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Prologue
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It is an old joke amongst writers that you should never look at the browser history on their computers.  It takes a strong stomach and the understanding that in today’s world, research can be done via the internet and not at the local library.  Indie writers—heck, most all writers in the murder-mystery genre—could likely relate to that joke.  What they most likely could not relate to was the situation in which Michael McAllister currently found himself.  It certainly was not what he expected would happen.  How could he?  It was an utter nightmare.

Damn Google!  Yeah, that’s it, Google, McAllister cursed to himself.  That was where the blame lay undoubtedly, he was certain.  Not to mention the over-active imagination of the police and the green-eared beat cop who stood before him now.

Yeah, sure, his thoughts raced.  Blame me.  No, it’s not the friggin’ whack-job who’s actually responsible for the things they have accused of me of doing, the real person who should be read his rights and loaded into the back of a squad car.  That person should be standing here while the neighbors watch along with dozens of random strangers gathering, staring at the spectacle playing out in the street.  No, it’s irresponsible police work, Google, and that damn browser history, McAllister ranted internally.

“Seriously?” McAllister interrupted the detective as he rambled through his Miranda soliloquy as if he was getting a grade for it in speech class.  

The detective stopped briefly and gave McAllister a look as if to say ‘please don’t stop me again or I’ll lose my place’ before resuming, getting to the end of his spiel, just as he memorized in the academy.  He looked at McAllister and asked if he understood the rights as he’d just read them.

“Yes, I get it,” McAllister barked at him, straining against the cuffs as they chaffed his wrists behind his back.  “But again, what are you arresting me for?”  He knew that agreeing that he understood his rights and then asking the policeman to clarify the charge was irritating, but he had to be clear about what he thought he had heard.  He was so stunned at the turn of events that he needed to make sure he was not losing his mind.

McAllister got a huff and an eye-roll for his question.  At that, his characterization of the young cop went from a green-eared beat cop to a full-on millennial.

“Mr. McAllister, you are being charged in connection with the Calling Card killings. Seven counts of murder.”

Seven.  Typically that was a lucky number, but not today, for sure.  McAllister pondered the irony of that as he caught sight of another detective walking from his apartment with McAllister’s computer tucked under his arm.

“Oh, that certainly is not going to help matters at all,” he muttered as he watched the officer deposit the laptop into the trunk of his squad car.
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He stalked behind her cautiously so his footsteps would not be heard and thus give him away.  He crept down the darkened alley, looking for the opportune time to strike.  He had watched her from afar for some time now, just like the others.  He knew she would be the one.  She was perfect for his last task.  He studied her commonly used path and her routine which sadly for her was regular and precise.  It made it all too easy for him to be where he was right now.  He knew she would be leaving the gym after her late-night session.  This was normal for her.  Her shift always made her sneak in a late session mid-week.  He knew her schedule better than his own by now.  She had been less of a challenge, given how predictable she had become to him, but now she was more of a bucket item to accomplish.  The fact was that she was on his list, it had to be done, even if the sport of the game had died out.  The thrill of watching may have been gone, but what was to happen next, what he had been planning for... well, that was a whole new bit of excitement.

Her ponytail swayed as she walked down the darkened alleyway, all energetic and full of life as she made her way to her car.  This shortcut of hers, the one she apparently was fond of and the one she took way too often, would prove to be her downfall this time.  It was a straight shot to her car in the lot across the street, however, so it was the most convenient way for her.  Convenience versus safety was not the right call for her, at least not tonight.  

He ground his teeth as she seemed to prance in her tight little gym outfit, clueless as to what was to come next.  Despite her never missing her kickboxing class, he knew she was no real physical threat to him.  She was slight in stature so it would be nothing to overpower her if need be.  She paused for a moment in the alley, distractedly digging through her purse to find the keys she had thrown in her bag earlier in the evening.  She was so absorbed in the task of looking for her keys, head down, practically oblivious to her surroundings, that it would be nothing to pounce now.  She was his.  This was his moment.  He |



The cursor blinked painfully slowly at him, mocking him.  Michael McAllister just sat and stared at his laptop.  Stuck.

