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What happens when a serial killer raises his child to be just like him?

Much, I’m afraid.
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THE RABBIT DIED.

With a Remington double-barrel shotgun, he blew off its head. He then pumped eight more shells into the rabbit. Blast after jarring blast echoed through the forest as Henry Johnson relished reloading his weapon. He stared past the end of the gun with lifeless eyes. His face was solemn, and his demeanor determined. The shotgun was precious, and he respected it, as it was a potency that he appreciated. The gun blasted pieces of the animal into smaller fragments. And its fur delicately floated to the ground, dispersing like snow. Chunks of earth exploded and struck the trees. Birds and animals fled the area or took cover in their burrows.

“Off to rabbit heaven you go.”

A deep scar across his left cheek was an attestation to his horrible life. His toughness was beaten into him long ago. His brush-cut hair was a monthly ritual as far back as he could remember. Henry’s face was handsome enough and seemed affable from a distance, one of life’s many contradictions.

Undoubtedly, he was familiar with the odor of death.

With an old Bowie hunting knife, Henry sifted through the remains of the varmint; there was not much left. He gazed at the result for quite a while, almost mesmerized. His conscience had been dormant for years, and Henry felt nothing for the critter. A branch cracked somewhere in the distance and captured his attention. He paused and listened but heard nothing more.

“Well?”

Henry pushed the pieces around—parts of its ears, hindquarters, guts, and fluffy tail. He picked up the intact tail and put it on his head but shook it off. Henry wasn’t sure why he played with the bloody tail. It looked as if the mammal had exploded from within, and he imagined the detonation as a cartoon sequence.

The outcome and the rabbit’s demise left Henry feeling satisfied.

He marked his sixteenth birthday, but it was anything but sweet. Henry wore a hefty plaid checkered red and black shirt and worn-down jeans. He was inherently muscular. Henry Johnson stood up and stared for longer than anyone should, past the trees and at nothing. If there had been a contest for being immobile the longest, he would have had the trophy. Henry's mood lifted when his father drove away in his truck after he had escaped into the forest to avoid his wrath.

“Well.”

Motionless and suspended from the real world, he searched for that space in his mind. The teen had created a safe room in his consciousness, and from countless visits, it was crystal clear to his imagination: four gray walls with a soft whiter-than-white sofa where he could sit and think of nothing. The act of imagining himself in there brought him pleasure, and his frequent ruffling of the plush sofa cushion resulted in the visualization of a worn spot.

No one of his age should have it, but Henry had the 1000-yard stare.

The weather made it a gray day with the tiniest of droplets in the air. A slight fog had permeated the environment, making it a surreal scene, almost ghostly. The colors of the New Brunswick Forest were pale without the aid of the sun. He envisioned antagonistic shadows in the distance. Henry snorted as a dog would, and he seemed rooted in his location behind the dead rabbit. Stationary for over ten minutes, and his eyes only blinked occasionally.

“Well?” Like an insect trapped in resin, Henry found himself caught in a mental impression. Trying to empty his mind proved challenging because of his instability, which often hindered his access to the safe room because many memories needed to be discarded. He was so stealthy that a chickadee landed on his shoulder and, after a bit, flew off.

Henry detected the familiar scent of pine and heard the call of several chickadees. He listened to the voices riding on the wind and dancing through the woods. They seemed to govern themselves. Those mouths floating around were a damn nuisance. Those same voices followed him around like stink on a vagabond, but he ignored them most of the time.

His very existence appeared to stand still.

“Well,” he snapped. His voice seemed to come out of nowhere and without meaning, as if he had surprised himself.

Henry made his way through the trees and home to the old Victorian farmhouse with the gable roof. Painted with Henley blue, it had needed a coat of paint for years, but it was no one’s priority. The dwelling gave the impression of being trapped in time. Henry Johnson wasn’t even sure that if the place collapsed that his father would do anything about it. Would they just find a corner where the roof stood and live under it like animals?

The rusted weathercock squeaked with the wind as he approached. He looked up and pointed the shotgun at it but didn’t squeeze off a round. He observed as it moved with the wind, and then Henry ran up the steps. The screen door slammed behind him as he climbed the stairs to the second story with heavy steps, and up into his dilapidated army green room he went. Henry figured that his father, Harold, wouldn’t return for at least a few hours.

The adolescent cleaned and polished and talked to the shotgun and then put it away.

