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      The moon created long shadows between the buildings and gave the perfect cover. I darted in and out, becoming one with the shadows. My movements were hurried as anxiety rose within me, only to be outweighed by the confidence bubbling up.

      I stopped and glanced into the alley before entering at a slower pace, darting my eyes from side to side, taking everything in.

      The reek of urine and body odor took my breath away, and I paused. The stench of the alley didn’t deter me. Instead, it spurred me on. Pressed against the wall, I blended further into the darkness and spotted him. The perfect target. The homeless man walking to the dumpster, his movements slow as he lumbered toward it and laid down his backpack next to it. This man would be the quintessential guinea pig for my plan.

      He squatted by his bag to pull out a jacket, then carefully zipped up the backpack. He flailed the coat out in front of him, opening it up. My adrenaline kicked in, and I could hardly restrain myself as I watched him slide his arm into the sleeve.

      I crept closer, hugging the wall. My fingers twitched around the handle with anticipation. My heart raced and I heard the rush of blood pounding in my head like a drum. The man’s movements were slow, no indication that he was worried about anything around him.

      I held my breath as I took another step closer, then exhaled slowly, trying to calm my racing heart. The shadows were perfectly placed, hiding my movements. I crept out from the wall, just a step away from him.

      I raised my arm and brought my hatchet down with as much force as I could. The first blow struck the back of the man’s neck. It hit with a greater force than I had anticipated, the blade cutting deep. His blood spattered my face and hand. The warmth of it shocked me but triggered an adrenaline rush I didn’t expect as he fell to his knees.

      I brought my arm back for another swing, the enticing sensation of his blood fueling me on. The second blow took him forward, face down on the ground. Since my goal was his face, I turned him over with my foot. I had a haunting urge, to mutilate the faces that haunt- ed my dreams. And, although he was simply a guinea pig, I needed to see how erasing a face could empty my dreams…my nightmares.

      With my right foot on his stomach, I rained blow after blow upon his face until he was no longer recognizable.

      After ten strikes—or was it eleven—I stood back and surveyed my surroundings. Blood pooled beneath the man’s head. Satisfied with my accomplishment, I glanced down at myself. His splattered blood covered me from head to toe. A peace settled over me at how easy it had been to take the man’s life. Easy because I didn’t know him? Or easy because I was finally strong enough to fight back?

      I used the man’s cloths to wipe off the excessive blood from the hatchet blade and carefully stepped away to avoid the pool of blood on the ground. With one more glance, I turned and hurried from the alley, staying in the shadows and out of sight.

      Entering a small door in the wall, I stood still for a moment. I allowed my eyes to adjust to the darkness, then continued down a corridor until I reached the lone room at the end of the hall. There was no electricity. Only a faint beam of moonlight streamed into the center of the room from a small window near the ceiling.

      A cot at the far wall stood with only a threadbare blanket across it. No pillow. The opposite wall held a little table with a single chair. I crossed the room to the table and picked up a rag, then ran it over the hatchet, clearing it of the man’s hair, skin, and blood. My fingers lovingly stroked the fine weapon. This was the power I’d been searching for. For years, I didn’t know how it would make me feel. But tonight, I felt a strength within I never imagined would emerge. Satisfied, I laid the hatchet on the table.

      Under a candleholder at its center was a piece of paper with a black crayon next to it. I slid the paper out, picked up the crayon, and drew a thick black line through the first item on the list. After carefully placing the paper back under the candlestick, I peeled off my dark cloak and changed into clean clothes from the closet, then stuffed the blood-soaked cloak and clothing into a garbage bag. Once I cleaned my face and neck from the blood spatter, I threw the wet cloth I used into the bag with the other blood-stained items.

      Inhaling deeply and exhaling slowly, I calmed my racing heart.

      One down.

      A smile curled up the corners of my mouth, and I gave myself a virtual pat on the back for pulling off the first—and most difficult—kill I’d have on this journey. I cautiously opened the door and ran along the hall toward the exit leading to the street.

      With a quick glance around me, I exited the place and ran, careful to stay close to the wall of the buildings, blending in with the shadows, indiscernible to the world. I loved being able to disappear into an alley and from sight.

