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An Intro to Death

Your call may be recorded for quality assurance and training purposes.

“Hello, you’ve reached the new Suicide Prevention Lifeline. My name is Luna. What is the nature of your crisis?”

“...”

“Hello? Can you hear me?”

“Yeah, sorry, just...didn’t think I’d really call. Now I kinda don’t know what to say.”

“That’s perfectly fine. Can you tell me your name?”

“Um...n...no, probably shouldn’t.”

“Alright, I respect that. But I just want to help, understand? To do that, I’d like to ask you to trust me. Is that OK?”

“S...sure.”

“OK. With that in mind—and forgive me for asking, but...you’re not the fortieth president of the United States, are you?”

“...Noooo, he’s dead. This is just a voice thing. I guess you can call me Reagan, though, if you want.”

“Can you tell me the nature of your crisis, Reagan?”

“Ohhh, you know, just...thinking about killing myself, kinda.”

“Thinking about, OK. Now this is very important, Reagan: are you in any immediate danger of acting on these thoughts?”

“Well...no, I don’t think so.”

“Are you in a safe location?”

“Safe is kinda relative, but...yeah, I guess. Though putting this payphone to my mouth might be playing with a loaded gun.”

“Payphone?”

“Yeah, well...don’t want you to trace my call, you know?”

“We don’t do that.”

“Yeah, but you’ll give my number to law enforcement if you think I’m a danger to myself.”

“Are you?”

“Well that’s why I’m calling. I’m kinda at a crossroads here and I could use a little direction.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well—how do I put this? You know how they say all roads lead to Rome? Wellll it’s like that, but all my roads lead to death, so it’s really just a matter of how I get there. And honestly, killing myself kinda seems like the most generous option.”

“Reagan, no one can understand what you’re going through better than you, but I can say with 100% certainty that killing yourself is not the best option.”

“I didn’t say ‘best.’ I’m just trying to think of my family and how I cannot hurt them.”

“A lot of people feel like a burden to their family, Reagan, but it’s just not true. You know they love you, don’t you?”

“For sure.”

“Then this is absolutely not what they’d want from you. I can tell you from experience that losing a loved one—especially to suicide—is one of the most terrible, lingering pains a person can feel. Nobody wants that, right?”

“...”

“Hello?”

“...”

“Reagan?!”

“Sorry, I had to put another quarter in. Anyway, you’re saying that losing someone you love is an almost unbearable suffering?”

“That’s how I would describe it, yes.”

“Hmm, well we can’t have that.......but hold on, what if it’s someone you hate?”

“I-I’m sorry?”

“It’s hard letting go of someone you love, right? But it’s easy getting rid of someone you hate. So maybe...maybe if I could...or if I just...yeah. Yeah, maybe that’s what I should do.”

“Do? Do what?”

“It works perfectly. Then I can die and everyone will be happy....honestly it kinda sounds like fun, too. Is that super messed up?”

“Reagan? What are you talking about right now? What sounds fun?”

“I mean, you only die once, so may as well make it spectacular, right?”

“Reagan, you’re starting to worry me. Can you slow down and tell me where you are so I can get some help to you?”

“...”

“Hello?”

“...”

“Mr. President?!”

“Don’t worry about me, Luna, you’ve convinced me not to kill myself....but you probably shouldn’t have.”

“W-What does that mean...? Reagan?”

“...”

*Dial tone*

***
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SHE SHOULD HAVE JUST let me die. Then the world may never have known who I killed at camp last summer.
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An Intro to Murder

Hi.

So you know that big news story a while back about all the kids and counselors that got brutally, heartlessly, gruesomely murdered at a summer camp in northern Michigan? 

No, the other one. 

No, I’m not talking about a movie, I’m talking about the real story. The one that made skin crawl. That made hairs stand. That made heads quite literally roll. The one that led to nationwide manhunts and curfews over half the state. That forever seared itself into the horror lexicon of campfire-side tellings, striking fear and loathing into the warm, fragile, beautifully bloodyfull hearts of every horny teen in America.

*Silently raises hand*

Guilty.

