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      For all the Cellar Dwellers.

      Without you, the Basement is no fun.
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      Sweet, sensuous, seductive, sinful. Most days, I wavered between these powerful emotions. When my efforts were delayed, I grew anxious. The shakes kicked in. I envied meth addicts coming down from their high.

      But I wasn’t a monster. I was just a man.

      My last kill lingered on the tip of my tongue, though it had been two weeks. Like a vapor dancing coyly with my desires, it teased incessantly, taunting me to find another. If I ignored my passion much longer, I would get sloppy with the next one. Losing focus meant possibly losing my prey. I was the master of the impulses throttling my brain. They were my slaves.

      My prey that night was a colleague named Dr. Jewel Carrington. She mentioned something about going out that night, and I finally figured out where she was going.

      Charcoal-colored clouds covered the sky, blotting out the full moon. A crisp breeze crossed the parking lot, bringing with it the musical thump from inside the bar. Someone had a hard on for the ’90s, and I wasn’t mad about it.

      I glanced across the parking lot toward the dimly lit sign—The Copper Kettle—a stupid name, but the college students loved the place. Its name came from a giant copper kettle used to brew beer; it sat behind a wall of glass inside the bar. They worshipped it like it was a prized cow or the golden calf. It was neither. I wasn’t even sure it was functional. It had never been in use since I lived there.

      A short line of students waited to get inside. I joined them and kept to myself, not engaging in conversation if I could help it. None of them knew how many I killed before. A perk to teaching at a large university was students dropped out all the time and no one knew why, nor did they notice.

      The girl in front of me turned back and smiled. Bouncing blonde curls accented her smooth pixie face. Large blue eyes and… oh god, those lips, red and plump, they called to me. Something stirred within me. Was she the one and not Jewel? Once the feeling settled in my gut, there was only one release.

      “Hi!” she said.

      I offered a cordial greeting, already breaking my desire to keep to myself. Professors and students were discouraged from engaging in social behavior outside of a class setting, but I was willing to toss those suggestions aside. If indeed she was my prey, it wasn’t like she would ever see the halls of the university again.

      We chatted for a minute or two. Her name was Amber, an undecided freshman from nearby Brownsville. I noticed a cross gleaming around her neck like a talisman and noted as such. She smiled and turned back around, obviously bored with my repartee.

      Rose-scented perfume swirled around me, the first indication my impulses were compromised. Amber waited for the bouncer to check her ID before entering. Staring down at her phone, she flipped through images of people’s meals and an endless stream of funny cats. It was always damn cats. When they created the internet, I wonder if they ever imagined its primary function would be for porn and cats?

      “The line’s moving,” I said in a gentle yet stern voice. I developed it over the years while teaching American History at Southern Illinois University. It often worked, gaining the attention of my students with little effort.

      She looked up from her phone. “Cool, thanks.” Her voice—had I been able to savor the sweet pitch of her voice much longer, no amount of restraint would have held me back. She stirred feelings within that I normally kept in check.

      The line moved faster once a group of frat boys wearing matching light-blue pocket t-shirts made it past the bouncer after far too much giggling. I shook my head. I never liked their kind, no matter how well they did in class. Something about frat-boy juvenile behavior irked me, but they weren’t my concern unless they got in the way.

      I intended on finding Dr. Carrington. She taught medieval history, something I could do without, but I knew she would be vulnerable after her daughter recently ran away. What better time to strike?

      I entered The Copper Kettle and took a seat against the far wall, under a buzzing Bud Light sign. The location offered a prime viewing position for the rest of the bar.

      The waitress with blue eye shadow and too-tight leather pants took my order.

      “Blue Moon on tap,” I said, then waited for my prey.

      Amber sauntered across the bar and slid onto a barstool. She wore a low-cut, tight red sweater, with a pair of black leggings. My wife tried something like them once, but her body wasn’t built for it.

      My eyes were glued to the gorgeous co-ed. I instantly inhaled a scent of rose, though if it was from her or from my memory, I didn’t know.

      A male student stumbled to my table, barely able to stand. “Dr…Dr. Huffman? Dude, nice to see you, bro!”

      I squinted, trying to remember his name. Zack? Jack? Dustan? Did it really matter?

      “Yes?” I replied.

      “Dude, it is you. Bro, can I… I buy–” He nearly fell over but clutched the worn chair and saved himself. “A beer?” he finished.