      Releasing a sigh of relief, I mingled with the homeless wandering around, then crept away unnoticed. I vanished into my little world where no one knew if I was alive or not, except to kick me when I was down. There’d be a change with that. No more would I tolerate those kicks. I wasn’t taking the abuse anymore. I had found my voice, and those who’d hurt me in any way had better watch out.
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      Detective Wesley Dawson made his way between cars toward the alley. Yellow tape stretched across the entrance. He bent down, maneuvered under the tape, and entered the crime scene. Blood splatter thickened as he got closer to the body lying on the ground.

      He swallowed hard as he took in the scene. He’d seen plenty of blood over the years. Although he’d never been on a tour of duty while he served in the military before hurting his knee, he’d been working for the Connecticut State Police since then. Over the years, an abundance of murders had come across his desk. He’d been a rookie detective for most of them. This was the first solo case he’d been assigned, and he knew his reputation depended on the outcome.

      The victim laid on his back in a pool of blood. The face unrecognizable. Dawson took it all in, not saying a word to anyone around him. He squatted down and studied the view, before moving to another angle and repeating the position, mentally taking in all he saw. He continued to make his way around the scene in the same fashion.

      “What do we know?” Dawson spoke without looking over his shoulder, knowing there was a police officer right behind him.

      “Unknown male. First impressions would say he was homeless.”

      Dawson nodded. “Time of death?” “Waiting on Jenson to get here.”

      “I want to know as soon as you do.” Dawson walked to the wall along the alley and studied it. Blood splatter ran up the side of it. He turned toward the victim on the ground. “Perp must have stood here.”

      “How do you know that?” the young police officer— pen in hand, poised over his notebook—asked.

      “From the pattern of blood. Looks like the splatter runs up and over someone’s head. Whatever the weapon was, there was momentum with arm swing, bringing the blood splatter above whoever stood here.”

      The young rookie wrote furiously.

      Dawson reached out and placed his hand over the pen, then waited until the young man’s eyes met his. “What’s your name?”

      “Brown, sir.”

      Dawson nodded. “Forget the sir, Brown. Put your pen and paper away. Come stand next to me and tell me what you see.”

      Brown quickly put the items away and stepped up be- side Dawson. He glanced over at the victim, then closed his eyes briefly and looked again. “Sharp cuts on the face making it unrecognizable.”

      “And what does that tell you?” Dawson kept his voice calm and quiet, yet prodded the man, demanding an answer. “If I took a guess, I’d say the weapon wasn’t a knife.

      The blade was too big. An ax or hatchet, possibly?”

      “Are you asking me or telling me?”

      Officer Brown glanced at Dawson. “Telling you, sir. There are at least ten blows to the face.”

      “Excellent. You don’t need to make notes. Trust me, you’ll see that in your memory for a long time. Allow those sights to burn in there. You’ll remember something you’re unaware of now at a later time. It’ll help you in solving this.”

      “Solving it?”

      Dawson clapped him on the back. “Yup. We’ll be in touch, so keep looking around the scene. No notes. Soak it in.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Dawson took in his surroundings once more before moving toward the main road. As he arrived on the sidewalk, he stopped and looked around. Diagonal to the alley entrance was a small diner with neon lights flashing Open All Night. Watching traffic, Dawson jogged across the street and stood at the door, looking back to the alley. Couldn’t see much, but possibly someone saw people enter the alley.

      He pulled open the door and entered the diner. As he made his way to the counter, he glanced around. Sliding onto a stool, he sat half-facing the room.

      “Can I help you?” A soft voice behind him broke his concentration.

      “Coffee, please.” He turned toward the young waitress. She was a petite thing with mousy brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. He gave her a half-smile before he realized she never looked at him. She kept her eyes on the mug as she filled it.

      “Anything else?”

      He flashed his badge at her. “Were you working last night?”

      She nodded, glancing up to meet his gaze briefly before averting her eyes again.

      “Did you hear any commotion last night or see anyone going in and out of the alley across the street?”

      She looked out the window at the alley and shook her head. “I don’t pay attention much to stuff outside. Just tend to my customers.” She waited a brief second before walking off to return the pot to its spot in the coffee machine.

