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2002...Calvin Walker

The woods behind the high school are alive with movement, but only if you know where to look. From the outside, it’s all shadow and undulation, soft shapes where trunks and branches shiver together, dense enough to swallow you whole if you step just five yards from the path. They call this the “greenbelt,” like it’s a nature preserve or something, but nobody in their right mind comes out here after dark unless they’re looking to score, smoke, or get laid. Or, in my case, to practice.

Up at the stadium, the metal bleachers thrum with post-game chaos, band geeks packing up sousaphones, moms gossiping about next week’s bake sale, and the quarterback’s dad screaming at the coach for benching his golden boy in the fourth quarter. All that is nothing more than a distant pulse now, reverberating through the trees in slow waves. I keep to the periphery, walking heel-to-toe on the deer trail I mapped out two weeks ago. Every time my boots land, the crunch of leaves vibrates through the bones of my shins.

There are two girls tonight, one blonde and one a dark silhouette at the lot line. They peel away from the others like stray lambs from the herd, giggling about something nobody else heard. I’d like to believe they’re completely oblivious, but you can never assume total stupidity. Even prey animals develop a sense for things that stalk. I keep my breathing steady, thumb pressed against the notch of my windpipe, counting each inhale and exhale like I’m timing a shot. My right hand slips inside the pocket of my cargo jacket, fingers wrapping the textured handle of my hunting knife. I don’t take it out, not yet, but I trace the outline of the blade with the tip of my index finger, learning it all over again. The edge is so sharp it wants to open me, but I don’t let it. Self-control is the only thing that separates the hunter from the idiot with a weapon.

The girls are halfway down the embankment now, laughing louder. The blonde lights a cigarette and passes it to the other. The smell of dope wafted through the air. I watch the flicker of the lighter, the way it makes her face flare up for an instant, all bones, and acne and black eyes. She’s the one who said she’d bring tequila to the after-party, but I know she never did. She’s been dry all night. That’s why they’re here instead of a hundred yards over, where the party is already dying. They’re looking for privacy and something to make them feel alive.

They’re talking about a teacher, I think. I catch phrases: “fucking psycho,” “wouldn’t even let me go pee,” “did you see her shoes?” It’s the same old complaint parade, but I listen anyway. Details matter. I note the timbre of their voices, the way the blonde’s tone spikes at the end of sentences. She’s the dominant one or wants to be. The other is quieter, always a split second behind on the laugh, always needing to catch up. That’s why she lingers at the tree line, looking back over her shoulder every few steps.

I keep to the shadows, counting their paces and matching mine to theirs. The trick is to lag two steps behind, always in the angle of their blind spot, never directly opposite or parallel. That way, if they turn, I freeze to merge with the scenery. In my peripheral vision, the stadium lights flicker and die, leaving only the sodium-orange haloes of the parking lot lamps. The game’s over, and now it’s the empty echo of what happened. The woods belong to me.

The wind picks up, and with it comes the scent of marijuana and cheap perfume. I time my breathing to the gusts, inhale on the wind, exhale on the quiet, letting their odor blend with the loam and wet rot of fallen leaves. I count heartbeats. I imagine mine as a red line running side-by-side with theirs, waiting for the perfect convergence.

They stop near the creek, the place where the old fence collapsed and kids go to make out or piss in the dark. There’s a patch of bare dirt there, littered with bottle caps and half buried condoms, evidence of all the other animals that passed this way. The blonde flicks her cigarette and looks up at the sky, breath frosting in the cold. The other girl, the quieter one, pulls her jacket tight and looks at her phone, and back toward the stadium.

I know what comes next because I’ve rehearsed it a hundred times in my head. The blonde sits on the log, cocks her head, and tells a story, something about her stepfather, or maybe a rumor about a freshman who OD’d last year. The quiet girl listens, nods, and pretends to care. She glances at her phone again. I glide in closer, cutting through the underbrush with the softest possible steps, body low, eyes level. The knife is out now, blade pressed flat against my thigh, not gleaming, but hungry.

I wait until the blonde stands to pee. That’s the break. She hands her purse to her friend, mutters something sarcastic, and steps behind a thicket. The other girl stands awkwardly, scanning the woods for movement, not expecting to find any. I hold my breath until the blonde’s footsteps fade behind the brambles. Now.

I lunge. The first ten feet are a blur, a rush of wind, a slick pulse of adrenaline, boots barely touching ground. The quiet girl doesn’t even see me until I’m behind her, my left arm snaking around her neck, elbow clamping down against her larynx. She’s lighter than I thought, or maybe it’s the surge of energy in my limbs, but she lifts clean off the ground as I squeeze. Her phone clatters to the dirt. She makes a sound, like a startled rabbit, not a scream but a short, panicked gasp.

My hand is so tight on the knife that the hilt creaks. She flails backward, stomps on my foot, and my toenail cracks, but the pain is distant, secondary. I focus on the way her windpipe collapses under my elbow, the fluttering panic of her heartbeat against my chest. Her head thrashes left and right, and she tries to bite me, turns her mouth and snaps at my forearm. Her teeth scrape denim, and I let her. Every detail is information. I slide the knife across her throat, and blood sprays out, covering the leaves. I set her gently on the ground and tuck her head forward.
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Chapter Two
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Her friend, the blonde, hears the commotion and calls out, “What the fuck, Casey? You, okay?” There’s laughter in her voice, but it dies quickly when she rounds the thicket and sees her friend sitting on the ground, her head resting against her chin, blood pooling on her lap. She doesn’t see me standing to the side, next to the tree.