Henry had bacon and eggs for lunch and then some charred popcorn. From the dirty beige sofa in the living room, he took notice of the rifle opposite him on the wall. Contouring the gun with his vision, he then halted and fixated on the trigger. He believed it to be a powerful and significant thing. Guns changed the world just as fire had so long ago. Even little men were much bigger with a loaded gun in their hands. As if the loaded weapon on the wall had called to him, he removed it and headed outside to sit on the front porch.

“Dull-looking day,” he said to himself.

Isolation was perhaps the first step on the stairs to insanity, and his father had taken care of that. He was brought up in a rural location, miles from the nearest neighbor, and rarely talked to anyone except for his nasty old man. Henry received his education at home from his father, who taught him things that were not suitable for any human being to learn. His social IQ was lacking, and he felt peculiar engaging in ordinary conversation. Could they see into his eyes and grasp his true self?

He sometimes felt he was standing beside himself.

Henry sat on his weathered front porch with the peeling gray paint and let his mind wander. His dark brown eyes seemed devoid of life, as if they rested on a dissection tray on an autopsy table deep in some hospital basement. He held and stroked the old .30-06 Springfield rifle, which lay across his knees, and took a deep breath and continued to smell the acrid odor of burnt popcorn originating from inside the old farmhouse. He had always liked the aroma and taste of charred popcorn and the excessive salt.

Henry thought more than anything, he desired to feel normal. But what was normal? Everyone was different. Perhaps the state of normal did not exist? This concept was created by Hollywood writers and eccentric psychologists.

Henry thought it might be a peculiar thing to want, but everyone always wanted something they couldn’t have. There had to be at least one day in his life when he had felt comfortable in his skin, but if such was indeed true, he couldn't remember it. His personality suffered damage and displacement, like a dislocated shoulder, but it could never return to its proper place. Henry was a lemon hidden inside a shiny red apple. Only from afar was he a lemon inside a bright apple. On inspection, the luster turned to rot. The degree of sourness was more than one could imagine. Was the adolescent one in a billion? If so, it wasn’t a good thing.

Some days his mind clicked. At least he thought so. On others, it skipped like a broken peg on a windmill. It was a broken life filled with shrapnel and broken mirrored glass, and each piece was etched with a nightmare image. Henry suffered loneliness, as the last flightless dodo bird must have on the island of Mauritius.

And to say his life had been unpleasant would have been like stating a knife to the heart was uncomfortable. It was as if the Milky Way Galaxy, as it made its way through the twenty-billion-year-old universe, had coughed up some nasty sputum, and it landed on him. His life was gooey with it, and that’s just the way it was. It hadn’t been personal. Or had it?

The boy noticed the sizeable black raven as it circled overhead and heard the creaking of its wings in flight. Henry cocked his head and looked up , focusing on it with the lifeless gray sky in the background. Henry tracked the raven as a house cat would track a grasshopper in the yard. Henry had a scary smile, a smile that said it was best to beware. It was a smile that concealed his gruesome thoughts of things that had been and things that would be. Most nightmares couldn’t compare to what those eyes had observed.

“What do you want, bird? Are you looking to drop something nasty on me? A urine and feces concoction with white crystals of uric acid?”

Light wind slid under the bird’s iridescent plumage and through its wedge-shaped tail as it gave the bird lift. The raven slanted its head and looked down at him with its dark brown iris. The length of the bird must have been a little over thirty inches, and the wingspan was enormous. It appeared to be judging Henry from the sky. It circled several times while adjusting the dead mouse it held in its black beak.

Henry believed the bird was up to something. “Don’t you do it!” he said to the bird. Henry stroked the old rifle again as he pondered whether to shoot the egg-laying vertebrate. The incessant chirping of the bird was grating.

“Henry, you’re a sick man!” said the raven. It then turned and headed north. Its wings creaked louder as it increased its speed.

Henry stood, turned, aimed the rifle, and fired. The noise cut through the moist air. He shot the mouse out of its beak, but miraculously, the bullet did not touch the raven. He thought he observed the mouse’s soul falling separate from its little body and then reversed and headed up into the sky, perhaps to find Lucy. The speck of a mouse tumbled to the ground somewhere behind the house and into the uncut grass. Henry believed he was a better shot than that. Had he been aiming for the mouse, it wouldn’t have worked.

“Bastard!” the raven screamed as it flew off in the distance.

