’s all.”
Albert remained in the doorway with his eyes racing over Carmen’s curves for a long, uncomfortable ten seconds. There was something odd about his eyes. They seemed hazy and unfocused. Carmen wondered if the man had been drinking. It wouldn’t have surprised her. Albert had always been kind of weird. Alcoholism would not have been out of character. She had the odd suspicion that he might have gotten himself drunk in order to muster the courage to ask her out or hit on her. He’d been making crude sophomoric advances toward her ever since she’d started working there, but he’d never done anything this aggressive. He’d always seemed rather nerdy, as if he was overcompensating for feelings of inadequacies with his clumsy sexual innuendoes. Carmen always suspected that if she ever returned his sexual advances he’d turn tail and run or else bust in his pants before she even touched him. His every word and gesture screamed virgin.
She glared at him, and Albert finally smiled and stepped aside. “Okay. Goodnight, Carmen.”
A chill spread over Carmen’s skin as she passed Albert. He was still partly inside the doorway so Carmen had to brush by him to exit. She cringed as her shoulder scraped his bird-like chest. “Excuse me!” she said forcefully as she nudged him out of the way.
“You’re excused.”
She hurried down the hall and up the stairs, knowing that Albert was staring at her ass the entire time. For the third or fourth time since she’d started working there, she promised herself that she was going to file a sexual harassment complaint against him with Human Resources in the morning.
Carmen looked down at her watch. It was almost eight o’clock. She’d been looking through rolls of microfilm for almost four hours without a break. She hurried up the stairs to the first floor. The building was dark. Most of the offices she passed had been vacated for the evening. The lobby was empty except for the security guard seated at the welcome desk. He was a large Black man with a shaved head and a barbwire tattoo that spelled out the letters “ATL” in big gothic lettering around his neck that he was trying (and failing) to hide beneath his shirt collar.
“Goodnight,” Carmen said as she hurried past and made her way to the garage.
“Goodnight, ma’am,” the guard said, smiling and raising a hand to wave. She didn’t know his name; the security guards seemed to change all the time, but he seemed friendly enough despite the gangland ink on his neck.
The garage was well-lit but deserted. Carmen’s vehicle sat alone at the back of the large concrete structure. There were only three other cars in the garage and one of them was Albert’s nine-hundred-dollar-a-month money-green Jaguar.
What a douche, Carmen thought as she passed the ridiculously expensive vehicle. She was sure that Albert didn’t make much more than she did and payments on a car like that would have cost a third of her monthly salary after taxes. Someone was really overcompensating.
Carmen was halfway to her car when she heard footsteps behind her. She turned and faced an empty garage. There was no one there or else they were hiding, which was an even more terrifying thought because, if they were hiding, that strongly suggested they meant her harm. She reached into her purse for the .38 Colt revolver. She relaxed almost immediately when her fingers closed around the hard plastic handle of the gun and her finger found the cold steel trigger. When she heard the footsteps again, she turned and pointed the Colt, dropping into a shooter’s stance with knees bent and arms straight out in front of her, aiming at the figure ambling toward her in an awkward lumbering gate. It was Albert again.
“You idiot! Are you trying to get yourself killed?”
“Did I scare you again?” He was smiling now, just like the idiot she’d accused him of being.
“It’s not funny, Albert. I could have shot your stupid ass. I should have. It would have served you right.”
Albert walked closer, still grinning stupidly. “Awww. You don’t mean that.”
“The hell I don’t!” Carmen shouted, rolling her eyes. She tucked the pistol back into her purse and turned away, walking toward her car. “Goodnight, Albert … asshole!”
“What?”
Carmen felt Albert’s hands seize her shoulders and jerk her backward. She slammed against his chest and then his arms wrapped around her waist and throat. She reached into her purse, but Albert snatched it from her and tossed it away. With her back pressed against him and Albert’s mouth pressed to her ear, she could smell the alcohol on his breath. She’d been right. He was drunk.
“What did you call me?”
“Albert. Let go of me!” Her voice was calm and deliberate. She didn’t want Albert to know how frightened she was.
“No! What did you call me? Why are you always so fucking mean to me?”
“Because you’re an asshole, Albert. Now, get the fuck off me!”
Now she began to fight, struggling to break free of Albert’s surprisingly powerful grip. She whipped her head back and was delighted to feel the satisfying crunch as the back of her skull impacted with Albert’s teeth.
“Ooof! My mouth! You broke my tooth, you fucking bitch!”
Carmen whipped her head back again and felt another crunch. This time she was sure she’d struck the bridge of his nose. He cried out and his grip loosened. She jerked free of him and turned. Albert’s face was a bleeding rictus of white-hot rage. He raised his fist and Carmen turned away and threw her hands over her head to ward off the blow.
“I’m gonna kill you!” Albert roared.
She closed her eyes, anticipating the blow. It never landed.
A third voice was suddenly there. “You ain’t killin’ nobody. Put your fuckin’ hands down!”
The guy holding the gun looked about as dangerous as an armed Teletubby. He was just under six feet tall, pudgy, wearing glasses, baggy jean shorts, and an Atlanta Braves jersey. He looked like he was in his mid-twenties, fresh out of college. He was pointing Carmen’s revolver at Albert’s head. Carmen looked from the chubby guy to Albert and back.
“I wasn’t going to hurt her,” Albert said through his bloody mouth. He was looking up at the newcomer with a sense of pleading in his eyes. “I promise.”
The pudgy guy smiled and shook his head. “Sure you were. You should have seen the look in your eye. I know that look. Believe me, I know that look.”
“You piece of shit!” Carmen stepped forward and kicked Albert in the balls as hard as she could. He dropped to the ground like he’d been short-circuited.
“My balls! You fucking whore!”
“That’s what you get for attacking me, you piece of shit!” Carmen screamed at Albert, who lay on the floor in a fetal position. She spat at him and kicked him again. “I’m reporting you to HR and I’m calling the police!”
“No, you’re not,” the pudgy man said, and then he pulled the trigger and put a nice neat hole in one side of Albert’s head and a fist-sized crater opened in the opposite side as the bullet exited. Blood and brain matter exploded, spraying against the concrete. The pudgy guy was still smiling. Carmen screamed.
“Shhhhh.” The pudgy guy pointed the gun at her. “Let’s go for a ride. We’ll take your car.”


TWENTY
August 21, 1911, Atlanta, Georgia
“I’m sorry, son, but I don’t know how I can help you.”
“Please, Pastor Marcus. Can you just tell me if there’s anyone in your congregation who seems a little weird? Stays to himself, doesn’t go to any church functions, never talks to anyone? He’s probably been coming here for years, every Sunday, but no one knows him?”
Pastor Marcus was a thick, barrel-chested man with a large belly and a deep, booming voice. He sat behind a huge desk in a room dominated by large bookcases filled with books on religion and various translations of the Bible. His eyes looked tired, like he’d seen every horror in the world and had grown weary of it all, resolved that humanity would destroy itself or be destroyed by its creator for its vast sins.
“I don’t know anyone like that.”
Robert dropped his head into his hands and let out a big sigh. “With all due respect, sir, I think ya do. There has to be somebody in the church like that. Somebody who just don’t fit in. There’s one in every church. I used to go to Big Bethel and there was this guy who would wear this coonskin cap pulled down low on his head. Everybody would be dressed in their Sunday best, you know? But not this guy. He’d come in there wearing dungarees and cowboy boots and that coonskin cap. Had a big knife strapped to one leg and wouldn’t talk to nobody, but he was there every Sunday sure as the sun rises.”
“Well, there ain’t no Davy Crocket characters in our church.”
Robert could see that he wasn’t going to get anywhere with the pastor and he had several other churches he wanted to check. He planned on stopping by Ebenezer Baptist Church next.
“Okay, Pastor Marcus. You just let me know if you think of anything. You know where to find me. I ain’t seen you in my shop lately. You find yourself a new barber?”
Pastor Marcus smiled, obviously happy for the change of subject, and rubbed the wooly tufts of hair that formed a nappy halo around the bald spot in the center of his scalp. “Does it look like I’ve been seein’ another barber? I just don’t want to get scalped by that kid you got workin’ there. I can wait until you’re back workin’ again.”
Robert smiled. “Fair enough, sir. You let me know if anything comes to you, okay?”
“I’ll do that.”
Robert shook the pastor’s hand and walked out of the church. He opened the massive church doors and took two steps out when he spotted him. A jolt of adrenaline dumped into his bloodstream, preparing Robert to run or fight. Then he remembered that he wasn’t just your average Negro anymore. He was an officer of the law and he had (almost) as many rights as any White man. He continued walking down the church steps toward the sidewalk. Waiting at the bottom of the steps on a motorcycle was Officer Lacey.
“How’s the investigation coming, Detective?’ Lacey asked with a grin.
Robert ignored the jab. “Nothing yet.”
“Well, I got something.” He was leering at Robert. It was obvious he had something on his mind. There was something he wanted to tell Robert and whatever it was, he was thrilled by it. That cruel gleam was in his eyes as he dragged out the moment.
“Get on, boy. We’ve got some business to take care of.”
Robert stopped at the bottom of the steps. “What business?”
Robert could tell by the vicious smile that ripped across the redheaded bastard’s face that Lacey had been waiting for him to ask that question.
“We’re going to see your friend Henry Parker. He’s wanted for questioning ... about the killings.”
There was no need to explain what killings he meant. There was only one set of murders that everyone in Atlanta was talking about, only one group of murders that Robert had any interest in: the Atlanta Ripper.
Robert frowned and walked forward a few more steps. “Why? Why are you questioning him? He don’t know nothin’.”
“Well, I think he does.” He pointed his nightstick at Robert. “I think you do too. All you jungle bunnies stick together.”
Robert shook his head vehemently. “I’m trying to find the killer and so’s Henry.”
Lacey smirked. “Yeah, that’s what you say. Then get on the bike and let’s go pay him a visit. If he’s innocent then he ain’t got nothin’ to be worryin’ about now, do he?”
“He ain’t did nothin’ wrong.”
“He’s done a lot wrong. You and I both know that. He’s done more wrong than any ten niggers in this city.”
“I mean he ain’t have nothing to do with killin’ them women.”
Lacey slipped his nightstick back in its holster. He smiled and licked his teeth. “Yeah? Well, we’ll see about that now won’t we? I wasn’t gonna let your Black ass ride on this here motorcycle with me no how. What would it look like with you all hugged up on me like that? I ain’t no nigger lover. But I’m gonna find Henry and I’m gonna throw his murderous Black hide in jail. You can believe that.”
Officer Lacey started the engine and gunned the motorbike’s throttle. He winked at Robert and then took off down the street in a cloud of exhaust fumes.
Robert watched Officer Lacey ride off with a sense of impending dread. I’ve got to warn Henry, he thought. Heart racing madly, Robert raced away from the church, determined to get to Henry before Officer Lacey did.


TWENTY-ONE
August 21, 2011, Downtown Atlanta
“What do you want?” Carmen was trembling. Just seconds ago she was afraid she was about to be raped. She had been rescued by the man who was now pointing a gun at her, the man who’d just murdered Albert in cold blood. She was beginning to think she might have been better off with Albert.
“I just want to talk.”
Albert lay convulsing on the floor between them. He was dead. His body just hadn’t realized it yet. Blood poured from the rupture in his cranium. Carmen backed up as the pool of blood touched the tip of her pumps.
“You - you shot him. You shot Albert. Oh, my God! You shot Albert!”
“I said, I want to talk to you.”
Carmen didn’t know who the chubby guy was, but it was obvious from the nervous excitement in his voice and the erection in his pants that he wanted to do a lot more than talk. She knew enough about kidnapping cases to know that if she got into a car with him and drove out of the parking garage, odds were high she’d never be seen again.
“What do you want to talk about?”
The chubby guy looked around the garage, making sure they were alone. They were in a remote part of the parking garage. She and Albert had been the last employees to leave the building. Carmen had to restrain herself from lunging for the weapon, but it was still pointed at her chest and she could see no way to get past it without catching a bullet.
The chubby guy seemed satisfied that they were alone. He gestured with the gun, motioning toward her car. “I don’t want to talk here.”
Carmen held up her hands and spoke in as reassuring a voice as she could manage. “L-Look - look - I really appreciate your helping me with that jerk, but somebody probably heard that gunshot. You should get out of here. It’s my gun that shot him. Y-you can just wipe your prints off and no one even needs to know you were here. I’ll just tell the police he tried to rape me and I shot him in s-self-defense.”
The chubby guy smiled, and for the first time Carmen realized how dangerous the guy really was. He was enjoying this, her desperate attempt to save herself. This was all part of whatever sick game he was playing.
“No, I’m not leaving. Not without you. But you’re right about one thing, someone might have called the cops. So I don’t have time to fuck around with you.” He poked the gun into her stomach. “Now get the fuck in that car!”
“I’m not going anywhere with you. You want to shoot me? Then shoot me. The cops will be here any minute and they’ll find your fat ass standing over my dead body. What do you think’s going to happen to a guy like you in prison?”