For a second, time expands. I see everything, the way the blonde’s face freezes, her mouth open, and half a scream jammed in her throat. The way her right foot slides backward, looking for balance or maybe a way to run. 

I move towards the blonde, who sees me out of the corner of her eye. She tries to run, but I’m faster. She swings the purse at me, a desperate haymaker, but I raise my arm and block it. There’s something solid in there, a bottle of nail polish, maybe, or a heavy keyring, but it doesn’t stop me. I grab her wrist, twist it until she drops the purse, and shove her face-first into the gravel. She sprawls, knees scraping open, but tries to crawl away. I kneel on her back, pinning her down. She screams even louder now, begging. “Please, please, please.” The words come out in a torrent.

I let the blade dangle inches from her ear, letting her see it. Her whole body seizes, breath coming in short, wet bursts. She smells like dope and fruity lip balm and something else, a high sharpness that’s all terror.

I glance back at the woods. The quiet girl is still on the ground, hands pressed to her throat, but she’s watching, eyes wide and round and shining in the dark. I wonder if she can see my face. I hope she does.

The blonde tries to buck me off, but I’m heavier, stronger, and more practiced. I lean down, mouth close to her ear, and whisper, “It’s almost over.” Not because I mean it, but because I want to know what she’ll do. She sobs, trembles, goes limp. That’s the signal. She’s ready.

I press the blade against the nape of her neck. She flinches but doesn’t scream this time. I raise the knife, pause, and draw a quick, precise line across her throat. Blood spurts onto the ground. She shudders, and her heart hammers through her ribcage as her heart tries to compensate for the loss of blood.

The creek isn’t much, two feet deep, a foot across, lazy as a drunk. The moon shatters on its surface, scattering silver splinters through the reeds. I kneel, washing blood from my fingers, and the water turns pink, then pale again, like nothing ever happened. The cold numbs my hands but not the raw nerves running up my arms. My heartbeat is wild, a jackhammer in my ears, but my hands are steady, fingers moving with the careful patience of someone tying a fly or setting a bone.

Behind me, the woods have gone silent. Not empty but waiting. I listen for movement, but there’s nothing but the tick and shift of the creek, the way it tongues the rocks and carries away the evidence. My jacket is sticky with blood and mucus. It clings to my forearms in black patches, already going tacky, but I resist the urge to scrub it all away. The sensation is part of the process. The residue means I did it right.

I run my thumb over the edge of the blade, testing for nicks. There are none; the knife is still perfect. The handle, though, is smeared and slick, and I make a mental note to clean it with bleach as soon as I get home. I flick water onto my face, rinsing off any streaks of blood that might have sprayed onto my face.

I moved back to the girls. The silence in the woods is disturbed by the distant hoot of an owl and the buzzing of mosquitoes. I pause for a minute to savor what I’ve done. What I’ve just done hits me like an air pocket, one moment turbulence, the next calm so absolute I don’t recognize it. I expect an aftershock: panic, disgust, at least a tremor of second thoughts. Instead, an eerie, total vacancy settles over me. I stand there, one hand still sticky, the other holding the knife loose, and it’s like I’m a mannequin in a window display, posed to look like myself. I look at the bodies, at the red pooling under their chins and the way the leaves soak it up, and there’s nothing. No gloating, no triumph, not even the animal thrill that was supposed to be the whole point. I’m not afraid, not sorry, not even especially proud. I just am.

The dumb part is, I always imagined the first kill would be a kind of awakening, a key turning in a secret lock, gears whirring into alignment, the old wall between me and everything else finally crumbling. But there’s no transformation. No spirit leaving the body, no demon taking my place. Only a slow, weightless clarity, like waiting for your reflection to blink and realizing it never will.

I study the scene. There’s blood everywhere, but not as much as you’d think. The quiet girl’s hands are still clamped to her throat, even though she’s already gone, and her nails have gouged deep purple crescents into her own skin. The blonde is face down in the gravel, but her legs are twitching, some stubborn fragment of refusing to believe it’s over. There’s a smudge on the back of her jacket, mud, or maybe the print of my knee where it pinned her down. I crouch beside her and flip the body over; the head lolling at a wrong angle. Her eyes are open and so blue they almost look fake, like a doll’s.

I check my pulse out of curiosity. It’s normal. No racing, no explosions in my chest. The thing that registers as real is the cold, the way it chews at my knuckles and makes the blood on my hands go stiff and black. I wipe them on the inside of my jacket, on the moss, and in the creek, but the color stays under my nails. I’m not sure I want it gone.

I glance back up the slope. The woods are quieter than before, not even a breeze to rattle the branches. I listen for sirens, for footsteps, for the angry mob that always chases you in the movies, but there’s nothing. I could stand here all night, and no one would ever know.