That’s right, I’m a no-good, low-down, dirty-rotten, rootin’-tootin’, stomach-slicing, Midwest serial killer. And for the next several hours, I’ll also be your narrator, lord and master of your literary world. Oh, how I feel drunk and stupid with power already.

But hold fast! before you scoff and say, “Please. Another self-righteous murder autobiography begging for scraps of sympathy before taking the one-stop drop to a chiropractor’s nightmare? Thanks but no thanks.” 

To that I say No! I don’t want sympathy. Or understanding. Or validation. I mean, I’m effin’ crazy, so honestly it’d be weird if you came away from this with anything less than pure, unadulterated hatred for me. I just want you to enjoy the show.

You see, many distinct flavors of serial killer exist, and rest unassured, there’s more of us than you think. You have, for instance, the fantasizers. These are the guys who imagine how they’d get away with it, who watch true crime shows and passionately shout, “Ah-ah, that’s where you went wrong!” This comprises roughly 32% of the general population. But luckily for them, fantasy doesn’t equal felony.

Then you have the plotters, the schemers, the masterminds—the ones who like to play the most dangerous game on hardcore difficulty. These are the guys who weave elaborate threads, craft impossible puzzles, all just to prove they’re smarter than the police. Take a plotter one step further, and you’ve got yourself an artiste—the ones who profess to make grand revelations about greater society through their heinous crimes.  

These—of all killers—are the biggest jerkoffs.

But then you have the working-man’s killer: the salt-of-the-earth, no Ritz, backbone of the psychopath economy. These are the guys only satisfied by a job well done. They don’t care about exposing institutional evils or getting the gory glory, they just do it ’cause it’s what they were meant to do. After all, the world needs serial killers, just like Heaven needs Hell or cable TV needs TLC. 

It’s something to aspire not to.

Now what kind of killer am I? Well...I guess you’ll just have to read and see. But I can tell you for damn’s sure what I’m not. One: I’m no cannibal. Out of principal, sure, but mostly because people are just straight-up gross. Plus you’ve got all the logistics to think about—cold storage, cooking, moving the body parts in secret—it’s just not worth the hassle or cholesterol. I’m more of a love ’em and leave ’em type. By which I mean stick ’em with a stainless-steel kitchen knife and deuce out of there. This is the way of the true serial killer, who goes for counts rather than cuts of meat. And Pro Tip: Always take the knife with you, as leaving it in may stop the bleeding. 

Remember, stuck knives save lives, and we’re not about that.

Number two: I ain’t some freaky-deaky frank and berry fondler who plays fiddle on their victims’ naughty and nice bits. I know—I know, plenty of pervs out there have created a stigma for the serial killing profession (I’m looking at you, Mr. Ripper and Ted the Bundy), but I promise we’re not all like that. Some of us have a little something called respect for bodily autonomy (insofar as it doesn’t involve being alive) and that’s a natural law only the biggest pieces of bipedal shit would break.

Even so, I know what you’re gonna say: “Alright, cool. Fuck you still.” And that’s totally understandable. I’m not gonna sit here and try and justify myself or pretend to be some killer with honor. And that’s OK—don’t worry—I’m not the hero of this story, so you won’t have to feel guilty about rooting for the bad guy. My only motive is to make sure everyone knows what really happened at Camp Copper Springs. So with that in mind, I promise to be a completely forward, all-the-way-honest narrator....

Well, you know, mostly. 

’Cause in the end, this is a book, and I do have to keep a little mystery. I mean for spoilers’ sake, you already know I survive just by this being in first-person! The rest is up to you to figure out. Am I a man, a woman? A cyborg? A kid, a geriatric? Am I possessed by a demon? Was I hired to slay someone’s enemy? Am I the only killer? I guess only time will tell. 

Well, unless I get to you first....

A warning passed from dawn of man

yet thirteen years did I not understand

“Beauty,” it said, “must never be touched”

“Though why?” I replied, and thought on it much

Do we not strive for the sea and the skies?

The deepest lows, the highest highs?

Would we not seek them anywise

for their beauty which allures us?
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A Cabin in Ottawa National Forest 

It all started one dark and stormy night....