      Dawson sipped from his mug as he surveyed the place. It appeared she was the only waitress working at the moment, and the kitchen wouldn’t have had a clear view of the alley. He sighed as he finished his coffee and threw down a couple of dollars, then set his cup on top of the money, along with his business card.

      “If you hear of anything or remember something you might have seen, please call me,” he called out as he turned to leave. He caught a glimpse of the slightest nod from the waitress before he exited.

      Dawson had no sooner gotten back to his car, when his cell phone vibrated. He pulled it out and saw a message from Officer Brown stating that the coroner wanted to see him. He wished there was a lead, but knew it was unlikely this soon into the case and only hoped, at least, they got a name for the victim.
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      Dawson walked into the coroner’s office. The cold sterility of the place matched his mood. Being a perfectionist wasn’t easy in this job. He loved the thrill of justice when it was served, but getting there was often heartbreaking and stressful. He’d failed at being a Marine, getting injured and honorably discharged, but it didn’t feel honorable to him when he saw no direction in his life, no stability; the thing he needed the most when he’d joined the service.

      Finding this killer would serve two purposes; one, to bring him accomplishment like never before in this job and two, a sense of belonging. He knew full well he was good at his job, but sometimes it just never seemed to be enough for him.

      He continued into the autopsy room to see his victim laid out on the table. The autopsy was in progress, so he stood off to the side to keep from disturbing Jenson while she recorded notes as she went along.

      She paused when she saw him and motioned him over. “Glad you could join me.” She flashed a smile at him.

      He nodded, then stared at the victim. “Anything yet?” Jenson shook her head. “Nothing other than time of death was close to midnight. John Doe, as of right now.”

      “Can you get dental records?”

      “He was missing most of his teeth, but I’ll try to match what he has. It’s a long shot. My guess is he’d been on the streets a long time, judging by the grime on him under the bloody mess.”

      “Murder weapon?”

      Jenson moved across the room to the computer. “From the slices that were in him, I’d say we’re looking at a blade of some sort. Best guess would be an ax-type tool, possibly a hatchet, based on the size of the marks, but they overlap, so it’s hard to get an accurate measurement of the size of the weapon.”

      “An ax is a good size. Certainly would be a good-size perp we’re looking for then.”

      Jenson nodded. “A hatchet would be easier to handle, but until you find a weapon and I can match it, there’s no definite answer there.”

      “At least, it’s something to go on. Thanks.” Dawson stopped at the door. “Let me know when you have anything else.”

      “Will do.” Jenson dismissed him.

      Dawson paused for a moment watching her, wondering how she could stand to be here day after day with the dead. He sighed and pushed through the door, aching to fill his lungs with some fresh air. Exiting the building, he stood on the sidewalk and drew in a deep breath.

      He loved being a detective and bringing justice to those who had no one to fight for them, but at times, it was hard to keep the emotions out of it when dealing with the homeless. He hid this fact well from others. As far as anyone knew, he was emotionless about his job, working diligently to get answers, but never becoming emotionally involved. No one knew it shook him to the core to witness the lack of loved ones in a victim’s life. He prayed he could find someone who knew this man and cared enough for him to give him a proper burial.

      He pulled out his cell phone and put a call in to Officer Brown. He relayed the information regarding an ax or a hatchet and asked the officer to canvas the area looking for possible dump sites for the murder weapon. The rookie was eager to help and jumped at the chance to work with him.

      Dawson turned back to return to the diner. He wondered whether regular customers might know the homeless man. If only he had a picture of him before his face had been destroyed.

      The diner was buzzing. It was full, except for a couple of lone stools at the end of the counter. He sat down and looked around. The same waitress was there. He watched her casually as she took orders. She talked very little with the customers, and, in fact, the customers made repeated snide comments to her as she moved around the diner, teasing her for her lack of friendliness. Dawson kept an eye on her. No emotion crossed her face, and she just continued to work with no reaction.

      When she finally got to him, he ordered coffee and a roast beef sandwich. She glanced at him and quickly averted her eyes again. Always fascinated by people-watching, Dawson sat comfortably against the back of his stool and just took it all in.