I kneeled over her and pinned her arms with my knees. Her chest heaves, and I watch the frantic rise and fall, the way the fabric of her shirt stretches and sags with every breath. I pull the blade from my belt and hold it up, letting the moon catch on the steel. She whimpers, kicks, and falls silent. It’s over. 

I cut the T-shirt away first, a slow draw from neck to navel. The blade parts the cotton like it’s nothing. I slice the bra next, right between the cups, the elastic snapping open, exposing perfect breasts. 

I make the first cut fast, a horizontal slash across her chest, right below the clavicle. Blood beads instantly, bright red against the white of her skin. I watch the blood run, pooling in the hollow at the base of her throat. It’s mesmerizing, the way it flows slowly, now that there’s no heartbeat to move it along, obeying only gravity.

The second cut is vertical, intersecting the first to form a cross. Not a Christian cross, more like the old ones you find in Viking books, a crossroads, an intersection of fates. I pressed the blade deeper this time.

But I’m not done. I carve a spiral into the intersection, starting at the center and working outwards, letting the blade do the work. The skin parts in delicate, even arcs, and there is a strange satisfaction in the precision.

I finish the spiral and sit back, admiring my work. The symbol looks clean, almost deliberate, a message only I understand. I have no idea why I chose the cross and the spiral. I might have seen something similar in a movie, or it might be something I saw in a dream. All I know is it feels good to carve it. I wipe the blade on her shredded shirt. The blood is still flowing, slower now, congealing at the edges. I watch her eyes, looking at how they’ve clouded over, and a weird peace settles over me. Like everything is in its right place.
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Chapter Three
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Arranging the bodies is not about hiding them. That would be cowardice, a retreat from what I’ve accomplished. It’s about presentation, about making a statement. I start with the blonde. I straighten her arms, place them flat at her sides, palms up. I cross her ankles, aligning them with the torn hem of her skirt. I tilt her face to the sky, closing her mouth with gentle pressure on the chin. She looks peaceful now, like she’s fallen asleep in a field.

For the quiet girl, I folded her arms over her chest, her hands meeting at the base of her throat. The blood no longer flows but is pooled in the hollow between her breasts. I tug her shirt open to expose the crosshatch of bruises at her neck, the imprint of my forearm. It’s important that people see how she died, what it took to end her. I brush a strand of hair from her eyes and wipe my fingers on the damp grass.

The last step is the ritual. I pull a black marker from my pocket. A Sharpie with a chisel tip, bold as a tattoo gun, and kneel beside the blonde. I draw the spiral cross again, this time on her wrist, making the lines thick and unbroken. I feel compelled to add the hand-drawn cross. Not sure why, but I see both crosses clearly in my mind. Something is telling me they both need to be there. The skin is cold and resists the ink, but I press harder, leaving a mark that will outlast the blood. With the quiet girl, I do the same, careful to center it on her wrist like the stamp from a club or concert. When I’m done, I step back and admire the symmetry.

My breathing slows. The adrenaline fades, replaced by a dull, humming satisfaction. The work is done. I scan the clearing one last time, checking for anything out of place. The cigarette lighter, the phone, the purse, all accounted for. I leave them near the bodies, trophies for whoever finds the scene.

The symbols are my way of assuring them safe passage to the afterlife. I retreat into the trees, moving quickly but without panic, following the creek until I reach the bridge near the highway. I stop under the overpass, heart finally slowing, and check myself for evidence, blood, hair and fabric. There is nothing evident in the dark, but I’ll look closer once I get home.


***
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I slept a dreamless sleep and woke up refreshed. I replayed the night in my head, frame by frame, analyzing what went right and what didn’t. There’s room for improvement. I should have secured the first girl better. Next time I’ll take one victim instead of two. Two was too many, and things got sloppy. I won’t let that happen again. Next time, I’ll bring zip ties or tape. Something to keep the victim still. The knife worked perfectly, but I need to practice the spiral more, make it cleaner. It’s important to get the details right. Otherwise, what’s the point?

Sometime this morning, they’ll find the bodies, and the world will be a slightly different place. The first cut is always the hardest. After that, it gets easier.

When I was finished with breakfast, I pulled the hunting knife from my belt and wiped it clean in bleach water. The blood came off in thick clots, dark as motor oil. When the blade shines again, I hold it to the light and check for flaws. There are none. I slide it back into its sheath and exhale. I grab my backpack and a different jacket and head for school. The sound of the washing machine wiping away my adventure.

I head to where the bodies were found. The cold is absolute now, crisp enough to sharpen every smell and sound. The woods are hollowed out, silent, like the whole world is holding its breath. I follow the crowd as they move through the woods. It looks like everyone from the school is here, as well as all the neighbors. Someone should have brought coffee. The parking lot is full of police cars with flashing red, white and blue lights, and an ambulance sits idling at the path. Its doors open, waiting.

Distant voices float through the trees, faint but growing. Someone is calling their names; students are crying and parents are yelling at the police, wondering if the community is in danger. The panic, the confusion, the way their voices shatter the silence. It’s like the conclusion to a story that’s been writing itself for years.

The blonde is where I left her: arms splayed, knees crooked, shirt peeled away to bare the cuts across her chest. The cross and spiral are already scabbing at the edges, blood sticky and black in the early morning sun. Her eyes are closed, lashes tangled in tears. She looks surprised, even now. That’s what I wanted.