“He what?” he muttered to himself. “Ugh.” He had not planned just what his attacker was going to do.  McAllister’s typical organic style of writing was now his Achilles heel.  He shook his head as if to shake out the background chatter of the coffee shop that clouded his thoughts.  He hated drafting his latest book in the crowded coffee shop, but the place had excellent Wi-Fi, while his apartment did not.  The coffee shop was usually was not this busy, but it was just his luck.  Today it was crowded as if it was suddenly the only coffee shop in the area.  The fact was, there was another coffee house just three blocks up from where he was, but today, this coffee shop, his regular one, was apparently the only one around, given the number of people that occupied the seats around him.

With his newly acquired publisher’s deadline approaching, he needed to get this done, and coming to the coffee shop was his only safe option when it came to internet availability.  It was not really safe for the subject matter he was typing, however.  He had to be careful that his screen was not visible to the open masses who were streaming in.  The march of millennials who paraded before him getting their Mocha Whip, 2% milk, with a half-pump of peppermint at precisely 172 degrees would most likely not understand the morbid images and passages that periodically appeared on his screen.  Researching death and murder in the open was not ideal, hence the reason he always tried to grab the corner booth so his screen would face the wall behind him.  It was almost a guilty pleasure, writing about a murder in such a benign place.  But the low grumbling of random conversations did not play well for him right now.  Especially when he had hit a wall.

McAllister abandoned his laptop momentarily and flipped open his spiral notebook.  He had plotted out several murders scenarios as this latest book was to be his first serial killer story.  He had already published a few one-offs as he called them, books that only focused on one murder per story, and they had done pretty well.  Given his modest success, when the infamous contest was announced by the bigtime publishing house, Harper Allen Publishing, he’d felt he would give it a shot.

Harper Allen Publishing was trying to break into the newly developing and fast-growing aspect of the literary world, the independent author.  With self-publishing growing and bucking the traditional route to getting a book published, it was a case of if you can’t beat them, join them.  The publishing house wanted to acquire an indie writer and give him a shot at a big-time deal.  The contest was created and opened to all self-published authors, who were invited to create a pitch for a story and send in what equated to a substantial chapter to exhibit the writing style of the author as well as demonstrate what about the book would separate it from the others.  It was no small task, but many indie authors applied for their shot.

The wait time to find out who made it past phase one took what seemed like forever to McAllister.  In reality, it was four months.  That was the review of the pitch.  But that was for the first round of the competition.  Despite the thousands of entries, it was an effort to narrow it down to the several hundred moving on to the next phase.  The second round of the contest was to review the write up submitted.  That was the worst part for McAllister.  Getting to this phase was great, but now this was where his writing style was tested.  He had had modest success with his other books; that is to say, he had almost broken even on the cost to produce each one.  He had only been published a handful of years.  He was going up against writers who had been doing this for years.  While he did not know who had submitted work, he did know a few of his fellow indie writers had applied.  And he knew they had more years and were more successful than he.  McAllister felt it was a long shot.

When he’d gotten the call ahead of the press release, he’d been floored.  He had been told not to reveal the outcome to anyone, as they wanted to hold a press event.  McAllister could barely form words on the phone, never mind string sentences together to tell anyone about his win.  He was elated but also concerned how everyone he knew who’d applied would take it.  Those who were real friends and professionals took the news in stride and accepted McAllister’s win.  A few were a bit bitter; even if they weren’t rude to his face, it was clear that some did not take the news very well.  He had to try and be respectful of them and just concentrate on what he had to do next for his book.

Harper Allen Publishing was going to publish his book.  He got the editor, the marketing, the proof-editors, the works.  It was beyond his wildest dreams.  As an indie writer, he was usually on his own, creatively and financially.  He usually had to network and barter with others in the field.  Now, with this, McAllister was no longer on his own; he had a powerhouse publisher behind him now.

The publisher had heard his pitch; they’d been really intrigued by it.  It was a new slant, and something they were going to take seriously.  McAllister had been concerned that they just do the bare minimum to satisfy the terms of the contest.  He could not have been more wrong.  

He was treated like a respected author, not just some guy who wrote in a coffee shop.  They wanted to take his book and push it to a broader audience, certainly one wider than he was used to reaching.  McAllister had figure that since the audience was more significant, so should the plot be—hence the number of victims in his story.  He wanted something that had meat to it, and the publisher ate it up.  