      “No, thank you. Why don’t you get home? I do hope you’re not driving.”

      Zack or Dustan, whatever the hell his name was, smiled. “Nah man, got a ride. Gonna be safe and shit.”

      Good. I worried about his shit. I was glad to know it was safe.

      “Take care, then. Enjoy the rest of your night.”

      He gave me a goofy thumbs up and stumbled toward his friends two tables over. They scolded him for acting foolish, but they did use his name, Bryan.

      I should’ve known; it was the same as mine. I remembered him then, a baseball player that tried to get me to change a grade last year because his eligibility hung in the balance. I refused. Yet here he was, ready to buy me a beer. Maybe I should’ve reconsidered his grade when I had a chance.

      Bryan eventually puked all over his friends, though I was surprised it didn’t happen sooner.

      I scanned the bar for the lovely rose-scented girl, expecting to notice her bright-red sweater in the sea of black and gray. It took me a few moments, but I spotted her next to a tall table on my left. She giggled and batted her eyes. So luminous. So alluring.

      Dr. Carrington crossed in front of her, and my heart raced. Both of them? Could I dare attempt two in one night? The challenge piqued my interest, and I sipped casually on my beer.

      Dr. Carrington—Jewel—took a seat at a table against the far wall opposite me. One of the frat boys in the light-blue shirts approached her, and my dreams of two women in one night faded fast. They talked for several minutes while she drank a glass of red wine. When she was done, she left with the boy, his eyes wide and a cheshire grin across his face.

      Sipping my beer, I let go of the lurid dream. Jewel would be another day. With the boy in tow, it was too risky. She would taste what I had to offer soon enough.

      But the rose-scented girl, she remained in the bar, and my eyes remained on her. My luck hadn’t fully run out.

      Dark electronic music blasted over the bar’s speakers, taking over from the ’90s rock jams I had been enjoying earlier. The new music was a perfect soundtrack to my sinister intentions. I smiled, sipped my beer, and plotted.

      The girl shifted on her feet, her gentle curves swaying to the beat. I imagined her arms draped around me, their warmth comforting and delightful.

      The music suddenly changed, an old Halloween song playing loudly. With the holiday only days away, it made sense. I didn’t celebrate the day. With its evil connotations and dark spiritual energy, it wasn’t conducive to my beliefs. I was a principled man when it came to a higher power.

      Downing the last of my beer, I stood to leave at just the moment the girl tottered toward the door. Could I really have been this lucky?

      I followed her closely, holding the door open like the gentleman my mother raised me to be.

      “Thanks,” she said in her soft voice. “Oh hey, you’re the guy from earlier. You’re a professor, aren’t you?”

      An electric sizzle coursed through my bones, every muscle tensing with the moment. Anticipation exploded within me. She was the one. She would be mine tonight.

      “Guilty as charged,” I said, offering my most sincere smile. “Can I give you a ride home?”

      A scowl crossed her face. Had I overplayed my hand? I had to be careful or I would lose for the second time.

      “I’d like a ride. Thanks.” She winked at me, and I knew then I mistook her scowl. It was directed at the girl behind me. Amber’s head followed the girl out the door.

      I carefully led her across the dimly-lit parking lot, toward my Dodge Charger. Not a practical car, but I earned it after getting hired at the university. My wife didn’t like it, saying I should’ve gotten some small SUV to help ferry our children around, but we already had a Sedona for that.

      My head was on a swivel as I directed her toward my car. Faculty might see us and report our relationship to my superior, but this was no relationship. She would never see daylight again.

      Safe from prying eyes, I opened the door and she slid in, offering me a sly smile as she did.

      I got in and started the car, letting it warm up a bit. The chill of the night was evident by the protruding peaks on her chest I couldn’t help noticing when she slowly pulled the seatbelt closed. I couldn’t let her beauty distract me from my ultimate goal. I did that once, and it nearly cost me.

      “Where to? Are you at the dorms or do you live off campus?”

      She shuffled her small black purse around, and the rose scent drifted toward me again. “I’ve got an apartment on Mill Street. The Kincaid Apartments?”

      I knew the place and nodded. “Sounds good.”

      “How do you like school?” I asked as we got started. I offered my “concerned about you” voice I used when students were struggling in class.

      “Just working on my generals, so… kinda sucks.”

      I understood her sentiment. She would never get a chance to discover her passion like I did. It was in college when I realized how wonderful it was to take a life.