The pudgy guy grabbed the sides of his head, covering his ears and closing his eyes as if he was trying to think through a cacophony. He grimaced as if he were in pain.
Oh, shit. He’s hearing voices. He’s schizophrenic.
She watched as he lowered the gun and reached underneath his shirt and into the waistband of his shorts, pulling out a big, old-fashioned straight razor. He opened his eyes and something about them seemed different, less focused ... as if he wasn’t completely there.
“If you don’t get into that car, I’m going to hurt you really, really bad. Now pull out your keys, open the door, and get in the fucking car!”
The pudgy guy was shaking with fury. He didn’t look so harmless anymore. He looked batshit crazy. And if he was crazy, Carmen knew her attempts to reason with him were probably useless. I’m so fucked, Carmen thought.
“My purse is over there behind you.”
“Then go fucking get it!”
Carmen walked slowly over to her purse, keeping distance between her and the chubby guy with the gun. She kept her eye on him as she reached down and picked up the purse.
She fished around inside for her keys.
“Hurry the fuck up!” the chubby guy yelled.
Carmen was running out of time. She ran a dozen escape scenarios through her head and they all ended with her being gunned down in the parking lot or taken somewhere else and raped and mutilated. She froze and began to tremble. A new, terrifying possibility had just entered her mind.
“Are you ... are you the Lust Murderer? Are you the guy who’s been killing all those Black women?”
“I don’t have time for this shit! You’ll find out soon enough. Now let’s go!”
There was a bottle of pepper spray attached to her keychain, and she uncapped it as she pulled her keys from her purse. The chubby guy stepped forward and reached for her purse, obviously meaning to find her keys for her to hurry her up. Carmen seized the opportunity and did the only thing she could think to do. She attacked him.
Just as he shifted his knife into his gun hand and reached for her bag, Carmen raised the can of pepper spray and aimed it at the center of the chubby guy’s fat face, right between the eyes. She held the trigger down for a full five seconds. The chubby guy screamed, trying to cover his eyes, still holding the weapons. She aimed a kick at his balls even harder than the one she’d hit Albert with. The pointed toe of her pump connected squarely and she felt something break. He screamed again and doubled over. A red stain immediately formed at his crotch.
“Ahhhhhhhhh! My balls! You broke my balls!” The chubby guy was wailing, his voice a high-pitched crescendo.
Good! I hope I ruptured something, Carmen thought.
The man dropped to his knees. The straight razor fell from his hands and clattered across the blacktop, coming to rest several yards away, but he still held the gun. He held his busted testicles with one hand and rubbed his burning eyes with the back of his gun hand.
“My eyes! You burned my fucking eyes! You’re dead, bitch! I’m going to cut your fucking tits off! I’m going to shove this fucking gun up your ass and pull the fucking trigger! You’re fucking dead!”
He aimed the gun in the direction where Carmen had been standing and pulled the trigger three times, but she was already moving, trying to make it to the blade before the crazy fuck’s eyes cleared. Blood was now leaking copiously from the guy’s groin. He was grimacing in agony and had fallen over onto his side. She’d definitely ruptured something. He wasn’t going to be chasing or raping anybody anytime soon, but he might still get away, come back for her some other time or after some other girl. She could end this all now if she could get to that blade without getting shot. She was only a few yards away, but she had to pass him to get it.
The chubby guy was shooting wildly now. Two more shots went off in the direction of her car.
If that piece of shit shoots my car I’m going to castrate his fat ass!
She had almost made it to the blade.
The chubby guy had stopped shooting and was blinking and trying to open his eyes. Tears were streaming down his face. He was trying to see and was listening for her. His tears were washing away the pepper spray. Carmen reached down and grabbed the blade just as he pointed the gun toward her.
Oh shit.
“Gotcha, bitch!”
“Fuck you!” Dead or not, she was not going to go out without a fight. Carmen raised the blade and charged at him.
Two deafening shots rang out.


TWENTY-TWO
August 21, 1911, Atlanta, Georgia
Robert ran. He wasn’t exactly sure where to find Henry; there were so many possibilities. He could have been at one of the numerous houses, speakeasies, or any of several brothels he ran. He could have been cuddled up with one of his many ladies. He very well may have been helping a rival into a shallow grave somewhere. There was no telling. Robert did the only thing he could think to do. He caught an electric streetcar downtown to Henry Parker’s home back in the Fourth Ward, hoping he wouldn’t get there too late and his friend would be there. There was no telling what that asshole Lacey would do if he caught Henry alone. There was no telling what Henry would do.
The streetcar stopped at Peidmont and North Avenue and Robert quickly disembarked and began to run. Sweat bulleted down his face and soaked his shirt as Robert raced through the streets of the Fourth Ward, searching his memory for the way to Henry’s house. He picked a direction that seemed right and sprinted the two short blocks to Ponce De Leon Avenue.
Robert was out of breath by the time he spotted the large two-story colonial with the huge wooden balcony that wrapped around the entire second floor. There was a large iron fence, more than six feet tall, surrounding the property. Tall magnolias, oaks, and southern pine trees shielded most of the first floor from view. Large white columns rose on either side of the main door and ornate wooden cornices bordered the roofline. Incongruous with its owner, Henry’s home was an idyllic mansion gaily painted in canary yellow and white. Roses, tulips, orchids, and some small white flower Robert couldn’t name dominated the flowerbeds in front of the home.
Despite their years of friendship Robert had only been to the notorious gangster’s opulent home a few times for the annual Christmas party and Thanksgiving feasts. He’d passed by it in the day on several occasions but had never visited. Robert only went to see his friend when Henry returned to the neighborhood, to the home he’d grown up in, to visit his aging mother, or at the speakeasies or Robert’s barbershop. To Robert, the house portrayed an image that was too far removed from the Henry Parker he knew. It seemed artificial. This was not the home of a Black gangster but of a wealthy White family with Black servants. Robert didn’t know the man who called this place home.
The front gate stood wide. Officer Lacey’s motorbike sat by the front steps with the engine still running. With any luck, Henry wasn’t home, but Robert had gotten the impression that Lacey had already known exactly where Henry was before he confronted Robert at the church. It was as if the redheaded bastard wanted Robert there to witness his friend’s arrest as a test of his loyalty to the police force.
Robert dashed through the gate, up the front steps, and through the unlocked front door. Henry stood in the huge foyer pointing a shotgun at Officer Lacey, who aimed a Winchester revolver back at him. They both turned their aims at Robert as he entered the foyer, and he immediately held up his hands in surrender.
“Wait! Wait! It’s me!”
They returned their aim to each other.
“Put that gun down now, boy,” Officer Lacey sneered at Henry. “Before you get hurt.”
“You put your gun down and get the hell out of my house!”
“You’re under arrest, boy. I know you the one been doin’ all these killin’s.”
Lacey’s gun hand trembled as he spoke. His eyes darted from Henry to Robert. Sweat had beaded on his brow and dripped down into his eyes. He blinked frantically, as if afraid that taking his eyes off Robert and Henry for even a second would lose him some imagined advantage.
Henry sneered. His hands were steady, eyes unblinking and unmoving, like the eyes of a reptile stalking prey. “You’s crazy, White boy. I ain’t have nothin’ to do with them girls gettin’ killed and you know it!”
Robert had to do something! He took a cautious step forward. “Let’s all calm down now. Lacey, come on. You know Henry ain’t have nothin’ to do with them killin’s. This here is just crazy.”
Lacey shook his head, lowering into a shooter’s stance and backing up further to give him a better view of the two men. “I don’t know no such thing.”
“Yes, you do. There ain’t no evidence says Henry had anything to do with this. Henry is all about makin’ money and these killin’s done hurt his business more than most. It don’t make no sense for him to be involved.”
“You better listen to him, White boy,” Henry said.
Robert looked around. There was something wrong. Henry was never alone. Ever. He had too many enemies. How had this cop waltzed into Henry’s home without any resistance? Where were Henry’s men? Where was all the security?
That’s when Robert spotted Roscoe Tillis, one of Henry’s closest bodyguards, creeping past one of the windows on the porch. Roscoe was more than fifty years old and had been a friend of Henry’s mother. He protected Henry as much as a favor to Mrs. Parker as for the generous salary Henry paid him. Robert looked over at Henry and could tell by the smile on his friend’s face that he’d spotted Rosco too, but that was the only indication. Henry’s eyes completely avoided the porch behind Officer Lacey and remained fixed on the policeman’s face. Roscoe was now almost directly behind Lacey, raising his Schofield .44 revolver and slowly aiming it.
He could barely breathe. The humid Georgia air seemed to have thickened and the heat felt like an oven. Robert’s heartbeat quickened. He felt like he should do something, but what? If he warned Lacey, he would be betraying his friend and might get either Roscoe or Henry killed. If he didn’t, he’d be an accomplice to the murder of a police officer. Robert felt like he was about to pass out.
“Okay, White boy. I’ll put my gun away, but I still ain’t goin’ nowhere with you,” Henry said, as he lowered his shotgun and placed it on the antique Victorian marble-top table upon which the keys to his home and most of his businesses rested. Lacey smiled, suddenly relaxed and confident. He was a bully through and through.
“Well, it ain’t gonna be quite that easy now. You done pulled a gun on an officer of the law. That’s a capital offense for a colored boy. You uppity-ass niggers got to be taught to respect the law.”
Henry continued to smile. Robert saw the look of confusion flash across Lacey’s face just before it was replaced by one of rage and indignation. He could almost read the officer’s mind. Lacey was going to murder Henry for pointing that shotgun at him. Henry saw it too, and for the first time, his eyes strayed behind Officer Lacey to Roscoe, passing a desperate signal.
Everything was moving too slowly, and Lacey was moving too fast. If Robert didn’t do anything, Henry would be dead in seconds. Robert did the only thing he could think of. He threw a punch.
Before Roscoe or Lacey could fire a shot, Robert’s punch landed flush on Lacey’s jaw, dropping him like a stone. Robert looked down at his fist in amazement. Henry moved in. He slapped Robert on the back as he shouldered past him on his way to where the policeman lay on his back, struggling to get up. Henry kicked the gun from his hand and then kicked the officer in the jaw with his pointy alligator skin shoes. Lacey’s eyes rolled up in his head and he flopped over onto his belly. Blood trickled steadily from his mouth and nose.
“You were going to kill me? Me? You’re a fucking dead man!”
Officer Lacey was on all fours, looking up in a daze just as Henry punched him in the jaw, dropping him back down onto his belly. He began stomping Lacey in the face, smashing his face into a blood-spattered ruin. Roscoe came in through the front door and began landing a few kicks and punches of his own.
Robert felt like everything was spiraling out of control. “Stop, Henry! You’re going to kill him!”
“Damn right, I am!”
Henry walked over to where his shotgun sat on the parlor table and retrieved it. He turned, took a few steps toward Lacey, and placed the shotgun against his head. Robert grabbed the shotgun barrel and pointed it away from the policeman. Roscoe aimed the Schofield at his head. “Let go of that shotgun, Robert.”
There was nothing to appeal to in Roscoe’s eyes. Robert would either comply or be killed. It was his choice. He looked at Henry. “I just saved your life, Henry. Spare his. Don’t make me part of this.”
“You’re already part of this. The minute you joined the police you became a part of this. Why’d you even come down here today? You can walk out right now and nobody would ever say you were here. This paddy would just disappear and nobody would be the wiser.”
Robert shook his head. “There are other cops coming.”
Henry smiled. “I don’t think so. This little motherfucker came over here to kill me. He wouldn’t have brought a bunch of witnesses along with him.”
“He came to arrest you.”
Henry shook his head. “That’s not what it looked like to me.”
“Let me take you in, Henry.”
“What?” Roscoe laughed and Henry joined in.
“You must be out your cotton-pickin’ mind! Why the hell would I let you arrest me?”
“Maybe I’s should put this fool out his misery.” Roscoe laughed. “He done lost every bit of his mind!”
“I ain’t crazy,” Robert said quickly, his gaze focused on Henry. “You should let me take you in because you know I won’t let anything bad happen to you and you don’t know for sure who else Lacey told that he was coming over here. If he shows up missing, you might wind up in the electric chair. If I bring you in, I can tell them that Lacey tried to murder you and that you fought back in self-defense. You’ve got enough good lawyers to get you out of jail in no time.”
“Yeah, if them paddies down there don’t murder me in my cell first.”
Robert held up his hand. “Think about it, Henry. They ain’t gonna do that. If I start making noise about how Lacey tried to gun you down in cold blood, you think they’s gonna try anything? Not after those riots they had down here a few years back. Folks ain’t forgot about that. What do you think it would do to the image the mayor is trying to put out there to the world of Atlanta being the ‘New South’ if Negroes start getting murdered in their jail cells? I’ll get a bunch of folks from the colored newspapers to come down there with us along with some of the church folks. They wouldn’t dare try nothin’ and risk startin’ another race riot.”
Henry gestured for Roscoe to lower his gun. He smiled and patted Robert on the shoulder. “You pretty smart, ain’t you? I always knew you was. That’s why I knew it had to be you lookin’ into these murders.” He seemed to regard Robert for a moment, and then he nodded. “All right, you can take me in. You got two hours to round up all your newspaper and church folks. In the meantime, me and Roscoe will keep Officer Lacey here company.”