The other girl, the quiet one, lies on the ground where I left her. Her eyes are still open in fear, and the spiral cross on her chest is a thing of beauty, if I must say so myself. I wonder if she realized she was dying, or if her body simply gave up and left her behind.

I stop next to a group of my friends and stare at the police activity. No one is talking. We all stare. The air is fresher here, untouched by smoke and noise and human sweat. I breathe it in, letting it fill me. There is no fear, no guilt, not even relief. It’s a kind of curiosity, an eagerness to see what happens next.

The police push us back as they surround the scene with yellow tape. We linger a while longer and head towards the school. The principal will tell us all later at the assembly that returning to normalcy is the best thing we can do right now. I completely agree. Behind me, the woods keeps its secrets, at least for a little while longer.
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Chapter Four
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2002...James Freemont

I never trust the digital clock in my car. It runs three minutes fast in the cold and two minutes slow once the engine warms. Every morning before I park, I recalibrate against my watch, a dull, heavy Omega I stole from my father’s dresser the day after he died, when nobody in the house could muster outrage. The timepieces match: 07:16, which means I have exactly nine minutes before the target leaves her house.

I jot the change in my field notebook, a calfskin Leuchtturm1917, black, gridded, German, and mark the date, time and atmospheric conditions: overcast, 48°, wind out of the west, 7mph. I draw a new isometric sketch of the house across the street. It’s the same as every other morning,  a suburban ranch, mid-century, painted an optimistic turquoise, but I note the Halloween decorations taped to the storm door, the growing mildew patch on the gutter, and the cluster of pink bicycles abandoned by the mailbox. Her dad’s SUV is gone, which means she’ll take the shortcut through the Dwyer’s yard, emerging on Greely at 07:28.

I check my mirrors. The engine idles smoothly, and my reflection in the driver’s window is exactly as I left it, hair cropped to regulation length, shirt pressed, and jeans clean. My eyes are bloodless. I look like every other high-achieving parasite in the senior class, which is the entire point.

I set the pencil, a Uni Kuru Toga, 0.3mm, gunmetal gray, back in its dock and review the night’s log entries. The handwriting is immaculate: tall, straight letters, no embellishments. The target stayed up past 01:00, the phone-glow visible from the south window. At 01:22, she flicked on the kitchen light and opened the fridge, extracting a Yoplait and some kind of bottle, probably water. At 02:08, the master bedroom light came on, illuminating her mother’s outline at the window. I add a note about the dog, nine minutes in the backyard, barking at nothing, returned inside without incident.

Every observation and every deviation from routine go into the notebook. By page 43, the system is so granular it predicts her movements to within ninety seconds. I diagram the route she’ll take to the bus stop, highlighting points of cover and potential witnesses. When she emerges, right on schedule, she’s wearing a blue windbreaker, her hair is in a tight braid, and her backpack is on both shoulders. I note her posture, her pace and the eye contact she makes with passing cars. No eye contact today. She’s thinking about something else. The notebook absorbs it all.

She walks with purpose, head tilted low, as if the sidewalk is a chessboard and she can see ten moves ahead. I watched her for twenty-four seconds. I move my gaze to the second-floor window, where a curtain stirs and a woman’s silhouette surveys the street. I mark the time, 07:30:14, and cross-reference it with Tuesday’s entry: MOTHER AT WINDOW, DURATION 18 seconds, PHONE TO LEFT EAR. There is no phone today. I file this under ANOMALY, underline it twice, and scan the house for changes.

A UPS van stutters up the block, the driver already scanning porches for Amazon packages. I photograph the license plate with my phone, just in case, and upload it to a hidden folder. No detail is too small, and I do not believe in coincidence.

When the target is safely out of sight, I start the engine and pull away, blending into the carpool swarm like an afterthought. I don’t follow her. I never do. The point is not to be seen, but to see. I take the long way around the block, roll past the target’s house again, and note the empty driveway, the unmoving mailbox, the dog’s nose pressed to the bay window. I log the time: 07:38. There is no movement inside. Her mother’s SUV is no longer parked in the driveway. The morning is still.

After school, I return to my observation post. It’s a different car, this one a battered gray Civic with a dead air freshener and the seats forever dusted in dog hair. I park two blocks away, in the alley behind the Kroger, and walk the rest of the route, blending into the herd of teenagers slouching home with energy drinks and vape cartridges. I duck behind the same hydrangea bush as yesterday and watch the house with field glasses, careful to time my glances so they look accidental.

The target’s room is on the east side. From here, I have an unobstructed view of her desk, her bed, and her bookcase. At 16:04, she drops her backpack on the floor and changes shirts, moving with a brisk, awkward economy that is both efficient and adolescent. I record the make and color of the bra, the motion with which she closes the curtains, and the way her fingers linger on the string for half a second before letting go. I wonder if she knows she’s being watched. I suspect not, but it’s an open question.