      We kept talking, and within ten minutes, we sat parked in the lot in front of her building.

      “Thanks for the ride. I worried at first you might be a creep, but you turned out to be a nice guy. I appreciate that.” She leaned over and gave me a kiss on the cheek, a spark of electricity arcing from her soft, warm lips.

      My heart raced. Visions of what I would do with her played across my mind.

      She unbuckled her seat belt and got out.

      I watched her ass sway as she entered the building. After she disappeared within the doors, I realized she left her purse on the floorboard. I couldn’t believe my luck! She must have been so drunk she forgot it. I turned the car off, snatched the purse, and ran after her.

      The door was locked, and I had no idea which apartment number she was. I thought I saw her ascend the stairs, so I tried the 200s, randomly pushing buttons until someone buzzed me in.

      Two girls walked down the stairs.

      “Hey, do you know Amber? She left this and I need to return it.”

      “Are you her dad?” one of the girls asked. They both giggled.

      “Or her Uber?” the second girl asked.

      “Uber. Do you know what apartment is hers?”

      The first girl smiled. “Two thirteen.”

      “Thank you.” I raced up the stairs and heard a door close the moment I stepped onto the floor. I wondered if it was her.

      I straightened my black shirt, smoothed it out, and knocked.

      A moment later, the door swung open and Amber stood before me with nothing on but her sweater. “I hoped you’d get the hint,” she said.

      “All you had to do was ask. I like to get to the point.”

      “Then come in. Let me show you what I want.”

      I entered the apartment. It was small, with basic furniture and a computer on a dark-brown desk. Posters of old Universal horror movies decorated the walls. It felt right, like I decorated it myself.

      My wife chided me for my fascination with old monster movies. I always loved them, since I was a child. There was nothing better than watching Bela Lugosi or Boris Karloff late at night with a bowl of popcorn and a soda. I still watched them, but only after my wife went to bed. It wasn’t worth the hassle.

      Amber went to the bathroom and came back with her hand behind her back. “I’ve got a surprise for you,” she said, licking her luscious lips.

      Not like the one I have for you, I thought.

      She pulled her hand free, revealing a red satin ribbon close to three-feet long. She had my attention.

      “For your hands. I like to role play,” she said.

      Bringing me an object with which I fully intended on subduing her with carried a sense of irony. When the authorities investigated her death afterward, they would have a hard time figuring out where I had gotten the binding, no doubt never thinking it was she who brought it.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Quick and to the point. I appreciate that. More women would enjoy life if they gave in to their cravings rather than hide them.”

      “Sin is still sin,” Amber said. “We all pay a price for it.”

      These were odd words from someone holding a binding intended for unusual sexual practices with a married man. The youth of today reveled in conflict, though I wasn’t much different, if I was being honest with myself.

      “I agree,” I said, playing her game. The trick was to disarm my victim with charm. The moment they relaxed, I pounced like a vicious predator which I supposed I was. Vicious, that was.

      She nodded toward the bed, and I took the hint, striding across the worn gold carpet and taking a seat on the black comforter. Unlike many young women I met, she didn’t adorn her bed with endless pillows or stuffed animals. Two pillows, nothing more. I admired her spartan decor.

      “Want a drink?” she asked, swaying a bit in front of me. I thought how easy the next few moments would be as she seemed completely focused on the sexual experience and not my real intentions. However, I also wondered how far I could take this encounter.

      Typically, I didn’t engage my victim sexually. Those moments offered too many opportunities to leave evidence. Besides, sexual violence toward women did nothing for me. It was an abhorrent abuse of male privilege.

      But the way her ass swayed when she entered the apartment building set something afire within me. My wife had refused my advances of late, and I craved release. My hand only did so much to alleviate the built-up tension. Tonight might be the time I broke from the mold, mutually agreed to, of course.

      The more I thought about it, the more anxious I grew. I felt especially wicked, contemplating how I would take her and how I would carve her body later. She would be my masterpiece.

      “No thank you, I’ve had plenty this evening,” I said, breaking from my thoughts.

      She shrugged. “Fine by me.”

      Amber giggled then pulled off her top, revealing a black lacy bra covering her young, firm breasts, not too large but slightly larger for her thin frame. Her taut stomach reminded me of my wife when she was younger. Not that she was unattractive in her late thirties, but like all of us at that age, she had added a few pounds.

      “You’re gorgeous,” I whispered. I meant it. She would be my pinnacle, my Sistine Chapel, my piece de resistance.