Lacey looked up at Robert through a mask of blood and pain. The officer’s eyes pleaded with Robert not to leave him alone with the two thugs, but Robert had no choice. If he stayed, Lacey would surely die, but if he went to gather the witnesses as he’d promised, there was a strong chance that Henry would keep his word as well and turn himself in and leave Lacey alive.
“Remember, I’m going to be talking to a lot of people, so you can’t kill him or half the neighborhood will know.”
Henry smiled. “I’m not a fool, Robert. I ain’t tryin’ to give these White folks an excuse to lynch me. You just get me to the police station safe and sound and guarantee I stay that way.”
Robert nodded. He wanted to say, “I’ll do my best,” but thought better of it. Henry didn’t want Robert’s best effort, not when it came to his life and freedom; he wanted assurances, assurances that Robert couldn’t give. Instead, Robert simply nodded and backed out the door. He cast one last look at Lacey before he left.
“Don’t go!” Lacey shouted. “You can’t leave me here with these criminals! You’re a cop! You’re one of us! Don’t leave me!” Lacey’s voice bristled with mortal terror.
It wasn’t lost on Robert that the man had gone out of his way since Robert first joined the investigation to impress upon him that there was and never would be a colored man on the Atlanta PD. Now, with his life in peril, he was eager to include him. He wondered if it would always be that way with White folks, if colored folks would ever be accepted as equals, as brothers.
Robert wouldn’t look at Lacey. He turned to Henry and nodded. “I’ll be back.”
“You’d better be,” Henry said.
“Don’t leave! Don’t go! You can’t!” Lacey continued to whine. He looked like he was in hell, watching the gates to heaven slam shut.
Robert slowly closed the door and walked off down the street. He knew the first place he needed to go - back to Pastor Marcus.


TWENTY-THREE
August 21, 2011, Downtown Atlanta
Twin holes blossomed red in the chubby guy’s chest and stomach. He flopped over onto his face and lay twitching in a growing pool of his own life fluid. Carmen continued forward. Her momentum carried her down onto his prone form. She straddled his back and stabbed him repeatedly with the blade he’d accosted her with.
A voice behind her cut through the din. “Ma’am? You okay, ma’am?”
Carmen barely acknowledged it, determined to spend the last of her energy murdering the fat fuck who’d menaced her with her own gun. Even after it registered in her mind that she hadn’t been shot, she continued to stab him.
“Ma’am? Ma’am? I think he’s dead, ma’am. He’s dead. It’s over. You’re safe.”
Those last words got through. Carmen looked over at the security guard with the tattoo peeking out from beneath his shirt collar and then down at the profusely bleeding guy upon whom she sat. He wasn’t fighting her, wasn’t threatening her, wasn’t moving at all. He wasn’t even breathing. Carmen stood slowly. The security guard held out a hand to help her up, but she refused it. The guard simply nodded. Understanding.
“I came when I heard the gunshots and then realized no one had come out of the garage since you walked in. I was monitoring the security cameras and never saw your car leave. I called the police, but I had to make sure you were okay. Who knows how long it might have taken for the cops to get here?”
Carmen nodded. She was in shock. Two corpses lay on the concrete floor. Both had tried to assault her and both were now dead. She knew she should have felt some kind of satisfaction, but all she felt was numb and exhausted. The garage suddenly turned blue and red as police cruisers filed into the parking garage one by one.
Two officers exited the first vehicle with their hands on their guns. One was a heavyset female officer with blonde hair and a pretty face but who looked like she’d had one too many donuts, the other an older Black man with a round face and gray hair at his temples who obviously shared her addiction. They approached Carmen and the security guard as if they were both dangerous fugitives, one hand held out in front of them in a calm, non-threatening manner and the other firmly clasped on the butts of their forty caliber Glocks.
“Sir, I’m gonna ask you to place your weapon on the ground and back away from it.”
The security guard did as he was instructed without protest.
“Are you the one who called this in?” the policewoman asked.
“Yes, ma’am. I came out here right after I called. I got here just in time. That guy was about to shoot her,” the guard said, pointing down at the chubby guy on the ground who was still rapidly exsanguinating.
Carmen held her head with both hands. An intense migraine struck without warning. She wasn’t sure if it was from the stress and adrenaline, the accelerated heart rate, or if she was having some kind of stroke. It felt like her skull was cracking open.
There were six other officers on scene now. The female officer left her partner’s side, who continued to question the security guard, and walked over to Carmen.
“Are you okay, miss? Do you need medical attention? Were you injured?”
Carmen was still watching the police officers as they interviewed the guard. Half an hour ago, the man had been a stranger to her. She’d barely acknowledged him as she passed him on her way out the door. Now he had just saved her life. Funny how life works out.
The pain in her head intensified.
“Do you want to tell me what happened? Which one of them attacked you?”
“Both of them.”
Carmen was still staring at the guard when the pain suddenly became unbearable and everything started to go dark.
“Don’t hurt him, okay? He saved my life.”
The policewoman rushed forward to catch her as Carmen began to fall, but she was too slow. Carmen fell face first. Luckily her fall was broken as her head landed on her would-be-murderer’s blood-soaked back.


TWENTY-FOUR
August 21, 1911, Atlanta
Robert made it back to Pastor Marcus’s church in fewer than thirty minutes. That left him over an hour and a half to talk to the pastor, gather up every neighbor he could find, and make it to the newspaper office six miles away and convince a few reporters to follow him back to Henry’s house. He raced up the church steps, swung open the doors, and then sprinted down the main aisle to the pastor’s office.
The door was closed. Robert reached for the doorknob and paused. A large red puddle had spread from beneath the door. Blood. There was no mistaking the color or the meaty metallic smell. Robert had the sudden image of the pastor disemboweled, cut open from asshole to appetite, with his guts strewn around the room and his throat sliced down to the bone.
He was hardly surprised when he eased open the door to find Pastor Marcus sprawled across his desk, stripped naked, his internal organs no longer internal, a cascade of blood raining down onto the floor in sheets. His throat had not only been cut, but he’d been castrated, his male organ shoved into the tremendous gash yawning wide beneath his chin.
Sunlight dappled through the stained-glass windows behind the pastor’s desk, shining red, orange, and blue rays over the ghastly slaughter. Robert felt the bile rise in his throat. He looked around in a panic, worried the killer might still be inside the church. He listened but could hear nothing but the sound of his own heartbeat booming in his chest and his heavy, panicked breathing like he’d just run a marathon.
“Oh, God! Oh, Jesus! What the hell? Who? Why would someone do this?”
Robert brought his hands to his face, covering his eyes. He couldn’t bear to look at this. He couldn’t take it. As he stood there, trying to deal with the shock and horror splayed out before him, he caught the sharp, coppery aroma of blood. It was all over the room, but it was also embedded in his hands. He moved his hands away from his face. They were clean. Not spic and span clean, but clean enough. He looked down at his clothes. His trek through town had rumpled them, and his dark slacks bore a large stain that was crusty and made the garment sticky. Heart pounding, he slowly reached down into his front pocket. He could feel the familiar weight of his straight razor, though he couldn’t remember bringing it with him. His fingers touched the pearl handle. He pulled the razor from his pocket.
It was coated with fresh blood.
He dropped it to the floor and backed away from it in horror.
“What the hell is going on?”
Robert remembered the dream he’d had of the dark man in the black hat kneeling over the dead woman, plundering her organs. He’d had a strong feeling that he knew the man. It had nagged him all day long. He recalled the face now as he stared down at the bloody razor. He could see the man from his dream turning toward him with those black eyes, soulless chasms empty and infinite as a starless sky.
Robert knew that face. Had known it his entire life.
He bent down, picked up the razor, and placed it back in his pocket. He genuflected as he backed out of the room and closed the door. “Rest in peace, Pastor.”
Robert ran back down the aisle, passing rows of splintering, sunbleached wooden pews containing tattered Bibles and hymnals. He made it halfway to the exit before dropping to his knees and regurgitating on the floor. Robert vomited again and again, voiding the contents of his stomach onto the church’s wooden floor, wishing he could void the image of the murdered minister from his mind.
He turned suddenly, as if afraid the pastor would come lumbering out of his office, dragging yards of bloated purple intestines, that hideous gash in his throat still stuffed with his own cock. Instead, a crucified Christ, taller than six feet, towered above the altar. It appeared to have been carved from one enormous piece of alabaster. It was, by far, the most expensive thing in the church and was probably worth more than the building itself. Christ’s eyes were not cast heavenward as they were on most crucifixes. This one was staring down at him with eyes filled with sorrow and remorse as if he regretted sacrificing himself for such a wretched human being.
“Oh, help me, Jesus!” Robert’s stomach continued to heave long after it was empty. Tears streamed down his face. He staggered to his feet and shuffled toward the exit in a daze. He forgot all about Henry and Officer Lacey. All he wanted was to get home, get out of his bloody clothes and into a hot bath and a tall bottle of whisky. He wanted to forget everything - the killings, the Atlanta Police Department, Henry, Lacey, and, most of all, Pastor Marcus.
He swung open the doors of the church and stumbled down the stairs. In his mind, Robert continued to grapple with the mystery of the man with the black eyes. A mystery that had now revealed an answer he could not accept. It made no sense.
As he headed down the street, Robert became aware that his shirt had been stained with blood. His heart pounded as he raced from the scene. How could he have made it from the church all the way to Henry’s in this state without attracting unwanted attention? His streetcar ride to the Fourth Ward had been on the back of the car, away from most of the passengers. And when he finally arrived at Henry’s home, the shade afforded the first-floor foyer from the trees outside had helped camouflage him. Officer Lacey and Henry and Roscoe had been so caught up in the moment that they hadn’t noticed his bloodstained clothing.
This can’t be happening!
Robert peeled off his blood-soaked shirt as he hurried away from the church. His T-shirt was stained as well, but that couldn’t be helped. He walked briskly up Auburn Avenue. He passed the same cafes, restaurants, dress shops, cigar, furniture, and antique stores he’d passed on his way to the church. Many of the same people who’d been there hours ago still lingered on the street. Robert considered stopping to buy a new shirt, though it would have set him back almost a day’s pay. He paused and peered through the window of a men’s store named Woody’s. A men’s white cotton shirt adorned a mannequin in the window. There was a price tag on it, a dollar fifty. Robert reached into his pocket and found three quarters and a dime. He started to turn away when he caught a glimpse of a familiar face in the storefront window. It was the face that had been haunting him ever since his nightmare. Those same black eyes, like holes cored into his skull, stared back at him from his own reflection.
You know who the fuck you are now, Robert Jackson?
Robert turned slowly. The old man in the filthy confederate soldier uniform stood behind him, grinning a nearly toothless grin. His smile was as corroded as his syphilitic nose. He held his battered tin cup out toward Robert.
“I know who I am. I’m Wilson Allen. Who the fuck are you?” He shook his tin cup and laughed. “Who the fuck are you, Robert Jackson? Who the fuck are you?”
Robert shook his head and backed away. “I don’t know. I don’t know who I am. I don’t know!”
Robert began to run. Like a picture show, memories rolled through his mind. Robert reeled under the onslaught, swerving back and forth like a drunken man as he ran.
“Hey, Robert, you at the speakeasy a little too late last night? Look like you got the DTs!”
Robert turned to find the source of the voice. A group of men stood outside a cafe laughing at him. He recognized each of them, but their names escaped him. They were men he’d known since childhood, regulars at his barbershop, but he could not remember any of their names. Suddenly, the horrible memories and reality began to merge. Transposed over the faces of his friends was the vision of Pastor Marcus’s brutalized corpse and the faces of young, light-skinned Black women screaming for their lives. He saw them being raped and sodomized, their heads bashed in with stones, throats cut from one ear to the other, shot, stabbed. He saw them vivisected, their insides removed. He recognized each face, and some he could even name. Della Reid, Addie Watts, Lizzie Watkins, Lena Sharp. Some he’d known from grade school or from the speakeasies. Some he’d met at church, and some he’d only passed once or twice on the street. The rest he’d met only once - the day they’d died.
“The day I killed them,” Robert mumbled as he came to a halt outside his home.
I killed them all.


TWENTY-FIVE
September 1, 2011, Downtown Atlanta
When Carmen was finished telling Jacob Little everything - starting with the initial inspiration for researching a story on Wayne Williams’s case for a potential book - she honestly didn’t know how he would react. Jacob had been the first to call her at the hospital when the news broke; he’d been patched directly to her room despite orders from her doctor and the police that she was to receive no phone calls or visitors.
She knew he was concerned and worried for her. He’d assured her that he would use his influence to keep her name out of the news and he did. The story that broke over the local networks and the leading area newspapers was that Michael Carter had been killed by an employee of the firm that handled security for the Atlanta Constitution’s headquarters. The police acknowledged the security guard was a hero - he’d stopped a brazen attack by a man homicide detectives were confident was the Atlanta Lust Killer. The potential victim’s identity was being kept private. Usually in large media stories like this homicide detectives divulged names, and if they didn’t, journalists used the Freedom of Information Act or managed to get the information through devious means. Jacob had put the word out to senior editors at other dailies and news organizations, though, and for once the wolves had been kept at bay.