Henry cried for the briefest moment. Life was indeed short, and with some lives, you just couldn’t shoo the flies away no matter how hard you tried.
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IT WAS THE MIDDLE OF November, on a crisp morning on the I-95 highway in Maine. The forest bracketed both sides of the road for long stretches as the occasional car went through the area. It was a quiet morning, if not for the occasional gust of wind and crows cawing. A crow made its voice heard from somewhere in the woods. As it approached the Irving gas station on its left, a black truck zoomed by, exceeding the speed limit. A white-tailed deer spotted and heard the vehicle from the edge of the forest.

The Hemi engine approached its turn and got louder, so the skittish deer bolted for safety. However, the animal halted upon catching the scent of a bag of Red Delicious apples. Upon retracing its steps, it stumbled upon the apples nestled against a tree, succumbing to temptation.

“Fifty bucks says that I’m the first one to bag one this year,” said Peter to his other three mates inside the truck.

Traffic was sparse under the calm sky. Peter, Bob, Ted, and Jimmy were all in their mid-twenties and in a fine mood. The hunt had been a daily topic for quite some time. The black Dodge Ram 2500 pulled off the road into the station a little too fast. As it pulled in, a large pothole attempted to swallow the left front tire. The impact was so perfect it jolted everyone in the car into laughter.

“Nice driving there, Ted.” Bob shook his head to show his disapproval.

But luckily, there was no damage done except that Bob had spilled coffee all over his new hunting vest. The vehicle slammed on its brakes, just avoiding hitting a family of four in a silver Dodge Caliber. The driver waited and then lurched into an empty parking space as the young woman, who had a frightened look on her face, drove away in her car. Her six-year-old son inquired why she had slammed on the brakes, but there was no response.

“I was excited for this day three months ago,” said Ted. “I can’t believe it’s finally here. Every morning, I get up thinking about it.”

The four young men exited the vehicle smiling as they were hunting white-tail deer in the Maine forest. They were thoroughly enjoying one another’s company and were full of life. Upon exiting the truck, the cold air revealed their breath, a sight they had grown accustomed to. They were a virile bunch, and the fun things in life were there for the taking. It was unusual that they had stuck together since high school, and three out of the four lived in the same neighborhood.

“I have a good feeling about this hunt,” said Bob.

“He says the same thing every year,” Peter added.

They entered the station as if they were a pack of wolves on the hunt, and in a sense, they were. They sometimes got into fights to protect one another, with Ted being the most belligerent one. With Ted, the more beer he consumed, the more he wanted to fight. When he was drunk, he had no more sense than rioters after a hockey game. All of them had consumed a couple of beers, despite knowing they shouldn’t, but they didn’t expect to be pulled over. They knew the odds were in their favor, as the Maine police had never stopped them. Bob believed it was a waste of money to pay for vehicle insurance since they had never been in an accident, which had led to a heated discussion with no resolution one Saturday night. Why not put the amount of the fine that they would receive into the bank and drive without insurance? Of course, that reasoning only made sense when they were all drunk.

A short time later, a grey Toyota Corolla pulled into the station and backed up and parked so it faced the station. Fifty-year-old Henry Johnson put the rented vehicle in park, taking a ham and cheese sandwich off the seat. He consumed his meal while observing the four individuals, animated at the counter, through the station's windows. Bob pushed Jimmy, and Jimmy shoved Peter. Henry opened his thermos and drank half of the black coffee; the coffee was black but contained plenty of sugar. Henry enjoyed this part of the game, as he could visualize himself as a spy. He was gathering intelligence and observing every move. He played the waiting game better than most and enjoyed being alone.

Henry had stalked the four for almost two weeks after overhearing a conversation about their hunting trip at a Ground Round Grill and Bar in Bangor. He had listened to them banter as if it were a TV drama. He sat in the booth behind them, and they were so boisterous that he heard every word.

“No, you didn’t,” they had all screamed in unison.

Rose, the server, had asked them to quiet down several times, but she may as well have asked the river not to flow. As their liquor intake increased, their common sense decreased to where they simply wouldn’t listen. They had been so loud that Henry found it annoying on many levels, and he attributed his indigestion to them. They laughed about deer in the cabin's front yard last year and opted for a more remote location. How Ted almost shot Jimmy as he was urinating at the back of the cabin. How they had killed a fawn and blown its head off.