Nah, just kidding. Can you imagine? That trope’s so overdone you may as well serve it at Thanksgiving. It actually started on a warm, sunny evening. The heart of Ottawa National Forest afluttered with the life force of a million carefree creatures, unconcerned with the hustle and hassle of a distant human world. In this mystic kingdom—unknown to most who prefer the crime and grime of the concrete jungle—time ticked not like the hands of a clock, but rather flowed like the twisting Tahquamenon. At times you would drift slow and steady, your sides cradled by the gently curving bank. At others, you would rush, careening over rocks and cliffs as though late for your journey’s aimless end....

***
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SORRY, IS THIS...IS this working? I don’t know if this is working. I mean who am I, Henry David Thoreau? Sheesh. The point is, it was summer. In a forest. 

Now the nice thing about forests is the seclusion. They say in space, no one can hear you scream, but forests will do you just as good at a fraction the travel expense. If a body falls in the woods and no one is there to find it, can it really be considered murder? Absolutely. But at least you’ll have a greater head-start on the police. It also means the odds of someone stumbling upon your secret villain lair—foiling your dubious intentions before they can come to sweet fruition—is low. 

Which makes our first victim all the unluckier. 

He came down the leaf-littered trail with the haircut of a porcupine and the cargo shorts of someone pretending not to be an idiot. I could tell by the way his backpack hung from only one shoulder that he was way out of his element. And I could tell by the way he put one foot in front of the other he had no idea what ground he walked upon. 

Otherwise he would have gone the other way. 

’Cause it was this patch of forest, twenty years earlier, where the grizzliest summer camp massacre in all of Michigan history took place. The culprit: a camper, only fourteen years old. The motive: unknown. They say he didn’t plan it. The result: nine dead, several injured, one boiled from head to toe, and all the rest scarred for life. Several bodies were burned beyond recognition, and two were missing entirely. It is unknown if the killer survived. 

Whether he lived or died, though, doesn’t really matter in the grand scheme. His legacy carried on, parasitizing every Michigander mind from Copper Harbor to Kalamazoo. And while his motive remains a mystery, he did leave a message behind—“Happy Camper”—written in the blood of a young male counselor. Psychoanalysts debate its true meaning, but for the generation that grew up in the eighties, those two words defined a moment in history: The moment camp stopped being safe.

Twenty years is a long time, though. Memories stayed, but stories were just that, and what started out as legacy got twisted into legend. Camps returned in full force, and kids no longer feared the shadows of the night. The Shimmer Stream Slaughter was relegated to the textbooks, forgotten by all but those who survived it, and damning history to repeat itself.

That’s where our unfortunate hiker comes in, walking his way right into history.

***
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I SLID ONE HAND INTO the wall of bramble, parting a space just big enough to peek through. The man-made trails avoided the area, so I knew someone had to be lost.

“Babe,” said the half-ass hiker into his palm, “I think I took a wrong turn. Where’s camp at?”

Obviously he didn’t mean to be there. Probably he didn’t want to be there. Probably he hooked up with some freaky nature chick and couldn’t talk his way out of the trip. Maybe they had a fight and he wandered off on his own. Or maybe Freak of Nature told him to head out without her, to experience the wilderness detached from human bonds. Whatever the case, he posed me no threat. I could let him go peacefully by and he would never know the difference.

“If I knew where I was, I wouldn’t ask for directions, Babe! I knew this camping shit was a bad idea!”

On the other hand, history wouldn’t come easy. I could plot and plan and dreamboard all I wanted, but when talk turned to action, would I really have the heart to stop someone else’s? Maybe, then, our little lost friend was a wicked blessing in disguise. The perfect chance to break my horror hymen.

“Oh, oh really? I should just go home? Great idea—let me call a taxi. They can pick me up on the corner of Bumfuck and Nowhere!”

And what better soul than one lost in the woods? What better challenge than a prime, healthy male? What better prey than one with no pride? Not to mention someone who probably wouldn’t be missed.

“Just honk the horn or something, I don’t know...! Are you doing it?”