A few days later the news hounds got their ID - the potential victim had been a young runaway named Tina Collins, who had already been reunited with her family in rural Missouri. It wasn’t the first time the police and news organizations had worked together to concoct a fictitious person to satiate a public hungry for more information. If anything, it kept the media at bay.
Naturally she’d told the detectives and Jacob the basics - she was leaving the office late and Alfred followed her, angry that she had rebuffed his sexual advances. She admitted not filing sexual harassment charges against him before because she thought she could handle the matter herself. Regardless, he’d followed her to her car and tried to assault her. Michael Carter happened to be close by, intervened, and shot Alfred - and then attacked her. It was during this fight that the security guard had arrived, having grown concerned that Carmen had failed to leave the parking garage after she left the building. The guard had acted quickly and not only got Michael Carter off Carmen but had shot him in self-defense when the killer had brazenly tried to attack him.
The press had a field day with this, of course. Once Michael Carter’s DNA was run through the database and it was matched with the Lust Killings, a swarm of media activity had descended on the Atlanta Constitution. It was one thing for a newspaper journalist to be on the brink of a breaking story like this, it was quite another to have a major aspect of the case unfold on newspaper property, involving their own employees. The way it was spun in the media over the past week, Alfred was made to be the hero. He had come upon Tina Collins being attacked, had tried to save her, and was killed by Michael, who then continued his assault, only to be stopped for good by the security guard. Carmen’s name was never mentioned in the press.
“And that’s how we want to keep it,” Jacob Little had told her.
That was fine with Carmen. She didn’t want to be associated with what had happened. Didn’t want her name splashed in the paper as part of a story. The security guard in question didn’t want the attention either, and he readily accepted an undisclosed sum and signed a non-disclosure agreement with the paper and his employer. He was also given a raise and transferred to a more cushy post. Carmen was confident he wouldn’t talk.
Today was her first day back at the office since the incident. She’d arrived late that afternoon, shortly after four, at Jacob’s invitation to “talk things over,” as he put it. From what he’d told her over the phone, their coworkers had no idea what had went down between her and Alfred and they thought she’d been on vacation. Of course they knew about Alfred, knew that he had intervened to save a young teenage runaway and had paid with his life. At least one of her coworkers was skeptical of this story, though. Carmen had received an e-mail from one of the stringers, Roberta Bloch, who told her she wouldn’t be surprised if Alfred had tried to get a piece of that teenage runaway’s ass for himself before being blown to hell by the Lust Killer.
She felt she owed it to Jacob to tell him the truth. He’d been straight with her from day one when she started at the paper. He’d given her incredible leeway with her assignments, let her take risks, encouraged her, mentored her. So of course she had to tell him the whole story.
Jacob Little sat behind his large oak desk; the way he sat sometimes, with his long, skinny legs pulled up on his chair, his lanky body bent over the table, or slouched over to the side, he sometimes looked like a human pretzel. He’d sat there like that silently listening as she spun the story out, listening to everything - her research at the library, what she learned about Grandma Sable, and the alleged curse. She was afraid he would dismiss it as superstitious mumbo-jumbo, would tell her she was wasting her time. Instead, she was somewhat relieved at his response.
“You need to follow this through,” he said.
“You mean ...”
“You need to finish this,” he said, nodding at her.
Carmen felt a tinge of relief flow through her. She was afraid he would agree that what she’d uncovered was interesting, but that it was simply too big a story to follow up on her own, that she was needed here at the paper. She sighed. “You mean ... I can pursue this? For the paper?”
“Not for the paper,” Jacob Little said. He scooted forward, straightening up in his chair. His silver tooth sparkled. “You need to do this for yourself, Carmen. This is big.”
The implications weighed heavily on her. “I just don’t know,” she said. “There’s no proof Michael Carter’s murder spree was in any way inspired by Grandma Sable. I feel like I’m still grasping at straws with the whole voodoo thing. If anything, what I’ve learned is that Wayne Williams has a split personality. He thinks something called the Fury compelled him to murder those boys. That same phrase was used by other killers.”
“Michael Carter’s mother said he used that word a few times at the house,” Jacob said, reflectively. “Lots of killers use that term, or something similar, to describe what they feel when they get that urge to kill. But there’s something about this story that has you hooked. I can tell.”
“Is that why you’re letting me continue with it?”
Jacob shrugged. “I don’t see why you shouldn’t. I think you’ve just struck the tip of the iceberg. The stuff you found in our archives section seems to be yielding a treasure trove of information. I’d be interested to see what else you can come up with.”
“So I can continue with this? My non-compete with the paper won’t be an issue?”
Jacob Little offered her a smile. “I give you my blessing.”
Carmen felt relieved. “Thanks, Jacob!”
“But there’s one thing.”
“What’s that?”
“What happened with you and Alfred? Not a word of it in anything you write. I don’t even want to see an allusion to it. Understood?”
Carmen nodded. “Yes, of course.”
“As long as you can guarantee that, you have complete access to the archives,” Jacob said. “You can take stuff home if you want.”
“Thank you, Jacob,” Carmen said. She got up from her seat, feeling excited again. “You don’t know how much this means to me.”
Jacob Little pushed himself back from his desk, still seated cross-legged in his chair. “Just let me see a first draft when you’ve finished it. I want to read this story for my own curiosity.”
“You know I will!” Carmen picked up her purse and turned to leave.
“Oh, and Carmen?”
“Yes?” Carmen turned back to Jacob.
Jacob Little grinned at her. “Welcome back!”


TWENTY-SIX
September 1, 2011, Duluth, Georgia
Carmen set the old, spiral-bound notebook on the end table by the sofa and stretched. It was late - almost midnight - and she’d been reading through Robert Jackson’s notebooks for the third time since arriving home from the office. Her own notes on the case - totaling seven thousand words on a Word document - were open on the iBook, currently resting on the sofa. Carmen saved the file, closed the laptop, and sighed.
She had a solid grasp of everything now, from beginning to end. She’d managed to find more than sixty other cases spanning a hundred-year period, all relating to the murder cases she’d singled out. In more than a dozen instances the Fury was mentioned at least once, even if it was in passing. In half of those cases, the suspects had been declared mentally unfit for trial and committed to psychiatric institutions. In most of the cases, though, like Wayne Williams and several others, the murderer had been judged sane and found guilty. She had paid close attention to Wayne’s case, rereading court transcripts and notes made by attorneys, mental health professionals, prison officials, and criminal profilers. Based on this information, she believed Wayne was truly psychotic.
She had gone back to the Atlanta Ripper case in an attempt to find the psychological pattern - primarily higher than normal incidents of racial violence. It was inevitable violent outbreaks between different races would be prevalent in major cities, but what she was looking for was incidents that were higher than the norm and were sustained for long periods of time. She found a few, but none had reached the proportions of Atlanta, Georgia. She was of the growing belief that the higher percentage of murders perpetrated against Blacks and mixed-race Blacks in Atlanta had started with Grandma Sable, for reasons she was still trying to make clear. Grandma Sable might have been a feared voodoo priestess ... she might have even placed a curse designed to protect her great-grandson, as Wayne Williams alleged. But what was a curse exactly? To the superstitious, it could be a death sentence. Tell a believer he has been cursed and he subconsciously believes it. Carmen had read plenty of cases in which those cursed by voodoo or similar magic succumbed only because they had been made aware of it. The power of suggestion was everything. Perhaps it was the strongest form of magic. Once a thought entered a person that something bad was going to happen, if there was some form of emotion involved such as guilt, anger, love, or revenge, it was very likely the curse would work.
Power of suggestion.
So was Grandma Sable’s curse merely a subtle form of mind control? A suggestion to her great-grandson that he was not to associate with White people lest he be taken advantage of, hurt, or worse? Could that suggestion have weaved its way through the community, culminating in the Ripper murders and the more than two dozen mixed-race victims?
Carmen thought it was very possible. Grandma Sable was a force within the neighborhood. She was feared. Respected. People believed in her powers, in the dark magic of voodoo, just as equally as they believed in God, in the resurrection, in the Virgin birth. Wayne Williams obviously believed in the curse. Had the subtle suggestions of Grandma Sable’s curse stayed with him as he grew up, only to manifest in his own particular fetish toward young boys, resulting in his own murder spree, which he then blamed on the Fury?
The power of suggestion, she thought. She pulled Robert Jackson’s notebook into her lap and opened it up again, paging through it slowly. If that’s the case, it started here.
She read an entry marked July 28, 1911:
Henry stopped by the barbershop today. Old man Stan was sitting there looking at a magazine, as usual, and Henry told me rather casually that he had known one of the Ripper victims - Lena Sharpe. Of course, I had suspected this. Some of the victims were Henry’s girls. If Detective Douglas knew I wasn’t revealing this information to him, he would fire me, but I didn’t join the civilian investigator’s team to make friends. I joined at Henry’s request, probably to feed him information on Chief Marshall’s investigation into Henry’s own activities. This has put me in a precarious position.
Carmen flipped through another few pages, wondering how Robert Jackson’s personal journal came to be in possession of the newspaper. Maybe it had something to do with the journalist who wrote that story for the Atlanta Times, she thought. Maybe whoever wrote that story teamed up with somebody at the Constitution following Henry’s arrest and Robert turned his journal over willingly?
Unlikely, Carmen thought. Why would Robert Jackson turn his personal notebook over willingly to the Atlanta Constitution? There was no record of Robert Jackson after 1911. Did he die? Was he killed by Chief Marshall’s boys for his indiscretion when Henry Parker was arrested? Perhaps that’s how his journal wound up in that old box down in the archive room. It could have been placed there anytime after 1911 or 1912, where it would have lain for decades until she came across it a few weeks ago.
Carmen flipped forward through the notebook, scanning the pages. She’d mostly concentrated on the case spanning the summer of 1911 and Henry’s arrest, ignoring what appeared to be notations on Robert’s personal comings and goings - these notations had been written with the same pen, in a similar style of handwriting, but they appeared more hurried, as if he had just been quickly jotting down his thoughts on the fly. As a result, she paid special attention to his notations on the investigation.
August 21, 1911.
I didn’t go back to Henry’s house. I couldn’t. Not after what I’d seen. Lacey was probably dead by now and it was all my fault. If I hadn’t hit him, Lacey would have killed Henry. Roscoe would have killed Lacey and I would have just walked away. Now I’m probably an accessory to murder.
So that explains his arrest for his so-called indiscretion, Carmen thought. She continued paging through the journal. There wasn’t much mention of Henry after this. The few times Robert did mention him he expressed sadness that his friend was facing a trial for a series of crimes he did not commit.
August 27, 1911
I know Henry didn’t kill those women. Chief Marshall says the murders have stopped, but word on the street says a lady was killed last week. Of course the few police officers I talk to admit there was a murder, but they’re not calling it a Ripper killing. What else can it be called? The lady was found ripped to pieces, with her insides yanked out of her and strewn all over the street like confetti!
Carmen nodded. From the scant information on the Ripper killings of Atlanta, most who had studied the case narrowed the canonical murders that spanned the period of 1911 and 1912 as the be-all, end-all of the unknown serial killer’s reign of terror, much like Ripperologists canonized the five victims of London’s Jack the Ripper. Like the London Ripper case, though, many thought the Atlanta Ripper continued on well after it was believed he’d ceased his murderous activities. Some true crime historians believe he might have continued well into 1923. This was where Carmen’s theory of Grandma Sable’s curse came into play. Could those later murders be the result of the curse? That once the seed was planted, it had continued to grow, spreading outward as the years moved on?
August 28, 1911
Ran into Chief Marshall today downtown. He told me I have to stop asking questions about the killings. He says I am no longer a civilian investigator. He says that even though the grand jury only handed down indictments on Henry Parker for two of the murders (he was charged with six), it is the opinion of everybody involved in the investigation that he killed those other women, no matter what the grand jury says. I reminded Chief Marshall that women were still being killed in this neighborhood. Do you know what that sanctimonious White sonofabitch did? He smiled at me and said us “darkies have been killin’ each other since they were brought over to this country on slave ships.”
God, how I wanted to smash his smug face in. But then I thought of Officer Lacey, still off duty and recuperating from his beating, or so I’ve been told.
Robert Jackson still believed the killer was out there, Carmen thought. It was clear to Carmen that Henry’s arrest was a means to an end, a way to get a noted high-profile criminal off the streets. If that meant pinning some of the murders on him and claiming he was the elusive Atlanta Ripper, so be it. Despite everything she’d read on the case, modern day true crime historians never attributed the Atlanta Ripper killings to Henry Parker, nor anyone else for that matter. Rather, Henry was merely one of more than half a dozen men who were arrested and tried in connection with various murders all attributed to the Atlanta Ripper. Being that the very concept of a serial killer was alien to law enforcement at the time, it was easy to understand why the police were grasping at straws.
She flipped through another few pages of the notebook and stopped, frowning at the disjointed handwriting.