      “You workin’ that murder across the street?” an older gentleman called out.

      Dawson turned in his seat and nodded. “Were you here last night?”

      The man got up and walked over to Dawson. “No, sir, but Eugene’s not been in today, and I’m wondering who it was that got knocked off.”

      “Eugene?”

      “I’d say a friend of mine, but not sure you could say we’re friends. He always met me here in the mornin’, and I bought him a hot breakfast to help him get through the day. I haven’t seen him.”

      Dawson gestured to the stool next to him. “Have a seat.” He waited until the man was seated. “Eugene was homeless?”

      “Yeah, lived in the alley across the way.”

      Dawson closed his eyes. A name, at least. “I’m sorry. Our victim is unidentified as of right now. Do you have a recent picture of Eugene? Or does he have any family?”

      “Anything else?” she mumbled.

      “What’s your name?” Dawson reached out a hand to stop her from walking away.

      “Beth.”

      “Hi, Beth. Do you work every shift?” He popped a chip into his mouth, waiting.

      “Pretty much. One other waitress is supposed to be working, but she’s been out sick the past couple of days, so I’ve been working doubles. Charlie is the only one here late at night. Not much business then.” She glanced around. “I’m really busy…”

      Dawson nodded and watched her walk off. He dug into his sandwich and listened to the chatter behind him as people speculated about what had happened in the alley. There was no mention of anything useful, and as soon as Dawson finished eating, he stood to pay his bill.

      “Beth, is the owner around?”

      She nodded. “He’s one of the cooks. Hang on.”

      She disappeared into the kitchen and returned within moments, behind a short, stout man.

      “Can I help you?” The man held out his hand. “I’m Charlie, owner of this fine establishment.”

      Dawson gave the man’s hand a firm shake. “I just wondered if I could get the name of your other waitress. How long has she been out?”

      “Amy. Amy Patterson. She’s been off for a few days now. Has the flu, or so she told me.” Charlie grunted. “I wonder if she’s not looking for another job. This one’s not easy to work with.” He nodded toward Beth.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Just don’t like other people. Customers prefer Amy, which she likes the tips from, but hates the extra work. When Beth’s here alone, customers don’t have a choice and deal with her crappy attitude.” Charlie lowered his voice. “She’s always been an odd one, but she’s family, so I keep her on.”

      Dawson glanced over to Beth, who was shooting daggers at Charlie. “Thanks for your help.”

      Dawson walked out of the diner and sighed. Nothing much, other than an odd family dynamic. He crossed the street to the alley. It was still taped off, but empty, except for a few police officers still searching the area.

      Recognizing Officer Brown, Dawson approached him. “Did you talk to any of the other homeless out here?”

      “They’ve been few and far between. Ones I have seen, refuse to talk to me.” Brown shrugged. “They won’t say much to cops.”

      “They’re protecting one of their own. Ask around for Eugene. I think that’s our vic’s name, but I want to be sure.”

      Officer Brown nodded. “No weapon, sir.”

      “Not surprised. Our best lead is finding out who knew Eugene. Maybe one of his friends out here saw something.” Dawson turned back toward the main street. “Brown, be compassionate with them. If it was Eugene then they’ve lost him and they’ll need to grieve. Offer them a place to warm up at the station while we talk to them, and hot coffee…Maybe they’ll talk more if they can warm up a bit.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Lose the sir, Brown.”

      It wasn’t freezing outside yet, but fall weather had certainly brought cooler nights. Dawson knew how quickly some of the homeless would jump at the chance for a hot beverage and a place to warm up for a little while. He’d wandered these streets himself at night searching for his sister when she’d run away from home. Those nights had been a real eye-opener for him, and he’d gained a new respect for the people out here who seemed to have no other alternative than to live on the streets.

      Sara had continued to elude him, and as frustrating as it was to search the alleys for her night after night, he kept doing it anyway.

      He shook off the painful memories, then pulled out his cell phone and punched in a familiar number with determination. Listening to the rings, he knew she wouldn’t answer. After the fifth ring, he ended the call and pocketed the phone. Every time he tried the number, his heart ached when he had to hang up without receiving an answer.