However, this had proved to be a bit more work than he’d planned.  Focusing on one murder at a time was what he was used to.  Planning several murders, fictionally speaking, of course, was not his usual way of doing things.  He felt like he had to continually change his focus as not only did he want a serial killer for this book, this killer was not going to be like the stereotypical serial killer.  He had no motive, no method, no signature.  His killer was a straight-up nut job; something the police rarely encountered.  McAllister had thought that would add to the plot, trying to track down a killer who left no clues.  

It was an idea that sounded great in theory, but it seemed to cause more of an issue to actually write through.

Now, he flipped through his notes of various methods and settled on one from his list.  McAllister returned to his laptop.  He pulled up Google and typed “strangulation.”  Instantly, images popped up from movies and television, as well as some ‘leaked’ police photos from real crime scenes.  He scrolled through the pictures, stopping to study a few, to see the visible tell-tale marks left behind from such an act.  He opened a few and even zoomed in on a couple more.  He wanted to get the description just right.  

It was then that he felt the glare of the lady next to him.  McAllister slowly turned his gaze from his screen to the woman at the adjacent table who sat slack jawed as she too looked at the images.

“Work,” he explained, as if saying that would make it any better.  It did not.  The look of abject horror he got in return told him that he had not succeeded in convincing the woman why he was looking at such images.  He quickly tried to remedy the situation.

“I’m an author, writing a book, about, well...” He trailed off and left that where it lay.  She gave him a tight-lipped smile and returned to her book.  

Nosey, he thought.  Perhaps turning to images in his Google search was not necessary for this topic.  He switched over to read some of the web articles to get more of the clinical descriptions of the act, to help him with his upcoming scene.  He devoured the text as it scrolled before him.  He wanted to get the details just right.  It was one thing to mess up with some random typo, but readers were picky about wrong details in a murder or a fight scene. Plus, there would undoubtedly be that expert who just happened to read the story and blast the author in reviews.  Forget the actual experts; too many CSI-type shows were on television, and now everyone ‘knew’ how murder was supposed to appear.  Making stupid mistakes would not look good, whether or not he had a publishing house behind him.  Once a writer got the reputation that he did not pay attention to the details, that could spell disaster, both in stature and in sales.

Just as McAllister started to get a feel for what it would take for someone to strangle another person well enough to describe it for his fictional nut job, his phone rang.  The name Peter flashed on his screen.  

McAllister inwardly groaned.  He was just getting back into the writing, and of all people to derail him, it would be Peter.  He did not really want to have the conversation he expected he was about to have, but he answered the phone call, anyway.

“Hey, Peter.  What’s up?”  McAllister hoped that the annoyance did not drip through the phone receiver.  Peter was the head of a writing group that he had joined around the release of his first book.  He liked the group, and it was a great help to him, but after it had been announced that McAllister won the contest, it turned out that Peter was one of those who did not take the news very well.  He was polite about it, but McAllister knew deep down, it bothered him immensely, though he never would admit it.

“Oh, hey, Mike.  Just wanted to call to see if you’ll make our next workshop session.  Do you think you’ll have some pages to send to the group ahead of time?”  Peter was the head of an independent writer’s critique group that he’d created and organized.  They had a schedule as to who would provide pages or material for the group to review.  They met once a month.  McAllister had been attending for quite some time, so it would not be out of the norm to go, but his mind had been focused on the deadline that the group had slipped his mind.  It had slipped his mind that he was up in the rotation as being the one to provide some material for the group to review.  This was another stressor he did not need right now.

“Uh, I guess I could.  I mean, I can’t see why I wouldn’t.  When do you need the pages by?”

“If you can have some pages by tomorrow, it should give the group a few days to read them over before we meet.  Do you think that you could send me some pages for then?”

McAllister quickly ran over the deal with the publisher in his head, especially the parts about sharing his work with an outside group.  McAllister did not recall anything that would prevent him from providing them some information, but to what extent or how much would certainly be a conversation he would have to have with the new editor.  He admitted to himself that he could really use the extra sets of eyes to help him with this book.  Hopefully, it would all be okay with his new editor.  Now more than ever, he had to get his pages done, not just for his publisher, but now for the group.  The deadline just gotten moved up a few days.