She’d come across earlier entries in the journal, often interspaced with his entries on his investigative work. These entries were often personal thoughts, musings on everyday doings at the barber shop, at home, or random observations taken after a walk through town. Some of them were cruel barbs aimed at other people, unnamed in the journals, but the tone was different. Robert Jackson’s prose in most cases was fluid, portraying a bright, educated, and industrious young Black man of the early twentieth century.
But these other entries were markedly different. The handwriting was sloppier, the prose style resembling that of a disjointed mind, the syntax clumsy, with various misspelling of words, suggesting an entirely different person. But it couldn’t be a different person - it was certainly Robert, as evidenced in the way he referred to earlier events and people mentioned in the notebook.
July 23, 1911
Henry can rot far’s I care. That nigger means nothing to me. Always swingen his dick around like he the king. Fuck him!
When she’d encountered that entry her first thought was Robert was angry at Henry’s suggestion (no, not suggestion, Carmen thought ... Henry forced him) he join the civilian Negro investigators. That this was a random entry, probably made in anger and under the influence of alcohol.
But as time went on and the events wound to their conclusion in that late summer of 1911, that other voice began to assert itself more and more in its own distinct style.
August 22, 1911
I’s feeling the itch a little bit. Want to head out to the speakeasy and have me a drink. No, I wants to have several drinks! For once maybe bring a hussy to the house and go to town on her in the right proper way. Not let him out. He itching to come out, but he ain’t goan to. He locked up nice and tight.
When Carmen had first read that entry a few weeks ago, she’d noted it in the Word document. Robert was obviously referring to Henry in this entry. Then other elements of her research had beckoned, she’d had that confrontation with Alfred, and then Michael Carter, and she’d lost track.
Now it was time to look into this further.
Carmen read the entry a second time and then paged slowly through the notebook. She looked through the entries, making careful note of each one: Robert’s calm, measured voice expressing dismay at being kicked off the force; his continued search for clues, for evidence his friend was innocent of the crimes he was being held for. And interspaced with those entries were the others, in a different script, that wild, untamed voice, the words seeming to leap out at her.
Did Robert Jackson have a split personality? she wondered. She stopped paging through the notebook, frowning. Was this where it started? With Robert? It made sense. She believed Wayne Williams suffered from a similar split personality. Were these journal entries written in the different script made by Robert’s alternate personality?
She flipped the page, venturing into a portion of the journal she hadn’t looked through, and something there on the page stopped her. Her heart froze in her chest as she read what was written there.
I killed them all.
The words came out of nowhere. He’d been describing the scene at Pastor Marcus’s murder, his flight from the church, and his subsequent meeting with the derelict in the Civil War uniform, and then those four cryptic words.
I killed them all.
Carmen stared at the words. Could this be Robert Jackson’s confession? There was one other entry after that. It answered her question. Carmen felt chills race across her flesh as she read this last entry.
September 2, 1911
Bitch last night tasted fine and sweet. She was so wet inside I creamed her all up in there and I drank her down, tasted her juices and mine all mingled together and then I cut a piece of her woman parts off and took it home, fried it like bacon this morning and ate it and it was very good and I put her tit in newspaper and have it in the icebox I will have some tonight because that’s what he wants its what I want its what she wants and she wants me to go for more, get some more of them half-breed hussies get more and I will go get more of that tonight and let him out let him out let him out-
Heart racing, Carmen reached for the hardcopies of her notes and began paging through them. She ran her finger along the page of murder victims of 1911 and came across an entry for September 1. A woman named Wanda Rutledge, found eviscerated in a dark corner of Fir Street and Lime in the Old Fourth Ward. Her murder had been reported in the Atlanta Constitution the following morning. What wasn’t reported was the coroner’s report that the victim’s left breast, uterus, and vagina had been severed and taken by the killer.
Robert Jackson was the Atlanta Ripper, she thought. But who is the “she” he’s referring to in that entry?
Her cell phone rang, jarring her out of her thoughts. She looked at the number on the display screen. It was coming from a Herman Alexander - the professor she’d been trying to get in touch with at the University of Georgia.
“Hello,” Herman Alexander said, his voice rich and deep. “I’d like to speak with Carmen Mendoza please.”
“Speaking,” Carmen said, setting her notes aside. She could hardly contain her enthusiasm as she made plans to see Herman Alexander the next day in her hopes to solve one more piece of this puzzle, namely that rare volume on voodoo she’d had photocopied from the library - Yoruba Magic in Georgia. Her assistant at the paper had done the necessary research and found out that Herman Alexander was the last person to have had access to that book. As much as she was having a hard time with the voodoo aspects of this case, she felt it imperative to follow up on it. She only hoped it would provide the knowledge she needed.


TWENTY-SEVEN
September 2, 2011, Atlanta
Dr. Herman Alexander was a big man. Standing a good six feet, five inches and as wide as a house, when Carmen entered his cluttered office space in the humanities building on the University of Georgia’s Atlanta campus, he conveyed warmth and good cheer. He was in his late sixties, with dark skin and a full beard that was pure white. He was dressed casually in blue jeans and a tan button-down shirt. His wooly hair was unkempt and also pure white. His eyes were warm and inviting.
His voice matched his imposing size; it was a deep bass rumble, booming, yet warm and friendly. “Ms. Mendoza. So good to meet you.” His hand engulfed hers as they shook. “Please excuse the mess. I’m preparing for the upcoming semester.”
“Not a problem, sir.”
“What can I do for you?” Dr. Alexander asked. He beckoned for Carmen to sit in one of the chairs by his desk.
Carmen scooted over and sank into the chair, which was old and worn. The chair next to it was piled with books.
“You asked me about that book from the Atlanta Public Library’s Special Collections room. Yoruba Magic in Georgia?”
“Yes,” Carmen said. “I found it about a month ago during some research. The library said that it had last been checked out back in nineteen-eighty-one by a university professor. That’s how I was able to find you.”
Dr. Alexander smiled. “Very persistent.”
Carmen smiled back. It had taken the intern she had for the summer, a tall, bespectacled, skinny White girl named Amy Williamson, most of the past week to track Dr. Alexander down. Carmen had Amy call every college in the greater Atlanta area, focusing on professors who specialized in religious studies, American and African American history, and anthropology. Dr. Alexander was a tenured professor of history at the University of Georgia.
“May I ask what your interest in Yoruba magic is?” Dr. Alexander asked.
“Voodoo, specifically.”
“Voodoo as it relates to African Americans in the United States?”
“Yes,” Carmen nodded. “Specifically, I want to learn more about the author of the book. Do you know who wrote it?”
“There’s no formal record on who authored that particular volume,” Dr. Alexander began. “But I have it on good authority that it was a man by the name of Daniel Weber, who was an occult scholar of some repute.”
“Oh?”
“Yes.” Dr. Alexander paused momentarily. “He later fell into some foul business with a cult out in California while researching them. This would have happened much later, in the early 1920s. Yoruba Magic in Georgia was his first publication.”
“If he wrote it, why didn’t he cop to authorship?”
“I’m not sure. I can only speculate. I understand Mr. Weber was very secretive while he was researching that other cult in California too. He approached both subjects - Yoruba magic and the group in California - with great care and reverence. From what I understand, he wasn’t afraid of Yoruba magic or its various offshoots in any way. In fact, later he investigated and wrote about Haitian and New Orleans voodoo, Macumba, Santeria, and visited with Marie Laveau’s daughter in 1892, just a few years before she died. The younger Laveau was said to be just as powerful as her mother.”
“In his book, he mentions a woman named Sable,” Carmen said. “Did he ever meet with her?”
At the mention of Grandma Sable, Dr. Alexander’s demeanor changed. The smile went away. The laughter in his eyes became darker, narrowed in suspicion. “Why do you want to know?”
“I told you over the phone that I’m a journalist,” Carmen said. “I’m working on a story about Sable’s influence in the Old Fourth Ward. The few people I’ve talked to, who remember her, seem very afraid of her even after-”
“They have every right to be. That woman let something out!” Dr. Alexander stopped suddenly, as if realizing he’d said too much. He looked flustered. “I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to leave.”
“You researched that book for a reason, Dr. Alexander, and I’m not leaving until you tell me why.”
“It’s too late for that!” Dr. Alexander barked at her. “I know it’s started it up again. I read the papers. The Lust Killer they’re calling it this time. Fourteen young women and girls, all biracial like you. The papers say he was caught, but that’s not enough. The killings will continue. You are watching out for yourself on the streets, aren’t you?”
“Of course I am,” Carmen said, stunned by this sudden reversal of behavior in Dr. Alexander. “And what do you mean by ‘that’s what they’re calling it this time’?”
Dr. Alexander regarded her from across his massive desk. “You’re a smart woman. I can see that. This story you’re working on ... it led you to that book, and that led you to me. You’re researching Sable, aren’t you?”
“Yes. I need to know more about her.” Carmen leaned forward. “What happened to her? What was it about her that still causes so much fear in people?”
“You’ve talked to others about her?”
“Yes.” Carmen nodded. “An old man who still lives in the Old Fourth Ward neighborhood. He lives across the street from a home owned by a succession of White folks since 1925 or so ... only as far as I can tell, those people never lived in that house. Sable lived there. For some reason, they let her live there. Why would they do that?”
“Her power,” Dr. Alexander said, shaking his head. “She could use that power to great will. When she regained her strength following her near death in 1901, the family that employed her for so long, they let her live in that house. That neighborhood was brand new in the 1920s.”
“But why did they let her live there? And how could ... how could all those changes of ownership ... how could people who didn’t even know her just let her live there like that?”
“Do you practice Yoruba magic?”
Carmen shook her head. “No. Do you?”
Dr. Alexander grinned slightly. “My seeking that book at the library was due to my faith. I am a houngan. You are aware of that term?”
Carmen nodded again. “A houngan is like a priest. A voodoo holy man.”
“That is correct. I am a houngan asogwe - I am the highest member of clergy in my group, which consists of a broad spectrum of people in the city of Atlanta, from all walks of life. It’s my role to preserve rituals and maintain the relationships between the spirits and our community, as well as lead our religious services. There’s more than that though - a houngan also acts as a faith healer. Vodun is a benign religion. Our people used it to help each other. For protection. You understand?”
Carmen was excited. Dr. Alexander was an expert. If he didn’t have the answers, those answers probably no longer existed. “How long have you been practicing it?”
“Well over thirty years,” Dr. Alexander said. He focused on Carmen from across the desk. “Vodun, or Voodoo as it is usually called, is an Afro-Caribbean religion,” Dr. Alexander explained. “Elements of it were brought over by African slaves. It flourished throughout the American south in the eighteenth and nineteenth century, especially among the French Caribbean slaves. That is the branch of voodoo I practice, what is called New Orleans voodoo. It’s more an Americanized version. There is Haitian voodoo, which is similar. There is Santeria, which is more rooted within the Afro-Caribbean-Hispanic community. It figures very heavily in Florida, especially Miami, as well as the southern border of Texas and into Mexico. What they all have in common is they share roots with the old Yoruba religion. You read about this in the Weber volume?”
Carmen nodded. “I know it took elements of Christianity - specifically Catholicism - as part of its base.”
“Do you know what a bokor is?”
Carmen frowned. “No.”
“A bokor is like a houngan, but they are also sorcerers. This is what sets them apart from houngans. They are often for hire and are said to serve the loa with both hands. This means they practice both dark magic and light magic. Both houngans and mambos can be bokors.”
“What’s a mambo?”
“A female houngan.”
Carmen saw where this was going. “Sable was a mambo? A bokor?”
Dr. Alexander nodded, his features pensive. “Yes - and no. She wasn’t a bokor in the traditional sense because it can mean different things in different pantheons of voodoo. But for our purpose, yes, she was a bokor. She played both hands, working with Baron Samedi, Kalfou, and Legba.”
“Who are they?”
Dr. Alexander dismissed Carmen’s question. “Loas. If you want a crash course in voodoo, I suggest you take my course on the subject. Regardless, Sable became the most feared slave throughout Georgia, throughout the South for that matter. She had such power over the loas that even Marie Leaveau was said to be afraid of her.”
Carmen wasn’t interested in hearing about why Grandma Sable had gone completely over to the dark side of this old African religion. The hatred that had been burned into her had no doubt been done courtesy of her White masters. And what happens to one who is constantly and systematically abused for years? What happens to a dog that is abused and tortured? It strikes back and attacks its abusers.
“Dr. Alexander, does the term, the Fury mean anything to you?”
Dr. Alexander’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Why?”
Carmen was thinking out loud, trying to connect the dots. “I spoke to the Atlanta Child Murderer Wayne Williams. He said when he was a kid, he knew Sable. All the kids knew her. He said she was a calming presence to them but that she spoke of something she called the Fury. He said she seemed to speak of it with pain and regret. Some of my research into this led me all the way back to 1911, to the Atlanta Ripper case. Are you familiar with that?”
Dr. Alexander nodded. “Of course.”
“I came across some old files in the archives of the Atlanta Constitution, where I work. I found what appears to be an old notebook kept by one of the civilian investigators. A man named Robert Jackson. You know about the civilian investigators, right?”