      She playfully spun around. A black G-string held together with a gold clasp split her firm ass. She gave a little shake, and I felt my excitement grow. Was she giving me a sign?

      I always wanted to try the forbidden pleasure of anal sex, but my dear wife refused on the grounds of it being a perverse and unholy act. Maybe with Amber I would finally get that chance.

      “Have you ever tried anal?” I asked bluntly. If she refused, it wouldn’t be the end of things. I had nothing to lose.

      She turned back to me with a wicked smile. “Tried it? I prefer it.”

      Her words set my desire on fire. I needed her. My entire being yearned for her. I would take her not only from behind, but eventually, I would take all of her like I had with many before. She had no idea how ready I was.

      Control yourself. Don’t lose sight of what you really want from her, I scolded myself.

      “I’d love to, but you must let me tie you up first. We both get what we want. Deal?” she said.

      My smile couldn’t have been more permanent. “Deal.”

      I pulled off my clothes and stood completely naked, my slightly-bulging belly a source of some self-consciousness on my part, but she didn’t seem to mind. She nodded toward my hands, and I extended my arms for her to do as she willed. All I could think about was penetrating her. And what I would do after.

      She straddled my chest as she leaned over my head to tie me up. A large nipple escaped her bra and grazed my lips. She tasted sweet.

      When she was done, she smiled at me and licked her dark-red lips. “Perfect,” she purred. I was ready for whatever she intended.

      She slid off me, then pulled off her bra and panties. Dark areolas surrounded her large, thick nipples. She was shaven, and a slight-pink hue ran along her vulva. From the table next to the bed, she pulled out lubrication and something else I thought was a vibrator or dildo, but she moved so fast I wasn’t sure. She squeezed a large amount of lube in her hands, then stroked my erect cock with it. She did the same to her ass until it glistened.

      “I hope you enjoy this as much as I do,” she said. She wiped her hands on the bed next to me and climbed back atop, hovering above my erect member. My heart raced, the impending pleasure teasing me.

      Slowly, she slid down, with me inside her. The tight sensation was mesmerizing. I closed my eyes and pulled on the straps, unable to wrap my arms around her. I wanted desperately to be fully in her ass, to finish and then do what really excited me.

      When I opened my eyes, I gasped.

      “Amber?”

      She pulled a rusted pocketknife from the table next to the lube and held it open, with the tip pointed at me. She turned it to the side, and I noticed the initials BR engraved on the handle.

      “Sin must be dealt with. I must be cleansed,” she said. Her tone changed dramatically from the honey sweetness of moments ago to a stern, commanding voice.

      I nervously smiled, hoping to disarm her with my charm. “My dear, our union tonight shall cleanse us both. You promised me something. I’ll be quite upset if I don’t get it.” I had many victims attempt to act tough moments before I carved flesh from their bones. None had the fortitude I possessed, and despite Amber’s odd behavior, nothing gave me reason to believe she did, either.

      “The soul is a delicate thing. Do you know where it lives?” she asked, pointing the dull blade at my face.

      Jokingly, I answered, “I don’t know where it lives, but I do know the eyes are the window to the soul. Perhaps you can see it from there?” I opened my eyes wider, trying to lighten the mood.

      Though I was still inside her, my lust for her began to fade. I thought I might not get the chance to fully indulge in my dark longing after all but would get straight to the more pressing matter of killing her.

      When she tied my hands to the bedpost, I balled them into fists, making my muscles tight and increasing the size of my wrist. It was an old trick I discovered when reading about Harry Houdini, while in college. He used to puff himself up and flex his muscles so when his assistant shackled him to whatever device he wanted to escape from, he had just enough wiggle room to break free. I let my hands relax and felt a slight give in the bindings. I grinned, knowing freedom was at hand, so to speak.

      Amber shifted on top of me in such a way that my still partially-erect penis bent backward, and I screamed in agony. I knew it wasn’t made of bone, but if it were, she would’ve broken it in two. I tried to rip my hands free, but the sudden shock of what she did made my muscles tense. If I was to get free, I had to relax, which at the moment seemed far from possible.

      “I told you, a soul needs cleansing. And if you cry out like that again, it will be the last thing you do,” she said in that stern voice, leaning over me with her chest lightly smashed against my own.

      “What do you want?” I asked, for the first time feeling as though I would also fail to do what I originally came here for. And this, I scolded myself, was why you didn’t engage with your victims sexually.