“Yeah, sounds good.  I do have to check with the publisher to see if it’s okay.  I should make them aware that I am giving you something and find out just what I could provide you, but I’m sure I can send you pages for the group.” McAllister cleared his throat.  “Hey, I don’t mean to cut you off or anything, but I should get back to it.  Deadline for the new book is coming up and if I don’t get pages to the publisher, there’ll be hell to pay.  Besides, I have to finish these up to get them to you as well.”  McAllister really did want to get back to it, but he also did not want to engage with Peter too much more than he had to, either.  Peter could talk him into losing his momentum, and he did not want to stop now.

“Well, I’ll leave you to it then,” Peter replied.  “Check with that editor of yours about getting us some pages.  I’d hate for you to not be able to honor your obligations to the group.  It’d be hard for me to tap someone else to get pages from them by tomorrow, so we would really need you to come through.  See you at the workshop.”

McAllister made an agreeable sound and killed the call.  He did not need the passive aggressiveness crap from Peter right now.  McAllister knew it was his turn, and he was sure he could provide material to the group, but Peter’s snarky comments were like nails on a chalkboard to him.  It was times like this that he could see that the fact he’d won bothered Peter, and subtle jabs were the only way he could needle him.  If there was anyone to whom he felt he had to prove himself, McAllister felt he had to show Peter that he had truly earned this chance.

McAllister shook his head again to clear the negativity from his thoughts.  His eyes focused again on the task at hand.  His focus was now solely back onto his laptop.


This was his moment.  He crept up slowly behind her, and with his arms outstretched in front of him, he slipped his hands quickly around her delicate neck.  He was never more thankful for her ever-present ponytail.  It provided him with unobstructed access to her thin neck.  With her hair up and out of the way, he was able to clasp his hands around her neck without obstruction.  Instinctually, she dropped her purse, and her hands flew to her neck, grappling for a hold on to his large, gloved hands.  She was trying in vain to pry his hands off her.  He towered over her small frame, another advantage he had over her.  Her petite body was easily lifted off the ground, which applied more pressure to her neck.  He slowly raised her up until her feet barely touched the ground.  She flailed in his grasp, never once getting to see the man who held her life in his hands.  She tried kicking back at him, but with his arms extended, she had no chance of ever reaching her intended target.  The more she struggled, the tighter his grasp felt.

He slowly applied more pressure to her throat as he held her out before him.  He wished he could have seen her face now, but it would ruin the effect he was going for now.  He wanted her to die in utter terror.  Seeing the attacker would lessen the trauma, or at least that was what he thought.  Being strangled and struggling against someone unseen would only heighten the fear, he assumed.  He would just have to be satisfied with listening to the gasping and gurgling sounds that spewed from her and imagine what she was going through, the feeling of her slowly losing consciousness within his grasp, the helplessness of her dying without knowing who was doing it, without a reason why.  But he knew why.  That was all he felt was necessary.  It was just her time, according to him.  She had done nothing to him personally.  From what he witnessed, she was a nice person, kind and friendly.  She did not belong in this world in his view, all because she met the criteria he was looking for to accomplish his task.  And merely because of that, she needed to go, and he was going to help her leave.

Her movements started to slow, and her frantic clawing at his hands had all but stopped.  Then without much more work from him, there was suddenly a stillness that took over her.  Her hands stopped trying to grab at him, her arms rolled down her body and then swung close to her sides.  Her feet stopped kicking and swayed only from pure inertia.  The act was done.

He lowered her back to the asphalt, slowly.  As soon as her feet touched, her legs began to buckle.  There was no life left in them to hold her body up anymore.  Still with the vice grip on her neck, he laid her down and watched as her body folded up as he eased her down to the ground.  He knelt behind her as she came to her resting position.  Once her head was gingerly placed on the ground, he slowly released his hands from her neck.  For added measure, he tilted her head until her face was partially submerged in a puddle that happened to be there so conveniently by her head.