“Sure,” Dr. Alexander said. “Negro detectives. They weren’t formally deputized. The police chief at the time thought they could get more information on a suspect by using African American detectives.”
“Right.” Carmen nodded. “I skimmed through it last night. He talks about the same thing - the Fury.”
“So?”
“Daniel Weber only refers to Sable by the name given to her by her slave owners way back before the Civil War,” Carmen continued. “But after the Civil War, during Emancipation, many African Americans took on the names of their slave masters. Of course those who knew her probably continued to just call her Sable. But I’m willing to bet she was given a last name, a proper American last name, the name of her slave owners. Do you know what it was?”
Dr. Alexander hesitated for a moment and then nodded. “I know. I found out shortly after I learned about her from that book. I knew about her even as a child, you see. I come from a long line of houngans. I was raised within the voodoo religion. My father was a houngan, as was my grandfather. Sable’s name … was spoken with much reverence and fear in our household. But when I became of age and assumed the title of houngan, I learned more.” He regarded her from across his large desk. “Much more.”
“So you know the Fury is her curse?”
Dr. Alexander nodded. “And myself, my father, and my grandfather ... we’ve all tried to stop it. I almost died trying to stop it.” He paused briefly, eyes downcast. “Others have died trying to stop it.”
“What was her name?”
Dr. Alexander looked at her. “Jackson. She took the last name of Jackson back in 1871. The Jacksons owned a large plantation north of here. She had been sold to them shortly before the war ended. Unlike her former slave owners, they treated her fairly well in comparison.” He shrugged. “No beatings. No rapes. Nothing ... too bad.”
“Did she have children?” Carmen asked, already putting two and two together.
“Several,” Dr. Alexander said. “Most were born in the 1820s. They were all sold. But in 1842 she had a son that she was allowed to keep. Twenty years later, after slavery ended, her son and his woman had a child, a girl. Her name was Tonya. After the war, Sable went with her son and his family to work at the Jackson plantation. That’s when they all took the Jackson family name. When Tonya grew up, she went to work for a large plantation in Cobb County run by the Jeremiah family. By then Tonya had become a mother - she had a boy named Robert.”
I knew it, Carmen thought, feeling everything start to click together.
“Tonya and Robert lived on the plantation. By then Sable was living in a shack at the edge of Cobb County. She didn’t work the plantations anymore, but she was well known to the servants in other ways. You see, she had never given up the old ways. She still made her sacrifices to Baron Samedi, to Orisha, to Legba.”
Carmen nodded at Dr. Alexander to continue.
Dr. Alexander sighed and shook his head. He looked uneasy, almost fearful. Carmen had grown used to seeing that look when Grandma Sable’s name came up. “Most of what I learned was from oral tradition,” he said. “I spent a lot of time talking to a houngan who had been involved in Vodun since 1929. He had been raised in the religion much like myself. His own father spoke very highly of Sable - they still called her that, you know. She never went by her slave name.”
“She was upset with her son and granddaughter for taking on the Jackson name,” Carmen said. “And she was probably forced into taking it on herself.”
“She was furious!” Dr. Alexander said, nearly hissing the word. “She was insane with rage, with anger, with hate. She had a great falling out with her family because of it. That’s why she left the plantation and went off to the woods to live in that shack. She had that built - I don’t know who did it for her, but if we take the power she had over people into consideration, I believe she had people in the community build it for her.”
“I have to ask you, Dr. Alexander. Her age. Born in 1799? Really? How is that possible?”
“I spoke of her power,” Dr. Alexander said. His eyes darted around the room as if he were nervous. “There’s something you need to know about bokors. They are usually chosen from birth when it is believed they bear a great ashe, or power. There is no information on Sable’s mother, but it is very likely her mother was a mambo, that she recognized that her daughter had a great ashe when she was just an infant and was thus chosen to be a bokor.”
“And that power was strong enough to give her such a long lifespan?”
“No, but Daniel Weber wrote about her ability to harness the dark side, to reach beyond the pantheons of voodoo.” Dr. Alexander paused for a moment, as if unsure how to continue. “This is only my opinion. I’ve never spoken to anyone of this, and if anybody comes around and asks me about it later, I will deny it and I will deny ever meeting with you. Is that clear?”
“Yes.” Carmen’s heart was racing.
“I believe Sable made a pact with Marinette, and Kalfu, who are Petwo loa. These loa originated under the harsh conditions of slavery. Marinette is a cruel and vicious loa. She is believed to be the mambo who sacrificed the black pig at the culmination of the start of the first Haitian Revolution. You are aware of this revolution?”
Carmen nodded. “Just what I learned in college. It was a slave uprising in Haiti around the beginning of the nineteenth century.”
“It culminated in the elimination of slavery in that country, in 1804.” Dr. Alexander leveled a serious gaze at her.
“The year Sable was sold?”
Dr. Alexander nodded. “Marinette was said to be elevated to loa status after her death. She is greatly feared, but she is also seen as one who frees her people from bondage.”
“What about the other one?”
“Kalfu is one of the petwo aspects of Papa Legba, but he is seen as a young man or a demon. His name means crossroads, which means he has the power to grant or deny access to all other loa. He also allows the crossing of bad luck from the spirit world, particularly destruction. He is a much feared and respected loa, said to be the grand master of charms and sorceries and is closely associated with black magic. In fact, he is often considered analogous with Satan.”
“So you’re saying she conjured these loas?”
“Sable would have had the power as a bokor to call to them. I believe she called on them and utilized their dark magic to create a separate entity that would serve as a sort of familiar to her grandson - her great-grandson, really. A separate entity that would remain with him, take possession of him, if you will, to work him much like a houngan utilizes a zombi for his efforts. I believe she granted them access here in the form of this familiar in exchange for this protection. In return, they granted her the power of a long life, and that it was this dark force, this dark rage, that enabled her to live for so long.”
“It’s so hard to believe.” In the few weeks since her last talk with Wayne Williams, she had conducted more intense research on deaths involving the elderly covering the period of 1967 to 1970. None of those elderly who died in the Old Fourth Ward neighborhood matched Grandma Sable’s description. “How can anybody live that long?”
“It’s very rare, but it isn’t entirely unheard of for one to reach an incredibly advanced age. There is a woman from the former Russian territory of Georgia who just last year celebrated her one hundred thirtieth birthday. Other people from that area, as well as some Asian-Pacific people, have reportedly lived to great ages.”
“But a hundred and seventy-plus years?”
Dr. Alexander shrugged. “If she had the genes, and if the magic she worked was involved ... yes ... it’s very possible.”
Carmen thought about this for a moment and then posed a question. “Do you know if she died?”
Dr. Alexander sighed and nodded. “Yes. She did. April 4, 1970. She died in that home you speak of. The spirits informed my father, who was our houngan at the time. He made sure her body was removed and taken care of.”
“What happened to it?”
“Her remains were interred in a special place. Away from prying eyes, from those who might wish to further her evil.”
Carmen nodded. “You indicated she almost died once before. When was that?”
“In 1901. Her great-grandson, Robert, found her in her shack near death and brought the village houngan in to tend to her. Last rites were given, but that only made her mad. It was said that she looked at Robert and told him that she’d given him a gift, something that would never leave him, something that had protected him ever since he was a child. She didn’t tell him what this was, only that she had conjured it in a ritual long ago when he was young. She told him it had been with him ever since, that it had served him well ... but that it was now awake and hungry.”
Carmen shuddered at the thought.
“That little talk seemed to rejuvenate her. Robert dismissed her as crazy. He was a young man then, a rather good-looking one too, so I am told. The folks from the neighborhood began to take care of Sable and for the next several years she got better, seemed to thrive almost.” Dr. Alexander paused. “And young African American women began to be slaughtered.”
“The Ripper killings,” Carmen said.
Dr. Alexander slowly nodded.
“You knew about this?”
“It’s long been a suspicion. I have no solid proof, and neither do you. I’m only relaying the stories handed down from my grandfather to my own father, and the houngan I spoke of earlier.” For the first time, he looked grave. “If what I suspect is true, what Sable unleashed has survived. It has gone through periodic slumbers only to awaken and attach itself to another host, which it influences to kill for it.”
“But what is it? I’m having a hard time believing this. I’m not even a Catholic anymore, I stopped going to church when I was sixteen. All this you’re telling me ... spirits and loas and curses ... how can any of it be real?”
“It’s not a matter of belief, it’s a matter of knowing.” Dr. Alexander raised a level gaze at her. “You know what Wayne Williams did ... you know about the bloodshed committed by the fiend the newspapers called the Atlanta Ripper. You know about this new killer, the Lust Killer. And you know about all the other murders spanning a hundred years. Most of them young Black women. Some young gay Black men. Some transvestites. And all of them of mixed-race. Atlanta has a higher proportion of these crimes than any other city with a large African American population. Why do you think that is?”
“I don’t know!” Carmen was beginning to feel frustrated. She could believe Robert Jackson was the Atlanta Ripper. She could even believe Grandma Sable had lived for a long time - a hundred and twenty years maybe, but surely no more; maybe it was her daughter, Tonya, that Wayne Williams had met way back when he was a child. Maybe Tonya had assumed Grandma Sable’s identity to perpetuate the myth.
But a part of her knew that wasn’t the case.
“Why did she place this curse?” Carmen asked. “To guard her great-grandson? To keep him safe?”
“Yes.” Dr. Alexander nodded. “It was originally a spell for protection. She conjured a ‘familiar’ that was designed to protect and guard her great-grandson, to keep him from being exploited and beaten by his mother’s employer. But then something happened …”
“What happened?”
“The protection spell failed. Legend has it that her great-grandson was attacked by her daughter’s employer … sexually, and when he told Sable, she went crazy and changed the spell, strengthened it, turned it into a vengeance curse. The next morning, Tonya’s employer slaughtered his entire family and then killed himself.”
My God, Carmen thought.
“She let her extreme hatred and rage into the curse. The familiar fed on that hate, multiplied it, perverted it, so that even as it worked through her great-grandson, it began to feed on his forbidden desires. That rage and hate that Sable put into it - it was rage felt toward the White slave masters and plantation owners that beat and abused her and her loved ones that held them in bondage for so long. Marinette and Met Kalfu basked in that, as you can imagine. That’s what fuels it. Whenever the familiar attaches itself to another host, it feeds on that person’s own tastes, his own desires, and perverts it.”
Carmen shook her head, thinking about Wayne Williams telling her about Grandma Sable’s regret. “Wayne said she seemed remorseful. Did she ever try to call it back?”
“If she did, by then it was too powerful even for her,” Dr. Alexander said. “It already had a life of its own. You see, it was supposed to have left upon Robert’s passing, but it didn’t. Instead … it moved on.”
“Moved on? You mean like a flea jumping from one dog to the next?”
Dr. Alexander huffed. “You have a way with words. But yes, something like that.”
Carmen’s mind raced. This was all too much. She had to leave Dr. Alexander’s office. She had to think. Regroup. She stood up and gathered her purse. “Thank you very much for speaking to me, Dr. Alexander. I promise, what we spoke of today will remain between us.”
Dr. Alexander rose from behind his desk and escorted Carmen to the door. “I know this is a lot to absorb,” he said. “But please - take it seriously. My religion, my faith, is not to be scoffed at. It has held my people together for centuries. It has protected us, guided us, strengthened us. What Sable did - it was as far from voodoo as devil worship is to Christianity.”
Carmen paused at the door, regarding Dr. Alexander. “Earlier you mentioned Kalfu as being synonymous with Satan. Do voodoo practitioners believe in the devil, Dr. Alexander?”
“There is no one evil god in the pantheon of voodoo. There are several. And a bokor forms alliances with as many as he or she can. What we call syncretism is merely the combining of different religious beliefs. It happens within various belief systems, Vodon in particular. Kalfu is syncretized with Satan because of all the petwa loas; that’s who he most closely resembles. But it’s also believed he resembles other evil beings, some that are beyond human comprehension.”
“You mentioned Sable had reached out beyond the pantheon of Vodun. What else did she reach out to?”
Dr. Alexander was silent. His dark eyes conveyed a single emotion: fear. “I don’t know,” he whispered. “But whatever it is, I don’t want to know it. I don’t ever want to see it. And I don’t want it to know I’m here.”
Carmen thought about this, then nodded. “Thank you for your time, Dr. Alexander.” She turned to go.
“Ms. Mendoza?”
Carmen stopped.
“Don’t try to stop it. It can’t be stopped.” Dr. Alexander looked helpless, which didn’t bode well for his physical stature.
Carmen nodded and then left the humanities building, Dr. Alexander’s words echoing through her head.
It can’t be stopped.
This thing had almost killed her. There had to be some way to stop it. Then she had another thought. If it hadn’t died with Robert, if it had merely leapt to another host, then what happened to it after Michael Carter was killed? She remembered the security guard. Just yesterday he was honored by the mayor and the chief of police with a medal for stopping the killer and saving her life. Did the Fury leap into him? Were the killings about to begin again? She had to find him. She had to find a way to put an end to this before it ended her.


TWENTY-EIGHT
September 2, 1911, Atlanta
I killed them all.