From a leather case, I remove a collapsible mechanical pencil and a fresh notebook page, and I sketch the floor plan of her room, labeling points of ingress and egress, measuring distances by thumb-width and triangulation. Her windows are double-hung, with latches on the lower sash. The screen is bent on the left side, a possible weak point. I estimate the interior door is hollow-core, easy to force, but the carpet would muffle the sound.

She reappeared at 16:21, hair now down and her phone pressed to her face. She spends twelve minutes on the bed, scrolling before she throws the phone at the pillow and kicks off her shoes. I capture the moment in the notebook, DEEP SIGH, HEAD IN HANDS, 16:33, and draw a box around it. This is the window of opportunity. Most girls her age would kill for privacy; this one barricades herself in her room, leaving the house empty.

I cross-reference the family’s weekly routine. Her mother’s shift runs until 18:00, and her father is on a business trip to Dallas until Sunday. The little sister is at cheer practice until 19:00. I confirm these times against previous logs, check the school calendar, and highlight the gaps in yellow. The next forty-eight hours are the best chance I will get.

Back in my car, I examine the preparation list I taped to the glove box:

— gloves, nitrile, medium, powderless

— disposable shoe covers (2 pairs)

— entry kit (slim jim, bump keys, folding lock pick)

— plastic sheeting, 6x8

— bleach, unscented

— change of clothes (donation bin special)

Each item is checked, double-checked, and rechecked. No improvisation. No emotion. Everything is part of the procedure.
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Chapter Five
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At home, I update the main log on my laptop, using a self-encrypting drive, print the relevant pages and file them in the red folder marked PHASE ONE. I burn the trash, grind the mechanical pencil shavings into the disposal, and wipe down the table with isopropyl alcohol. I do not eat dinner. I do not sleep. I go over the plan again, testing it for cracks, rerunning every scenario where she calls for help, or the neighbor comes home early, or the police cruise past on a random sweep.

By the time the sun rises, the plan is perfect. I review her social feeds one last time, catalog the day’s posts, and for the first time in seventy-six hours, I allow myself to feel something: not anticipation, not nerves, but a quiet satisfaction that comes from a job completed to spec. I look in the mirror in the foyer, at the blue of my eyes and the even part in my hair, and I imagine what the world would see if they could see me now. They would see nothing at all.

The first rule of ingress is never go straight in, not even if you know the building is empty. Especially if you know. The second rule is: confirm. The target’s parents are gone, documented on her feed, triangulated with a neighbor’s Facebook post about “hitting the lake for the long weekend” and a tagged photo of the family at a rest stop four hours south. The little sister’s away at a cheer retreat, judging from the group photo uploaded at 15:32, all identical ponytails and bared teeth, with the retreat center’s sign visible in the background. For the next thirty-eight hours, the girl is home alone.

I note the data, cross-check it, and put a heavy black X over the days on the calendar. Tonight is optimal. I don’t celebrate. Instead, I lay out the kit with the same focus I used to reassemble my grandfather’s Browning after a cleaning, every pin, and spring in its precise groove.

The case is a nondescript black satchel, lined with cut foam, everything in its own slot. Gloves folded flat in sets of five. Shoe covers, Tyvek, size large, and disposable. Surgical masks and hair nets are not strictly necessary, but it’s better to be fastidious. Next, the tools: a stainless scalpel with replaceable blades, a set of small forceps, and a curved boning knife that would look more at home in a butcher’s freezer than a suburban bedroom. There’s a compact folding lock pick, bump keys, a roll of transparent packing tape, and a pair of disposable booties for the ride home.

Plastic sheeting, 6x8, painter’s grade, folds small. I cut it into two squares, rolling them tight. Bleach in a plain water bottle labeled Gatorade. Change of clothes, thrift store specials: jeans, gray hoodie, battered Nikes. No tags, no logos. Everything is disposable, except the satchel.

I run through the checklist one more time, gloves to bleach. Everything is present and correct, down to the frictionless pencils and the tiny evidence vacuum I built from an old Dustbuster. I zip the bag, placing it by the door. The time is 20:02. I set the kitchen timer for one hour. The target is probably watching TV, or on her phone, or maybe walking in circles, trying to bleed off the sense of being alone. She always gets restless after dark; there are three separate notations in the log of her standing in the backyard in her socks, shivering but refusing to go back inside. Tonight, I expect she’ll last longer.

I kill the lights at 21:05 and stand in the living room, slowing my breathing, inventorying my senses. I can smell detergent on my shirt, the clean smell of nitrile from my hands, a faint trace of something sweet, possibly dryer sheets or a neighbor’s lawn clippings. There is no fear. Not even a thrill but the same controlled anticipation I had before a decathlon event. At some level, I know my brain is flooding with adrenaline, sharpening edges, making time elastic. It’s not like anything. I simply know more, perceive more, as if the world is rotating a little slower for me than it does for everyone else.

The drive takes eight minutes. I park on a side street, three blocks from the target’s house. The bag is slung low across my back. The hoodie and hat are generic enough to pass as any other figure out at night, and the shoes, double-knotted, treads scuffed, make no noise on pavement. I time my walk to the intervals between passing cars, calculating how far the nearest porch lights reach and where the shadows fall. At one point, a dog barks two houses down. I slow my pace, flatten my steps, and wait for the owner to shout it quiet. The street is otherwise empty.