He stayed crouched behind her for a few moments longer, eyeing his work.  He resisted the urge to look at her face even now.  He knew what she looked like or what she would have looked like if he had come around to get a good look at her.  He had done his research, so he knew what expression she might have had on her face.  What he had to do had nothing to do about seeing her in death.  He was releasing her from life.  His work was now done.  He rose, never once taking his eyes off her lying so peacefully in the halo of light from the adjacent street.  He felt relief looking down at her.  He was satisfied that his self-inflicted responsibility was now completed.  He would take a few days before he would begin again.  He had so much more work to do before it was all was done.



McAllister sat back and reviewed his work.  He too felt satisfied.  He figured in the end, despite his quick dive into his research, that simple strangulation would be best for his first kill of the book.  The notion that he felt strangulation was a simple task oddly tickled him.  He thought that his take on the killer would give a bit more of a peek behind the mask as it were to the reader if he had some inner monologue of his thoughts rolling.  It seemed a bit of a cop-out, a cheat, to have the whole book ‘narrated’ by the killer, but he wanted this killer to be on a slow burn, to build up to more intimate killings.  This was his start.  It was a start for both of them.  The path before both of them was long, but he would learn right along with his home-grown psychopath.  He hoped that the readers would go along with them both as well.

He knew his killer needed some backstory, but he would let that unfold with the rest of the story.  He hoped that with each kill, he would sneak in some part of the killer.  McAllister hoped that his organic way of writing would work well with his new commitment.  Going from the indie author mindset, where he wrote when and where he could, to a publishing house who imposed deadlines on him and expected him to comply with their prescribed formula was a new experience for him.  He had to hit this one out of the park on his first go.  He had also imposed so much pressure onto himself to make sure there were no doubts on the publisher’s side that picking him up as the right call. He wanted his book to really deliver.

He only had the one book deal right now.  He wanted to secure a multi-book agreement or at least earn the trust of the publisher for the hope of more to come later on.  This was his break.  He needed this to be on point.

McAllister realized that the writing group would be a great help now more than ever, even if he did not care too much for the guy who ran it.
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Chapter Two

[image: ]


“I thought you said that guy was a prick?”  McAllister always marveled how his friend Eric could turn a phrase.

“Well, yes, granted, Peter is not one of my favorite people on the planet, but I could use the group’s help right now.  I have this publisher pinging me about my pages, and this is my first go-round with an editor and the contract.  I don’t want to screw it up.  I could use the group’s help in making sure the copy is good, you know?”

“So, Peter the Prick is a good resource, but only when he’s needed?  Otherwise, he can go piss up a rope,” garbled Eric while trying to chew a mouthful of hamburger.

“Basically, yeah.”  McAllister shrugged.  He did not mean to come off callous, but Eric’s statement was closer to the truth than not.  Peter could be a bit annoying and too involved with whoever became his focus.  McAllister understood that he had more accomplishments to his name, but that self-imposed elder statesmen thing he had going on with the group did wear thin.  How the others in the group idolized him was a mystery to McAllister.  If Peter were half as good as he imagined himself to be, he would be rolling in money, McAllister thought.

He was only marginally more successful than McAllister, meaning he was able to write full-time and live just fine.  McAllister still took the occasional freelance job to keep the lights on.  He was able to manage a modest advance from the publishing house so he could afford to focus on his book.  That was a great help as he was stressing about the strict deadlines given to him for his work this time.  Just another reason McAllister wanted the group’s help, even if it cost him a bit of sanity to deal with Peter.

“Well, at least we clarified that,” Eric said with a laugh.  “Is that your standard policy with all your friends?  We’re only necessary when needed?  Just curious, is all.  I’m trying to understand where I stand as your friend.”

“Well, given our newly established definition of friendship, at present, I’d consider you a good resource.” McAllister smirked.

“I figured as much, asshole.”  Eric’s volume was perhaps a bit too loud for his word choice, but McAllister hoped that the heavy lunch crowd noise at the deli would mask most of their conversation.  The fact that McAllister and Eric’s friendship dated back to high school afforded them a bit of playful animosity.

“So, when does this fun-fest kick off?”

“Fun-fest?”

“This writers group meeting.  You know, where all the other barely making it writers get together and collectively tell you how much your book sucks, all the while paying homage to the great Peter who takes time to come down from Mount Olympus to spend time with the mere mortals.”

“You’re a miserable bastard, you know that, right?”

“Yeah, but misery loves company
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