Realizing this drove Robert Jackson to madness. He refused to believe it. Part of him was still convinced that it was somebody else. Not Henry Parker - that wasn’t his style - but somebody else. Some hustler who hung out at one of Henry’s numerous houses or speakeasies, one of the men who smuggled liquor down from Canada or arranged for the distribution of opium that arrived at the Pacific Railway station from San Francisco. And it couldn’t be him. There was no way.
But it was.
A sudden flood of images poured through his brain, memories of heinous atrocities he’d committed, most of them formerly attributed to dreams and nightmares. After finding Pastor Marcus slaughtered like a pig in his office, Robert still denied he was responsible and tried to carry on as if things were still the same. He’d reopened his shop and cut hair during the day. By night he was quietly following up on leads from his investigation, determined to prove to the Atlanta Police that Henry wasn’t the killer. More importantly, he wanted to prove to himself that he wasn’t the killer. And through it all he suppressed all memory of the slaughter at Pastor Marcus’s church even when the reverend’s body was discovered. He feigned shock at the crime as the news spread and quietly went about his business, keeping his ear to the ground.
As the weeks passed, news on the street was Pastor Marcus had been murdered by the jealous husband of one of his female parishioners. Rumor had it that Pastor Marcus liked to play around with the ladies in his congregation on the side. Despite those rumors, nobody was arrested for the crime. There were few clues, and alibis were tight.
Robert let himself in his barbershop from the back door, making sure nobody saw him enter. He’d come directly to the shop from canvassing the area’s speakeasies and brothels, still trying to glean one more nugget of information out of the populace. He crept slowly through the shop in the darkness. He drifted to the lobby and looked out the front plate glass window at the empty street outside. All was silent.
Robert wheeled over to the barber chairs where he plied his trade. He couldn’t deny it anymore. The fury was real and it was inside of him, buzzing in his brain, making his head throb, bringing him to madness.
“No,” Robert said, panting heavily, trying to catch his breath. “I ain’t goin’ do it. No more. You’ve had your fun. Now git on out of me!”
A sharp stabbing pain erupted through his skull, sending him reeling to the counter. For a moment he felt like he was going to pass out. His vision got blurry. “Augh,” Robert panted, hissing against the pain. “Goddamn!”
Robert braced himself against the counter, head bowed, trying to ride the pain out. It ebbed considerably, but behind that was the Fury’s unending presence. It tickled in the back of his mind, skittering around like a rat, whispering to him, making its demands, fighting for control.
“No,” Robert said, summoning all his strength to keep it from sneaking in and gaining control. “No, I ain’t goin’ let you. You ain’t goin’ take me again like some damn zombi. No suh. You can forget it!”
The gnawing on his brain as the Fury howled in protest was excruciating. The enormity of that blast of agony left him gasping.
Weakened by the struggle, Robert slumped to the floor. Tears streamed down his cheeks. “No,” he said, his voice shaking over and over. “No more, no more, please no more.”
But it was no use. The Fury was having none of that. It warred for Robert’s mind and body and Robert refused to give in. “I ain’t goin’ out tonight. I ain’t goin’!”
He could see its intentions, see the vile plans it had for him, who it wanted him to kill and how. It wanted - screamed and demanded like some angry old woman - Robert to go to Henry’s roadhouse on Lincoln Highway, find Lisa Hathaway, and get her alone in the alley behind the roadhouse. He saw her as it saw her. A whore. A slut. A race traitor throwing up her legs for White men for the price of a shave and a haircut. It wanted to rip her to pieces and inhale the fumes of her steaming guts.
“I ain’t gonna do it!”
Even as Robert’s mind protested, his manhood, his perverse, tortured libido, responded. He could feel his manhood swell as the fantasy took form. Cutting her clothes off, raping her, sodomizing her, and then cutting her throat, bashing her head in with a stone, cutting out her sex, removing her breasts, and taking them with him.
“No! Jesus, help me!”
The Fury pushed at Robert, tantalized him with visions of Lisa’s cinnamon-brown skin, naked and bleeding, helpless, subject to his every desire. It knew what Robert wanted, knew his darkest longings, the secret lusts and fetishes that Robert had long suppressed.
This isn’t what I want. This is what you want, what you’ve always wanted. You are a killer, Robert. A rapist. A sadist. You want to fuck and kill those whores. I just helped you do what you always wanted to do. I just gave you the balls you didn’t have.
“Noooooooo! Get the fuck out of my head!”
Emboldened and stronger now that he knew what he was dealing with, Robert pushed back. Two months ago he hadn’t been able to recognize the signs when the Fury took over. His epiphany had been like waking from a bad dream and realizing the dream had really happened - he’d seen the physical evidence of the aftermath, found the Fury’s trophies in jars in his basement. He’d destroyed them all, all evidence of his crimes. And now he had to finish it.
He hadn’t wanted to admit it, but there was no way around it. He had killed those women … and he had wanted to do it, some dark and terrible part of him that he’d kept hidden away had wanted it and the Fury had found that part of him and set it free. It had become like another person, a separate personality, the sick, twisted part of Robert that blamed his mother for fucking her White employer, blamed her for the punishment he’d suffered at the hands of Mr. Jeremiah, blamed her for making a half-White baby, his sister, and letting her be taken away. He wanted his mother to pay for what she’d done. He wanted all women like her to pay. He had wanted revenge and he’d gotten it. Over and over again and all along he’d been killing, killing his mother ... no, not his mother, his sister! He’d been killing his sister over and over.
One final memory crept into his mind. It was the memory he’d buried the deepest, the one that had caused the schizophrenic break that separated his personality into two halves, the one that had created the darker half that the Fury now controlled. He remembered going back to Mr. Johnson’s house, the last place he’d ever been happy. He went to his old room in the servant’s quarters, lay on his old bed, and wept. Then he’d heard the sound of a baby crying and he’d known who the baby was, known it immediately. He picked up a machete from the tool shed, the one he’d used to cut tobacco on the days when he worked the fields with the other Negroes. He crept quietly to the main house, up the stairs, and into the little nursery. Robert had never had a nursery like this, filled with white lace and big fluffy pillows and Teddy bears and dolls. He’d been born in his great-grandmother’s rundown shack. This baby, this high-yellow-half-White mongrel would get all the things he never had. This baby was the reason he and his momma had been kicked out. It was the reason they had to work for Mr. Jeremiah. She was the reason Mr. Jeremiah had hurt him.
He looked down into the crib and saw the baby’s big brown eyes, black curly hair, and light tan skin, almost white. One day she would easily pass as White and she’d have the Johnson name and his wealth and what would Robert and his mother have? They would have nothing. And so Robert raised the machete and brought it down again and again and again, spattering the walls with blood, leaving the crib filled with blood as he’d taken the baby’s butchered remains and crept out of the house, off the Johnson’s plantation and into the woods, deep where no one went, where the wolves and bears would finish the job he’d started. He’d gone back home that night and Grandma Sable had washed the blood from his hands and clothes.
She’d made him new clothes and he’d never seen those blood-soaked rags again until now, in his head, as Robert remembered the first killing, the one the papers had said had been committed by wild animals, a wolf that had crept into the Johnson’s nursery and stolen their baby.
“No. Noooooooo!” Robert sobbed. He wept for his lost humanity. He knew now that what the Fury had unleashed had been his true nature. He was a killer. At his core, at his deepest darkest inner-being, he was a murderer of women - and children. That force that controlled him, that sank its talons deep into the darkest part of his psyche and took advantage of it - it was him. Whatever Grandma Sable had done to him had only set free what had already been inside him.
The Fury laughed and renewed its encouragement.
Kill the whore! Rip her apart, Robert. It’s what you want! The Fury shrieked. Only now, the voice sounded like his own.
“I ain’t goin’ do it!” Robert cried. He sat up, leaning against the counter. He was breathing heavy in short, steady breaths. “I ain’t never goin’ do it again. I don’t care what you want. You ain’t goin’ get it from me no more!”
The Fury howled, and this time the blast was so severe that Robert cried out from the intensity of it. He fell over on his side, crumpled in a fetal position against the pain. He couldn’t hold it in any more. It was getting too strong, too demanding, and its hunger was unquenchable. It wanted blood and it wanted it now. Robert knew that if he didn’t let the Fury out, didn’t let it control him, didn’t let it feed off his own lust for mulatto women, turning his desire for them into something fatal, it would tear him apart, but he didn’t care. He had to stop it. This had to end.
Images of pretty women with caramel-colored skin screaming for mercy as his blade ripped through them, spilling red and purple innards and thick, red blood, bloomed to his senses. The visions were so sudden and vivid that they overwhelmed him with their intensity. Mixed with these images were others; of those same pretty women dressed in garments of silk, their tongues darting between their lips in invitation to his caress, inviting him with their eyes, the swell of their breasts, telling him they wanted him and they wanted him now!
“No!” Robert yelled, breaking the illusion. He could dimly feel his penis throbbing in his slacks and he knew the Fury was working at getting its fingers into him again. It howled in protest and another wave of pain slammed into his head, this one almost knocking him out completely. But Robert wasn’t going to be overtaken this time. He was going to make the fury suffer. If he could starve it, maybe he could kill it. If he denied it access, maybe that would be the thing that drove it away.
“I ain’t goin’ do it,” Robert muttered, his voice shaking. “You can’t make me.”
But the Fury was desperate now and Robert could sense it. Robert had been denying it now for the past two weeks. It had tried every trick. It had reached its breaking point.
Robert’s arm shot up and his hand began to grab at the counter. The Fury yelled in protest. “No!” It knew what Robert was intending. It could not stop him. Robert ran his fingers over combs, brushes, and finally, one of his straight razors.
His fingers grasped the pearl handle.
“No!” Robert gritted his teeth, summoning all of his strength as he brought his hand down and over his body.
“Leave me now or I’ll kill myself and you’s gon’ die with me!”
He could feel a new emotion wafting off the Fury: fear, panic.
“Leave me now, ya hear!”
Sweat beaded on his face as he brought the hand that held the blade and centered it first over his throat and then over his stomach. The Fury strained with all its power to put his arm down, to uncurl his fingers in order to release the straight razor. The Fury was desperate, but it was weak. It could threaten. It could spew lies and promises and fill Robert’s head with all manner of thoughts, but it couldn’t truly control him. The decisions were always his own. Every killing, every horrible crime, had ultimately been Robert’s choice. The Fury instigated and encouraged, it tricked and manipulated, but Robert had been the one who’d done the killings. Robert and Robert alone. And ending it now would be his choice as well.
His hand grasped the handle of the razor tightly and ripped the blade across his stomach.
Robert was surprised he’d had the courage; right up until he’d done it, he hadn’t known if he’d be able. The Fury was surprised as well. It wailed in his head, screaming in outrage, and then it was gone. Where it had been was now just a great emptiness. Robert was free. He smiled and laughed and then looked down at his bleeding stomach. The cut had not been deep enough to disembowel him, but he’d cut into the muscle and it was bleeding profusely. If he didn’t stop the bleeding quickly, he would bleed out and die on the barbershop floor. He stood, wincing in pain, and grabbed a handful of cotton balls from a jar on the shelf and pressed them to the wound. Next he wrapped a towel around his stomach. He staggered forward a few steps. Spots danced before his eyes and the room began to spin. He knew that if he blacked out, he would die.
Everything began to blur, like he was looking at the world through a foggy pane of glass. He crumpled to the floor and everything went dark.
It seemed like a day had passed before he awoke. That emptiness was still there, only now he could feel it slowly filling with feelings of regret. He’d killed so many women. But worse than that, he regretted what he’d done to Henry. He’d promised his old friend that he’d return with help and instead had left him there. He’d heard rumors that Henry had taken a terrific beating at the hands of the police. Robert had tried to visit him, but the police had refused all visitors. That remorse now echoed through the hollow spaces in his soul. Even greater than that was the regret he’d felt for killing his only sister. His mother was inconsolable when she’d heard the news. She’d sunk deeper and deeper into depression from which she’d never emerged. One day, Robert found her hanging from an oak tree in the cemetery where his sister was buried. It had been his fault and he hadn’t even cried at her funeral. He had been too filled with anger and self-pity.
Robert had lost a lot of blood while he was unconscious. The white towel he’d wrapped around his waist was now a dark, brownish red. He sat up, and pain lanced through his stomach and his wound began to bleed again. His eyesight blurred once more and it took every ounce of will within him to keep from blacking out again. If he lost consciousness again, Robert knew he would bleed to death.
The front door opened and someone walked in. I thought I’d locked the door, Robert thought. Robert could barely make out the person’s features, but he could tell by the silhouette that it was a man.
“Help me!”
The man stepped closer.
“You know who the fuck you are now, Robert Jackson?”
It was the old bum in the confederate uniform. He stepped forward and knelt down beside Robert. The old wino retrieved the bloodstained razor from the floor where Robert had dropped it.
“I know who I am. I’m Wilson Allen.” He leaned in closer, so close that Robert could smell his rotten egg stench and the odor of alcohol and halitosis wafting from him. He whispered in Robert’s ear.