I take the alley, moving behind the privacy fences and trash bins. No motion sensors, no night-vision cameras, all checked in advance, confirmed by three dry runs last month. I pause at the Dwyers’ yard and peer through the gaps in the fence. Her house is a blue rectangle in the dark, the porch light off, and all the windows black except for a faint glow in the living room. From the log, I know she watches TV at a volume of ten, low enough to hear footsteps if someone approaches.

I move silently around the house. The gate is latched with a spring hook, the same as every night, and I lift it without a sound. The sliding door to the patio is locked, but the side door, into the garage, has a Schlage deadbolt, easy to bump if you know the rhythm. I insert the key, wrap it in a strip of black microfiber, and tap gently with the palm of my hand. The lock turns. I step inside the garage, close the door behind me, and wait.

I listen. The world narrows to the sound of my breathing, the gentle tick of the engine cooling in the neighbor’s driveway, the faint stutter of canned laughter from the TV inside. 

Inside the garage, there are two doors, one to the kitchen, one to the backyard. I listen at the kitchen door for exactly fifteen seconds. No footsteps. The kitchen is dark, except for the open refrigerator spilling a rectangle of light onto the linoleum. I slip inside, scan the room, and close the door behind me. In the log, I had estimated eight seconds to cross the kitchen and enter the main hallway. I take seven.

I move into the living room, keeping to the wall, and peek around the corner. She’s there on the couch, knees hugged to her chest, flicking through a show on Netflix, face flickering blue with every scene change. I stand perfectly still, watching for movement outside, listening for the telltale click of a neighbor’s front door or a stray light coming on across the street. Nothing.

I watched her for a full minute, confirming the breathing pattern, the attention locked on the TV. When she shifts on the couch, I clock her movement at 0.7 meters per second, a slow, languid roll. She does not expect anyone. She is not afraid. The absence of fear in her posture is so total it’s almost fake.

I retreat, step by measured step, back into the kitchen. I know the house’s layout, down to the locations of creaky floorboards and the weird hollow knock under the dining table where her little sister once hid a dead gerbil for three days. I take the stairs to the second floor, heel-toe, never setting my full weight down until I’m sure of silence. At the top, I pause, count three full breaths, and let my eyes adjust. The light under her bedroom door is off. She will sleep here, as she always does, with the window cracked and the curtains open.

I slip out of her room and move into the master bedroom next door. I set the bag on the carpet and unzip it. The sound is so soft I can barely hear it. I check the gloves, tighten the mask, and arrange the implements on the plastic sheeting. I position myself to the left of the door, where I cannot be seen if she opens it suddenly. I wait. 
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Chapter Six
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For six minutes, nothing happened. I hear the TV below, the laugh track rising and falling, and I hear the target moving on the couch, occasionally sighing, once speaking aloud, her voice higher and more uncertain than I expected. I memorize her footsteps as she crosses the floor, the way the light flickers as she passes the banister. She pauses in the kitchen, opens the fridge, takes something out, and climbs the stairs with slow, deliberate steps.

She walks past, not even glancing at the darkness where I stand. The mask makes my breath seem warm and contained. She enters her room and closes the door. I wait.

At 23:19, the house goes dark. The only sounds are the faint crackle of the heat kicking in and the whisper of the wind against the siding. I allow myself one deep breath. I listen. On the other side of the door, her breathing slows. I counted eighty heartbeats.

I moved into the hall and stopped outside her door. The door opened without a sound. I slide it open, and step into the darkness, my heart so still I almost laugh.

The room is exactly as I drew it in the notebook: the bed against the wall, the window cracked, and the laptop glowing faintly on the desk. She is curled under the covers, one arm outside, hand open and relaxed. I watch her for a full minute, standing perfectly still, letting the silence settle around me. She does not stir. She does not know I am here. I could be a shadow, or a memory, or nothing at all.

I position the plastic sheeting at the foot of the bed, careful to avoid the nightstand. I unroll the tape and place it next to the implements, and kneel beside the bed, watching the rise and fall of her back.

This is not anticipation, or excitement or anything so human. This is inevitability, a process completed by rote, as if my hands belong to someone else. I count her breaths: ten, twenty, thirty. I am ready.

She sleeps with her face toward the wall, back exposed, sheets tangled around her legs. The moonlight outlines every vertebra with surgical clarity, pale and blue as a clinical lamp. Her phone buzzes once and goes silent. I make a mental note of the vibration pattern, wonder if it will matter in the reconstruction.

I kneel beside the bed, waiting for the shift in her breathing, the telltale pause that signals a descent into a deeper sleep cycle. It comes at exactly 23:42. I adjust the mask, secure the gloves, and count down from thirty.

At zero, I move. The plastic sheeting unfolds with a practiced flick and settles soundlessly onto the carpet. I position it beneath the bed, reach across and pinch the duvet between gloved fingers, pulling it back enough to expose the target’s torso. Her skin is luminous, unblemished except for a scatter of childhood scars. She stirs but does not wake up.

The first touch is always gentle. I place a gloved palm lightly on her shoulder, applying enough pressure to transmit intention, not enough to startle. She murmurs, frowns, and tries to roll away. I increase the force. Her eyes flutter open, unfocused, wide with confusion, and instantaneously flooded with adrenaline.