But even above all that, what better test of my slasher cliché mastery? For control the clichés, and you control everything. Like cliché number one: poor cell reception. 

“Babe...? Hello...? Sonofa! Best 3G coverage my ass!”

Of course, to be fair, that cliché had more to do with tower placement than anything in my control. I just knew the extent of its power. And our hiker had officially entered the dead zone.

Picking up a rock, I chucked it in the trees, setting loose upon the sky a horde of ired crows (I would call it a murder, but that was yet to come). The hiker ducked his head in turn and searched out the commotion, initiating cliché two: deadly curiosity. With movement fit for a meerkat, he squinted at the brush, a faint, unnatural outline visible just beyond it (I’m extrapolating by the way, not being omniscient). Tucking the now-defunct flip phone in one of his many pockets, he crept up to the barrier and brushed some vines aside.

“Ho-ly shi-it.”

Staring back at him in a small grassy clearing was a face not even a coke whore could love. Its windows—eyes—let no light pass, for the blanket of dirt that covered every one of them. Its shutters—eyelids—hung by only a hinge, some having fallen completely to the ground. Its door—the mouth—displayed a couple gaps, where racoons felt free to come and go as they pleased. Its awning—the forehead—drooped to one side, let down by a post snapped under time’s relentless pressure. Its roof—the scalp—supported a tangle of vegetation, long overdue for a trip to the barber. And if that wasn’t enough to get most people worried, the sign overhead should have been the proverbial nail in the not-so-proverbial coffin. 

“Welcome to Shimmer Stream....the fuck is Shimmer Stream?”

Spurred by his ignorance, the hiker stumbled through the brush, paying no mind as a shadow retreated from the doorway. 

“Wonder if they left any good shit.”

He also failed to notice a fresh trail in the grass, and newly disturbed dirt on the porch. All of which folded into cliché number three: ignoring red flags.

(Maybe horror victims are just color blind.)

He avoided a rotten floorboard on his approach to the door, and stepped inside the sepia-toned light. Amidst the broken-down furniture and shattered lamp, the stains on the floor and graffitied wall; amidst the bags of fertilizer and rubber mannequin, the .44 revolver and walkie-talkies; amidst the summer camp pamphlets and maps of the forest, the slip-on work boots and hooded cloaks; amidst the power tools, sledgehammer, hatchets and crossbow; amidst everything screaming for him to turn hide and run, one glimmering object grabbed his attention: an eight-inch chef knife stuck in a table. With its custom grip and hand-serrated edge, chrome finish and tempered steel, I couldn’t blame him for gawking—for being drawn to its perilous beauty like a moth to a flamethrower.

“What kind of hillbilly hell house...?”

Creeping through the door, with not an ounce of regard to the silhouette in the corner, he made for the knife and wrenched it from the wood. Soon as it touched his troglodyte hand, any foolish thoughts of letting him go promptly fled my mind. I mean, does no one respect personal property these days? 

He held it up to the dim sun, admiring the blade, when movement in its mirror shine pulled his eyes away.

*Bam!*

He spun around to the slamming door, and a leather glove pressed firmly against it. The sudden jump sent him back into the table, throwing tools and papers across the floor. He clutched the knife, more embarrassed than anything, and laughed a sigh of relief.

“Aw, shit man—sorry about all that, I—you scared the shit outta me, heh.”

I let my hand fall to my side, as the hiker searched for a face beneath my hood. All he’d find was a raven-inspired masquerade mask.

“Yeah,” I steadily replied. “I get that often.”

The hiker drew a surprised look and squinted, as if to better pierce the darkness. 

“Yo, Ronald Reagan? I thought you were dead!”

I paused just long enough for my scorn to seep through. 

“It’s a voice box. Idiot.”

The hiker nodded. “Right, right.”

I folded my arms, gloves creaking as they balled into fists. 

“What are you doing in my cabin?”

The hiker pointed around all innocent-like. 

“Oh! Oh shit, this your place? Look man, that’s my bad, it was all busted up and shit, so I just thought, you know—I-I didn’t think anyone was still here.”