“It’s you. It’s you. Help me. Get me to the hospital.” Robert’s voice was hoarse and weak.
The old wino smiled.
“The Fury says hello.”
There was no pain, at least not at first. Robert gasped as he watched the old wino’s hand move the blade up over his stomach toward his sternum, the razor sliced deeper into his flesh, parting muscle, sinew, and skin, tearing his makeshift bandages to ribbons. He felt the cold, biting sharpness of the blade as it sliced through his guts, bisecting the muscles of his abdomen like a butcher cutting ham. Robert screamed his throat raw. The shallow wound he’d cut hours ago was being widened into a gaping maw through which he could now see his own intestines. Blood rained from the hole in his stomach like water being dumped out of a barrel, flowing out of him like a river.
“I know who I am, Robert Jackson. Who the fuck are you?”
Robert gasped as Wilson’s left arm rose. Powerless, he watched in horror as the wino’s hand shot into the slit in his belly. Robert grabbed Wilson’s arm with both hands, but he was weak from losing so much blood and the old wino was impossibly strong. Wilson’s grimy, soot-and filth-crusted fingers slid into the wound. Robert tried to cry out for help but couldn’t. His voice was frozen in his throat.
The hand holding the razor cut deeper into his belly, this time slicing downward. This time he could feel the blade open something inside him. He felt something warm and wet spill out of him and he felt the entire lower portion of his body grow suddenly warm, as if he were immersed inside a warm tub of water. The thick smell of blood rose in the air along with something else: the scent of bile, of stomach acid. The wino’s left hand grasped something wet and slippery and began to tug it out. That was when the first stab of pain began in his gut.
Robert howled in pain as nauseous agony twisted through his entrails.
The last thing Robert saw before losing consciousness was Wilson Allen’s black eyes staring down at him. There was no emotion in those eyes. They were stygian holes, completely empty. They looked so familiar. If only Robert could remember where he’d seen those eyes before.


TWENTY-NINE
September 3, 1911, Atlanta
“Jesus, what a mess!”
Detective Douglas could only agree. He’d been called down to Jackson’s barbershop around ten this morning after a call to the station from a frightened patron who alerted them that Robert had committed suicide. Douglas had been the fourth law enforcement officer to arrive.
Detective Douglas was standing at the edge of the waiting area, close to the first barber chair. Robert Jackson was sitting on the floor with his back propped against the counter, his guts spilling out of his abdomen amid a wide pool of blood and viscera. His eyes were open and fixed on the wall.
“What would cause a man to open himself up like that?”
Douglas turned to his partner and shrugged. His partner, Hugh Adams, was a ten-year veteran. He was shaking his head.
“I don’t know,” Detective Douglas said. “This man, Robert Jackson, he was very resourceful. Very dedicated. He was coming up with some tangible leads on the Ripper case.”
“I guess he just couldn’t handle being kicked off the Negro civilian team,” Hugh Adams said. He turned to Douglas. “This is the guy who’s friends with that Parker character, right?”
“Yeah, this is him,” one of the other police officers said. Two other police officers, younger men brand new to the force, were loitering in the waiting area, leafing through the pulp magazines on the coffee table. Waiting for the meat wagon to pick up the body.
“What do you think?” Detective Adams asked.
Douglas shrugged. “No sign of forced entry. The patron who called it in saw the body through the window. He was here to have his weekly trim.” Douglas turned toward the front door where a rail thin Negro man stood, his eyes wide and bloodshot, his features plastered with fear. “Isn’t that right?”
“Yes, sir,” the man said. “I called it in.” The thin man was dressed in dark slacks, a white shirt, and black shoes. He held his brown hat in his hands, looking worried and uncomfortable. He glanced toward the body and the pool of blood. “Such a terrible thing.”
Detective Adams nodded toward the body and then turned to Douglas. “Front door was unlocked. There’s no sign of a struggle. And he’s still holding the blade.”
“That’s what gets me.” Douglas shook his head. “How can a man do that to himself? To be that engulfed with fear and despair to disembowel yourself like that. I’ve seen a lot of suicides in my time, but I’ve never seen anything like this.”
One of the officers standing near the body called out. “So you’re saying it’s suicide, Detective Douglas?”
“What else can it be? Robert Jackson had no known enemies. His friend Henry Parker is locked up for two of the Ripper murders. And the way he’s holding that razor blade, it’s pretty tight. Take a look at those knuckles.”
It was true. The grip on the razor blade was tight. Robert Jackson’s knuckles were almost white from the force of his grip on the razor.
“Sad to say, I call this a suicide,” Detective Douglas said.
Detective Adams shook his head. “Suicide,” he muttered. He turned back to the body. “Weirdest damn suicide I ever saw.”


Epilogue
September 3, 2011, Atlanta
His name was Lamont Edwards. She’d gotten his name and address from Human Resources. She didn’t know how to approach him or what she’d say when she was finally face to face again with the man who’d saved her life. She didn’t know anything about him except that he now had a permanent position at the Atlanta Constitution as a result of his heroism.
Carmen drove to his apartment, rehearsing her opening words out loud and glancing in the rearview mirror to make sure her expression was appropriately sincere without looking like she was coming on to him. “Hi, Lamont. I just wanted to come by and say thank you for what you did for me. You saved my life.”
That sounded too sweet. It didn’t sound like her at all.
“Hello, Lamont. I didn’t get a chance to thank you the other night for what you did for me. You saved my life.”
Now that sounded like she wanted to fuck him.
“Hi, I just wanted to thank you for shooting that sick bastard. You saved my life.”
Maybe?
“Lamont? Hi. I just stopped by to thank you for saving me from that twisted fuck. He would have raped and killed me if you hadn’t shown up.”
That was more like her but probably a little too candid.
Carmen didn’t understand why she was so nervous. It felt like she was going on a first date. Goosebumps dotted her arms.
Lamont Edwards’s apartment was in the Pittsburgh community near Adair Park in southwest Atlanta. Carmen had covered two police shootings in this neighborhood in the past year. The gentrification that had begun there at the start of the new millennium with the tearing down of the Pittsburgh Civic League Apartments, a low-income housing project that was an incubator for violence and crime, had been slow so far and the neighborhood was resisting, fighting back in spurts of isolated violence. The economic downturn of 2008 sealed the neighborhood’s fate. Now, it was every bit the violent slum it had been for the past forty years.
The apartment was on Lee Street above a soul food restaurant. Carmen parked the car, wondering if it would still be there when she returned. The police had confiscated her .38 Special for evidence, so Carmen had purchased a .380 Sig Sauer semi-automatic to replace it. She had her hand inside her purse clutching the .380 tight as she stepped from her car.
“‘Sup, shorty?” asked a guy sitting in an alleyway. He leered at her openly, grinning salaciously and licking his teeth as he adjusted his crotch. There was a group of guys across the street watching the exchange, waiting to see how she handled it. How she handled it might very well decide whether she left the neighborhood unmolested.
“‘Sup, bruh? Does Lamont live here?”
The guy nodded, still tugging at the crotch of his low-hanging jeans.
“He up dere. Second flo’.”
“Thanks. Hey, will you keep an eye on my car for me? I’ll hook you up when I come back.”
The guy nodded.
“You hook me up with some of that sweet ass and I’ll watch whateva you want.”
“Yeah, I bet you would,” Carmen replied with a wink. “But how ‘bout I just give you five bucks instead?”
“Yeah, bet. That’s cool.”
Carmen winked again and smiled and then turned and stepped up to the doorway leading to Lamont’s apartment. There was a buzzer outside. She pressed it and waited.
“You gonna be waitin’ a long time. That shit don’t work. The lock’s broken too. Just go on up.”
Carmen nodded again and then opened the door. Inside was a long, dark staircase that led to a short hallway. Carmen walked slowly up the stairs, still clutching the Sig Sauer as if she was afraid that something would come out of the walls to attack her. She wondered if she’d made a mistake by coming here.
At the top of the stairs there were two doorways, one on the left and one on the right. The two apartments were marked with the unnecessary designations 1 and 2, as if there was any confusion. Carmen knocked at apartment two and waited. There were noises coming from inside. It sounded like someone fighting. She heard someone crying. She knocked on the door again, harder this time. Her thoughts filled with fears of confronting the Fury again, this time in the body of a large, strong man rather than the pudgy weakling whose ass she’d kicked in the parking lot. There was a sound like an animal squealing and then a man’s harsh, muffled voice followed by footsteps as someone walked toward the door. Carmen clicked the safety off her gun.
“Who is it?”
The voice sounded so intimidating, full of anger and the threat of violence. Carmen swallowed hard.
“Uh ... it-it’s me, Carmen. F-from the newspaper? I just came by to thank you for saving my life.”
Several locks disengaged and then the door flew open. Lamont was standing there in a pair of low-hanging blue jeans, no shirt on, dripping in sweat. The tattoo on his neck wasn’t his only tattoo. A large wooden crucifix complete with a Black Jesus with dreadlocks had been inked on the center of his chest. On his shoulders, arms, and stomach were biblical verses interspersed with hip-hop lyrics. Directly beneath the Jesus tattoo was a quote from the book of Mathew: Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace but a sword. Beside that was a quote from Biggie Smalls: When I die, fuck it I wanna go to hell, ‘cause I’m a piece of shit it ain’t hard to fuckin’ tell ... followed by Move over, Lucifer. I’m more ruthless leave you toothless! The calm, patient tone he’d had with her after the shooting was gone. His eyes no longer looked soft and comforting. He looked angry and impatient.
Carmen felt the spit dry up in her mouth. This was her hero. A thug. And she’d probably just interrupted him having sex or something.
“Yeah?”
She looked at his furious expression and wondered, Is this what the Fury looks like? But no, this was just another angry, young Black man, pissed off at the world.
“I-I just wanted to say thank you.”
He smiled and all the warmth bled back into his features.
Carmen relaxed.
“Oh, yeah. I remember you. You came all the way down here just to say thanks? You didn’t have to do that. I was just doin’ my job. I should have gotten there earlier.”
Carmen smiled back. “No. You came just in time and I wanted you to know how much I appreciated it.”
There was a loud thump, like something heavy falling onto the floor. Lamont glanced behind him and then turned back to Carmen and smiled sheepishly. “Look, I’d invite you in, but you kind of caught me in the middle of something. Thanks for coming by though. You really didn’t have to.”
“Okay, well I’ll let you get back to whatever you were doing. Goodbye and thanks again.” Carmen held out her hand, and Lamont reached for it with a hand coated in blood. The skin on the knuckles was torn and frayed.
“You been in a fight, Lamont?”
A door behind him opened and a naked young girl, no older than sixteen, staggered out into the hall. She’d been badly beaten. “Help meeee!”
That furious expression returned to Lamont’s features as he turned toward the young girl. “Bitch, I tole you to stay yo’ ass in that room!” He turned back toward Carmen. “Sorry about this. We just havin’ a little disagreement. This ain’t got nothin’ to do with nothin’.”
Carmen pulled out the Sig Sauer, raised it, and pulled the trigger, shooting Jesus right through his crown of thorns. Lamont staggered backward, and Carmen pulled the trigger again. A voice in the back of her mind was telling her to stop, that she didn’t really know what was going on here, didn’t know if this was his girlfriend or just some crack whore he’d picked up off the street or somebody’s innocent child.
Another louder, more insistent, more persuasive voice shouted back that it didn’t matter who she was. This is wrong! This man has to be punished for what he’s done to that young girl. He has to die!
Lamont fell to the floor. The young girl was screaming. Carmen held up a finger and told her to shush.
“It’s okay. He won’t hurt you any more. He’ll never hurt anyone again.”
Carmen stepped over Lamont’s body and walked over to the young girl. She gathered her into her arms and hugged her. The young girl sobbed against her chest.
“Shhhhh. It’s okay. You’re safe now. It’ll be all right.”
She let the girl go and wiped the tears from her eyes.
“You okay?”
The girl nodded. Carmen wiped the girl’s hair out of her eyes along with her tears. The girl was very beautiful. She was light-skinned like many of the victims of the Fury. And Carmen had overestimated her age. This girl was barely in her teens. Lamont had probably been turning her out, trying to make her into a prostitute if he hadn’t already.
“Go get dressed. I’m taking you out of here.”
The girl hurried back into the bedroom. Carmen stood and walked into the kitchen. She heard coughing and gagging sounds and looked back over at the front door. Lamont was still alive and was trying to sit up. Carmen grabbed a knife from the kitchen counter and walked back over to Lamont. She kicked him in the chest, knocking him back down onto the floor and eliciting a fresh round of coughing that sprayed blood onto her brand new Kenneth Coles.
Carmen knelt down and straddled Lamont’s chest.
“You like hurting little girls, Lamont?”
“I-I’m dying! Help me! I’m dying!”
“Yes. Yes you are,” Carmen replied as she drew the serrated carving knife across his throat, sawing through his esophagus, down into his cervical vertebrae while he thrashed and convulsed. She slid off him and watched his death throes wind down. Then she began unbuttoning his pants. She pulled out his now limp cock and began sawing at the base of it. In her mind, the Fury continued to scream, urging her on as she collected her trophies.
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