      He put his thoughts back on his current situation and couldn’t shake the sense of urgency that surrounded this case. Still, he couldn’t put his finger on his reason for feeling that way.
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      The moon shined brightly, and the night was lighter than I’d hoped. It was harder to keep in the shadows. I tried to contain my excitement, but the thrill of killing the homeless man kept running through my mind. The more I thought about it, the more my blood flowed, building an anticipation for my next victim.

      This time, I was ready to start fully on my list. The test victim had gone so well. Since that night, I yearned for the faces of my adversaries to stop visiting me every time I closed my eyes.

      My adrenaline kicked up a notch as I started walking in the shadows of the alley. This was going to be perfect. I’d watched my next victim now for what seemed like hours, and yet, in reality, it had only been a short time. She was so full of herself and needed to be taken down a notch.

      I was tired of being the brunt of the jokes and being picked on because I didn’t fit a mold. I was going to make something of myself and people would remember me. No more would I sit in silence and take the abuse I’d suffered all these years.

      Flashes of memories from years ago started reeling through my mind: My father hitting me when I couldn’t do anything right, or visiting me at night to tell me he was making amends for treating me badly during the day. I’d have to endure his “apology” night after night.

      Where was Mother in all this? She’d sit there just watching during the day and turn her head in ignorance at night. Where was my protection from this evil? A child is supposed to be loved and protected, not abused in every way day after day. Where was my happy childhood?

      I snapped back to the present and refocused again on the woman. She stopped outside the alley, talking on her phone.

      Bringing out my inner child, I cried just loud enough to be heard in my voice of years ago, “Help.”

      She turned toward the sound, ended her call, and took two steps into the alley. “Is someone there?”

      “Help me,” I called again. My lips curled into a smile that would have made Satan himself proud.

      “Where are you?” she called.

      “Just down the alley. I’ve fallen. Help me.” I almost laughed out loud, she looked so concerned. I played this part so well, my inner child constantly crying for help, and no one ever listening in years past. It was almost touching how someone finally wanted to check on a hurting child…almost.

      She took a hesitant step toward me, and then another. My hand clenched the hatchet, itching to make that first strike. I forced myself against the wall of a building, deeper into the shadows of the alley. I had to be patient.

      “Please hurry. It hurts,” I cried out again.

      Her steps quickened as she moved closer. She was so near I could smell the flowery, overpowering scent of her perfume. I had to take shallow breaths not to be overwhelmed by it. Leave it to her to be overbearing in every aspect.

      My fingers tapped silently on the handle of the hatchet, waiting for her to take just a couple more steps.

      “Where are you?” She pulled out her cell phone and shined a light from it around, searching the ground for the hurt child.

      “Over here, against the wall.” My voice was soft, yet I surprised myself at the innocent childlike urgency I conveyed.

      She took those extra few steps and was right in front of me. She lifted the light of the cell phone, and it caught the hem of my cloak.

      “What the—”

      I stopped her voice short by the upswing of my hatchet. The back of it caught her chin and knocked her down. “So, kind of you to want to help me.” I stepped out of the shadows, wanting her to see my face. I needed her to know I could inflict more pain on her than she could ever imagine. Hatred boiled within me.

      Shock registered in her eyes as she caught a glimpse of my face and recognized me. I brought the hatchet down. The first cut hit her right eye and cheek. A cry escaped her before she went silent.

      I raised my arm again and the force with which it came down surprised me. Rage overtook me, and I brought blow upon blow to her face. Was the red I was seeing from the rage or from the blood? It didn’t matter. It fueled my anger and contempt for this despicable person who’d hurt everyone around her with her high and mighty attitude.

      Finally, seeing the sight before me, I stopped and just looked at her. She was unrecognizable—just like the homeless man. I’d demolished that face that she’d so carefully made up that day.

      As I stared down at her, a sense of relief washed over me. I smugly gave her a small kick as I moved away. The blood rush I’d felt was slowing down, and I was able to decrease my heart rate as I took in the scene one more time.