“...”

“But now that I—you know—see it and all, it’s-it’s-it’s—I love what you’ve done with the place.”

It amazed me what a black cloak and heavy boots could do to a person’s presence. Never before had I felt the rush of someone cowering before me. He probably didn’t even register my six-inch height deficit. 

Pro Tip: A well-made suit is a well-made slasher.

“To be fair,” I said, “I guess it’s not technically mine.” I lightly gestured to the knife. “But that is.”

The hiker, seemingly astonished to find something in his hand, drew the knife away from his chest. 

“Oh, yeah, shit, sorry bro. I was just...yeah, here, let me hand that back.”

He held the knife at an arm’s length, blade pointed straight at me. But I maintained my cross-armed pose and leaned back on the cabin wall. Simply accepting my own weapon from the man I planned to murder just seemed...too cynical. Plus, I hadn’t even begun to have fun yet.

With a smile I’m sure he could feel through the hood, I kicked one foot back and gave him the best advice of his rapidly shortening life. 

“You might wanna hold onto that.”

He gave a nervous smile in return, the kind you give when you hope someone’s kidding, but know they probably aren’t. 

“W-Why?”

“Because I’m gonna kill you.”

And just like that, the smile ran away from his face, knife now shaking like a tambourine. We could’ve made quite the pair if only I’d brought my guitar.

(I don’t play guitar.)

“Or I’m gonna try,” I clarified. “But you’ve got two real options to avoid that.” 

I stuck a thumb at the door. 

“You can go out that door and back to the life you’re probably regretting now. But then you’ll have to fight me head on. Or....” 

I pointed to a hallway adjacent the kitchen. 

“You can run for the backdoor and hope I don’t catch you. It’s not as macho, but your girlfriend’s not here to see, right?” 

I opened my arms invitingly. 

“So. What’s it gonna be?”

He kept the knife fixed on me despite an uncontrollable trembling. But just when I thought he might actually use it, he dropped the weapon and bolted for the hall. 

I was a little disappointed. 

“So cliché,” I said, retrieving my blade, “falling into an obvious trap.”

I tsk-tsk-tsked and sauntered after him, playfully twirling the knife in my fingers. (You don’t wanna know how many times I almost cut one off practicing that.) In the next room, he threw himself against the door, only too late realizing it was boarded from the outside. After smoothing over a bump on his head, he put his shoulder into it with maximum force, splitting the door, but barely budging the boards. They were of much higher quality than the cabin itself.

The hiker grabbed his sore shoulder and cursed the pain, then ramped himself up for another go. He hit it again, this time with a hop, loosening a single nail by a fraction of an inch. At this rate, he might’ve escaped before he died of old age.

But I didn’t have that much time to waste.

“You’re not gonna make it too easy on me, are you?”

The hiker shrieked and flattened himself on the door, my casual pose in the hallway of no comfort to him.

“Criminy’s sake, man, defend yourself.” 

I snagged an old chair with my foot and slid it toward him. 

“Here, take a seat.”

He graciously accepted my offering and raised it against me. 

“S-S-Stay back, man!” he warned. “I know how to use this!”

“Pretty sure a two-year-old knows how to use it,” I replied. “But can you save your life with it?”

The hiker swallowed a lump and held up his defense, beads of sweat forming along his hairline. I took a step toward him, testing his nerve, when against all odds, he charged, perhaps hoping to pin me in the legs of the chair. I easily ducked it, dragging my blade across his side as he passed. Not enough to kill him, just enough to let him know I could.

He hissed and clutched his wound, clearly unused to seeing his own blood.

“What the shiz?!” he cried.

I wiped the knife with my thumb and finger and flicked the blood away. 

“Come on now, I’ve seen first-graders play rougher. You’re fighting for your life here—hit me!”

(I swear I’m not a masochist by the way. Just thought I’d throw that out there.)

With a battle cry fit for a moody preschooler, the hiker raised his chair again, swinging in a low enough angle that I couldn’t duck. I jumped back and swiped at his neck, this time going for serious blood, but he managed to dodge by just
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