      She pulled off me then, my limp member flopping to the side.

      “A girl doesn’t share her secrets, especially not on the first date.”

      I steadied my breathing, focusing on my wrist and wondering why I had been so foolish. I cursed myself for indulging when I knew better. I swore to never let my focus slide again. When I was done with Amber, she would be an example of what my rage could do. There would be no inch of her apartment untouched by her blood. Bits of her flesh would be spread over everything.

      I felt one of my hands slip, almost freed from her satin tie. She noticed it and lunged at my hand. She clutched it tightly and pulled the satin bind until it dug into me.

      “I told you,” she growled when she finished, “the soul, your soul, needs cleansing. There are none who are pure. Not even me.”

      She waved the rusty blade in front of my face. It wasn’t sharp enough to severely injure me, and I wondered what she intended on doing. Laying the tip of the blade on my nose, she ran it slowly down my face and chest until she closed in on my penis, still wet with lube.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, growing fearful she might try something stupid. “Why don’t we forget all about tonight and go our own ways?” Whatever it took to distract her until I figured out how to free myself was my thought. The way she lasciviously eyed my cock worried me. The longer this went on, the more I determined she would pay dearly once I was free.

      “Have I told you about my grandfather?” she said, pulling the knife away and allowing me a brief respite. “He was a deeply religious man. Communed with God too. He taught me many things. He still does, even though he’s no longer with us.”

      “I appreciate a good story, but could you do so without my hands tied? I’ve lost my desire to continue what we started.”

      She let out a giggle, licking her lips. “You know what my grandfather said about men like you? He said you were the scourge of the earth. Spoilers of virgins and desecraters of all that is holy.”

      If you only knew about me, I thought. Your grandfather would roll over in his grave.

      My libido had faded at that point, replaced with a scorching anger. I would make her suffer worse than any before. She would pray for Hell as a rescue from my wrath. Her grandfather be damned.

      “If you’re so worried about your soul, why are you naked and why did you think having sex with a married man was a good idea?” I decided to try changing my tactics. Maybe if I angered her enough, she would make a mistake I could take advantage of.

      “I’m a sinful creature. I regret my decision. I did think we could enjoy each other, but you kinda made that impossible. All I could think of was your wife. Do you have children? What’s that make me? I’m no homewrecker.”

      I laughed out loud at her absurd logic.

      She climbed atop me and sat on my chest, narrowing her eyes and pointing the knife at my face.

      “You think this is funny? What I do is never funny, but it is necessary.”

      “Whatever you say. Just let me go and we can be done.” The moment she freed my hands, I would inflict so much pain on her.

      “You won’t go free. Your soul needs cleansing.”

      “My soul needs–”

      I lost the words as she gripped my head and pushed back, holding the knife to my eye. She brought it closer, the tip touching the outside corner.

      “Your soul needs cleansing. I must be the one.” Spit flew from her mouth and landed on my face.

      I could hear blood rushing in my ears. My anger had grown fierce, and I trembled thinking about how brutal her death would be.

      “Scared? You should be,” she said, mistaking my shaking for fear and not the growing rage inside me.

      She held the knife to my eye, the rusty blade moving slowly in my vision. One slip and it would pierce my eyeball. She grinned, bowed her head, then muttered a quick prayer. When she looked up, she plunged the knife between my eyeball and the socket.

      A fierce, blinding pain shot through my head. I had never felt anything like the intrusion of the blade. I screamed in agony.

      She cupped her hand over my mouth. “Shh. The neighbors will hear. Would you want that?”

      What I wanted was the blade removed. What I wanted was to slice her body into a thousand pieces. What I wanted was to make her suffer.

      Slowly, she pushed the knife farther into my head. Pressure increased from the metal tip as it wedged its way inside me. Its point felt like it pressed on my brain. I desperately needed to claw at the thing and pull it free. The hot, searing anguish raced through my head. It was the most horrific pain I had ever felt in my life.

      “What are you doing?” I asked with a quivering voice, something I was used to from my victims, not from me.

      “Your soul needs freedom.”

      With a focused determination, she moved the rusty blade in and out, slowly encircling the top of my eyeball. I could feel the blistering misery with each stroke of the blade. Despite the awful situation, I kept my screams in check. I didn’t want the neighbors to hear, because once free, I intended on doing terrible things to Amber. No one injured me and got
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OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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