She tries to scream. I clamp her mouth with my left hand, flattening her to the mattress. The sounds that emerge are small, animal and muffled. I expect the kick, brace my weight so the motion dissipates into the bedding and not the frame. Her arm flails for the phone, but I’ve already swept it off the nightstand, out of reach.

Her fingers claw at my hand, nails scrabbling against the glove. I press harder, pinching the jaw shut, and bring my right hand up, blade ready. She thrashes, almost bucking me off, but I expected this and adjust my knees to anchor her hips. Her panic is efficient and tactical; if circumstances were reversed, I’d almost respect it.

The blade enters above the collarbone, in the soft triangle between muscle and artery. It severs the carotid cleanly, a shallow puncture, followed by a deeper slice as I withdraw and press the wound with gauze. The blood jets hot and bright at first. It slows as I keep pressure, using the body’s own panic against itself. She’s losing consciousness before she realizes she’s dying.

I maintain the hold for seventeen seconds, counting aloud in my head. At twelve, her limbs go slack. At fifteen, the eyes glaze. At seventeen, she is still.

I lift her gently, lowering the body to the center of the plastic sheeting. I straighten her limbs with the respect of a museum preparator, not a killer. She’s lighter than I calculated, and the smell of blood is less metallic than expected, more animal, like a dog’s tongue after too much licking.

There is almost no mess. The incision is perfect. The sheets will show a faint stain, but I have already prepared a bleach solution for any residue. I check my gloves, immaculate, and peel them off, sliding on a fresh pair to complete the procedure.

I position the body as in the sketches: arms extended along the sides, legs straight, face tilted forty-five degrees toward the window. I smooth the hair across her shoulder and close her eyes with a light, two-finger touch. Her expression is not peaceful, but not grotesque either, like surprise, the sudden blankness of an interrupted sentence.

The last step is the signature. I retrieve the scalpel and slice open her nightshirt from hem to neck and fold it open. She has small breasts and is pretty. I make a single horizontal cut below the breastbone, not too deep, followed by a vertical incision from the sternum to the navel, intersecting the first. It forms a perfect cross. I extend the upper arm of the cross with a spiral, carved with slow, careful pressure, starting at the intersection and widening outward. Blood beads up along the spiral and dries quickly in the chill air. I wipe the blade on the plastic, and step back to admire the effect. I’m not sure why I chose this symbol. It’s something that is rolling around in my mind, like someone planted it there for me to follow. I’m not religious, but the symbol makes me feel at peace.

Something compels me to take a black Sharpie from my bag and draw the same cross on her wrist. I finish, stand and look at it. I’m not sure why I did it, but somehow it feels right.

It is exactly as planned: the geometry, the scale, the contrast of clean lines against unmarred skin. I almost take a photo, but I have no use for trophies.

I bundle the plastic around the body and secure it with three strips of tape. The package is tidy, compact, and leakproof. I tuck the implements back into the case, swapping gloves after every step. I wipe down the nightstand, the bedframe, and the window ledge. I collect the phone, the charger, a handful of stray hairs from the pillow, and bag them for disposal. The bleach erases any trace on the sheets, leaving the faintest ghost of a stain, visible to someone who knows where to look.

Before I leave, I scan the room once more, searching for anomalies. The laptop screen is dark, but the charger is still warm. The closet door is ajar, as it always is. I align the books on the desk to match the last photograph I took of the room. There is nothing out of place, not even the breath of air I leave behind.

I descend the stairs, my shoes muffled by the Tyvek covers. I wipe down the door handles and sweep the entryway with the hand-vac. I exit through the garage, reset the lock, and close the door behind me.

The night air is colder than before, and the stars are out, sharp and indifferent. I walked to the car the long way, keeping to the alleys. The silence is complete. No one sees me; no one suspects me.

At the car, I strip the Tyvek covers, mask, and gloves, and place them in a trash bag. I put on the backup clothes, rub my hair into a slightly messier configuration, and get behind the wheel. My hands do not shake.

On the drive home, I replay every step, noting timing, efficiency and cleanliness. There is little to improve, but I logged three minor corrections for next time: use coarser tape for the plastic wrap, swap the entry kit for a lighter pick set, and wear looser jeans for ease of movement. I make the notes in the red notebook, transcribing each detail in crisp black ink. This is how progress happens.

At home, I shred the gloves, bag the trash, and clean the implements in the downstairs sink. I put the satchel back on its shelf, next to the files for other cases. I sit in the dark, glass of water in my hand, and watch the minute hand of my father’s Omega sweep past midnight. I wonder how the cops will interpret the scene: random, brutal, and senseless. They will not see the design, the order, the absolute absence of chaos. They will not see me at all.

In the morning, I put on a fresh shirt and jeans. I part my hair perfectly, the way my father used to. I get in the car, adjust the clock, and drive to church. I pass the target’s house at exactly 07:16, and I make a note of the police tape on the door, the cluster of patrol cars, and the news vans already waiting. I observe, record, and move on.