      After wiping the excess blood from the blade onto the victim, I turned and ran along the sidewalk, blending with the blackness of the night. The moon had slid behind a cloud as if to give me the go-ahead for my disappearance. A chuckle came from the shadows, spurring me to hurry. Not allowing paranoid to rule me, I whispered to myself. Just another homeless person. Keep going.

      I came to the door in the wall and slipped inside. Once again, following the hallway, I slid into the lone room. There was no time to waste. I laid the hatchet on the table, stroking the blade gently with my gloved fingers before turning to the list and crossing off the next item.

      A large bang caused me to jump. Turning toward the door, I instinctively gripped the hatchet in my gloved hand which trembled as I listened intently. No further sounds came, and I returned the hatchet to the table. I, then, cleaned up as before. Seconds ticked by as I crept down the hallway to the outside. Glancing from side to side to make sure the coast was clear, I slipped into the shadows, and once again, disappeared into the night.
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      Dawson tossed and turned all night. Images of his sister’s face coincided with the homeless man’s. As the dawn started to break, he rose. After splashing his face with water, he glanced into the mirror. Dark smudges under his eyes were evidence of his sleepless night. He cursed and turned the shower on. He needed the hot water to wash away the nightmares and the continued angst of not being able to find his sister, even after all these years.

      He allowed the hot water to clear his mind as much as it was going to be cleared, then dried off and got dressed. He leaned against the kitchen counter, waiting for his coffee to brew. As soon as the coffee maker finished, he filled his favorite mug. With his eyes closed, he inhaled the rich aroma and allowed it to sink into his senses before taking that first-morning sip. As hard as he tried, he couldn’t stop himself from this daily ritual. The strong caffeinated scent reminded him of his childhood, one he had thought was happy for him and his siblings.

      Happy, until the day his sister thought she wanted more, and his parents forbade her to go. In the middle of the night, she’d packed her stuff and left anyway, leaving only a note for Dawson behind. He’d been just sixteen when she left, and he’d spent the past fourteen years searching for her every day. He’d spend hours after his work shift combing the streets for her. Every two or three years, he’d get a note from her stating she was fine. He knew she was still in the area, but even with all his resources in the force, he couldn’t find her. It broke his heart.

      His parents had become bitter, and soon afterward, his other two sisters had left for college, never to return to the family home. He was the youngest and had stayed longer than he had wanted, out of obligation to help his parents. But, eventually, he had to move out for the sake of self-preservation. He returned dutifully every couple of weeks to check on them, even though they acted as if they couldn’t care less if they saw him. They blamed themselves for Sara’s leaving, and as a result, had shut the rest of their children out of their lives. They rarely left the house, and when Dawson arrived, they refused to talk to him other than in one-word answers.

      The painful reality was, Dawson had no real family left. His older two sisters had cut ties with him also, in an attempt to keep the past away from their present lives. Dawson accepted it. Sara had been the one he’d been closest to anyway, and he missed her daily.

      Finishing the last of his coffee, he put the mug in the sink and stared out the window. There was a light frost on the ground. He hoped that the promise of a warm place would bring in some of the homeless people and prayed that one of them knew Eugene and could identify him. They had no hope of finding his family if his daughter had disowned him.

      He grabbed his jacket and headed toward the local station. He lived only blocks away and decided to walk instead of driving. It would give him a chance to check the streets again. He walked slowly, scrutinizing every nook and cranny where one could hide. In his mind, he always imagined his sister staying close to where he lived. Somehow that thought comforted him as he mentally berated himself for not finding her.

      As he reached the station, he glanced around once more. There were a lot of people hanging about; some homeless, a lot of officers, and the place was bustling with activity. He took the steps two at a time to reach the front door.

      He had no sooner set foot in the door when he heard the captain’s voice. “Detective Dawson!”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “My office, now!”

      Dawson hurried down the hallway to Captain Collins’ office. He shut the door behind him and faced the local head honcho.

      “Sit down.”

      Dawson complied and waited patiently. “What have you done?”

      “Sir?”

      “I have a conference room full of homeless people expecting hot coffee and a place to hang out for a while to warm up.”

      “Yes, sir. The victim was a homeless man. I have a
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