There is always another project. 
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Chapter Seven

[image: ]


Present Day

The air in the apartment complex’s breezeway is laced with disinfectant and the damp smell of melting snow. Dirk Trainor steps through the puddled entrance, one hand clutching his backpack, the other braced against the wall as he navigates the slip hazard past the sign reading OCCUPIED: POLICE BUSINESS. His suit, dark blue, slim-cut, tailored out of necessity not vanity, sucks the chill straight to his skin. The strobing lights of two patrol units and a Denver coroner’s van throw intermittent splashes of red and white up the pale stucco, illuminating the half-frozen mud that encases his shoes.

He pauses at the perimeter tape, below the battered mailboxes, and tilts his ID at the officer standing guard. The young cop’s eyes, heavy-lidded and pink around the edges, hesitate for half a second before reading the badge. The standoff lasts exactly one beat longer than comfort allows.

“Special Agent Trainor. FBI. Scene log?” Dirk’s voice is low, level, shaped by thousands of bureaucratic exchanges.

The cop fumbles a clipboard from beneath his parka and pivots it so Dirk can sign. Dirk notes the roster, two DPD homicide, three CSI techs, and a name he recognizes: SAIC Anthony Spinella, his superior and sometimes antagonist. He lets his thumb hover over the page. The latex glove crinkles.

“Elevator’s broken,” the cop says, gesturing toward the stairwell. “They’re waiting for you on three.”

Dirk nods, wiping his shoe on the mat out of reflex before ascending. Each step groans with the weight of boots, gear and last night’s snowpack. The building is technically luxurious, but the stairwell’s paint is already peeling, and the sensor lights are slow to wake. Dirk’s mind sets itself to audit mode, mapping exits, memorizing the tilt of every security cam, cataloguing the apartments passed on the way.

Third floor, Unit 312. The door stands open at an angle, like a broken jaw. Inside, the living room is almost theatrical in its neatness. The carpet is new, probably less than a month since it was installed. The walls are white except for a single row of family photos. No partners, no kids, only the victim in a dozen different graduation robes, nursing uniforms, and one old snapshot of her posing with a volleyball team. Everything else is sterile: a Formica coffee table with nothing on it, a sectional that looks new, and an unlit candle.

Dirk stops inside the threshold, letting the temperature differential assault him. The heater is set for a tropical bloodbath. 

He hears voices, subdued and professional, in the back half of the unit. He crosses into the kitchen. The path is obvious; CSU has marked the perimeter of the scene with blue tent cards. The kitchen is a monochrome of stainless steel and cheap laminate.

The body is laid out in the bedroom. Dirk’s approach slows, attention telescoping to every tread of the hall, every hint of movement. He registers the murmur of the forensic pathologist conferring with a CSI photographer. He registers the exact hue of the blood: arterial, fresh, still glossy in the center but already drying to rust at the edges.

The woman lies on her back on a heavy-duty contractor’s plastic sheet; the kind used to protect floors during renovations. Dirk observes first the plastic: no rips, no gaps. The corners are folded under her feet, military-bed style. Her shoes are off, set neatly beside the body. The corpse is not posed, not exactly, but arranged. Her arms are folded over her chest, and her hands are palm-over-palm as if she were praying. The left sleeve of her Colorado Juvenile Authority sweatshirt is rolled up. Her throat is slashed in a single, deliberate line; the cut is so clean the edges are nearly flush together.

Dirk notes every detail in mental dictation:

— victim: White female, mid-40s, clothed, not bound

— blood loss: catastrophic; no evidence of a struggle

— hands: no defensive wounds visible

— face: calm, mouth closed, eyes closed

— scene: clean, no forced entry, no sign the house was ransacked

He steps closer. The forensic photographer pauses and waits for the okay. Dirk changes the angle of the body so that the incision at the neck is more visible. The wound is precise, as if mapped in advance. Not a hack job, not a crime of passion.

He glances at the pathologist, a pale woman in an N95 and a CORONER windbreaker. “Victim identified yet?” he asks, still studying the hands.

The pathologist doesn’t look up. “Cheryl Huxley. Leaseholder. She lived alone. She was found by building maintenance this morning after she missed a safety check-in at work. She’s a counselor at the county juvenile hall. Or was.”

Dirk looks for a response in the technician’s eyes, but she’s unreadable. “Any signs of sexual assault?”

“We’re waiting on the kit, but the preliminaries are negative,” the pathologist says. “No indications externally. I’ll know more after the autopsy.”

Dirk nods, not breaking his line of sight from the throat wound. “Anything left behind?” he asks.

The CSI lead, a heavyset guy with sweat stains under his lab coat, answers, “Not a hair. Whoever did this wore gloves and wiped the doorknobs. No footprints, plastic laid out from the entry to here. Partial palm print on the window, but that could be the vic’s.”

Dirk takes a step back and scans the room, narrowing in on the lack of clutter. “Any evidence this was a targeted attack?”

The photographer answers for him, his voice muffled behind his mask. “You don’t kill like this by accident.”

Dirk glances at the body again. The arms are locked over the chest, fingertips overlapping precisely. The line of the neck wound is almost artistic, as if the killer wanted to display their skill. A faint, almost invisible bruise is developing under the right eye, but otherwise the face is untouched. He’s seen this precision before.

Dirk’s
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