Henry watched through his windshield as they disappeared deeper into the station, searching for snacks and something for breakfast. He remembered that earlier in the week, he had followed them to the cabin while they stocked up on food and alcohol, watching through his binoculars until they could barely stand. It looked to him as though it would only be a matter of time before they had a fatal accident. The four were devoid of common sense, even to the point of Bob pointing a loaded gun at Ted as a joke.

Henry was at home in the woods. He liked the way the trees met the sky and swayed. Henry studied the movement for several minutes until a tree cracked in the distance and disrupted his thought process. After they had departed the cabin area, Henry managed some reconnaissance that day and talked to a nearby blue jay that had interrupted him. Henry told the bird that he would shoot it if it didn't leave and felt satisfied when it did. He would rather not bring any unwanted attention to the area with a gunshot.

Once inside the cabin, he was surprised at the amount of alcohol they had in that small dwelling. It was as if they were starting up their liquor store. Even though they were four large men, he guessed that had they consumed it all in one sitting, it would have resulted in fatal alcohol poisoning. A few boxes of frozen burgers and a potentially dangerous old barbeque comprised their meager food supply. It seemed errors in judgment could multiply by the bottles of liquor times the number of individuals involved. They fed off one another’s stupidity.

Inside the truck cab were four identical Model 70 Super Grade bolt-action rifles with walnut stocks. Henry Johnson was aware of the guns and their capabilities. He considered them better than average guns. He had used that model in the past and was impressed with its accuracy, but it was only as good as the person using it. Inebriating with guns didn’t seem to be a smart idea to him. How would you defend yourself against an attack if you couldn’t see straight? It would have been difficult to tell the guns apart if not for the gun cases.

Having identical guns gave them a sense of oneness. They felt like an artillery unit with the same goal. He knew that their cold hammer-forged steel barrels were free-floating for increased accuracy. Inside Henry’s trunk in a secret compartment was a 30-06 repeating rifle and a ten-shot Glock 17 pistol. Both weapons were ready to fire.

Henry noted on his Timex that one hour and fifteen minutes later, the four left the gas station, got into the truck, and peeled off. He followed them from a safe distance, knowing a safe distance was not always simple to accomplish. A car could go in the same direction for miles and miles without setting off any alarms on the same highway. However, in a city where multiple exits are involved, one just might become suspicious.

When they abandoned their truck at the end of a dirt road, he examined but didn’t touch the vehicle. Although it was likely he would drive it later. Henry noticed they had forgotten the keys in the ignition with the excitement and anticipation of a successful hunt, and the feeling was mutual. He saw the coffee cups they had tossed near their vehicle. Henry also observed the set of black gloves left behind on the driver’s seat. He detected a faint odor of marijuana, and he wondered about it. He asked himself why people who smoked pot would also imbibe.

“These fools would do well as clowns in a circus,” Henry said to himself.

Henry shifted his rifle from one shoulder to the other, as he knew a long walk awaited him to the cabin. He also knew the way there, so it didn’t matter whether he lost them or not. At their drunken pace, he could have beaten them to the cabin had he wanted. With the experience of tracking forest animals, it was easy to follow people. The sound of a branch cracking could travel a fair distance and even further in the warm air of summer. Tracking hunters could be dangerous depending on their set of skills. However, these guys drank as they walked and headed for a cabin stocked full of Molson Canadian beer and four bottles of Bell's whiskey.

Yes, Henry would be diligent, as it was best not to tempt fate by being foolish. He had never been flippant about his business. He would be careful. He believed a full-grown moose could stalk them, and they wouldn’t notice, but being overconfident would be an error in judgment. Harold, his father, instilled in him the importance of being ready for any situation. Despite the impossibility, he believed that the more perspectives he explored, the better prepared he would be for any eventuality. This would increase the odds of success.

During the journey, they all huddled together to talk about past endeavors. At least that’s the way it looked to Henry. Although he couldn’t hear much of their conversation, he got the impression it was past or present female conquests they were discussing. The word "panties" floated through the air. Boisterous laughter also made its way to him as the sound danced around the trees.

Henry was confident they were oblivious to his being there when one of them faced him and urinated. An unexpected gust of wind made him dance out of the way of his stream. It seemed even the Maine Forest showed contempt for them and their adventure. Shortly after, a wrestling match between two of them erupted, and Henry assumed it to be some regular ritual, but eventually, after using up some energy, they plodded on toward the cabin.

Later that night, the four sat around the campfire in front of the cabin and laughed at nothing in particular. They had used gasoline to ignite the wood, and the flames and sparks roared skyward. A two-room cabin would cramp four people, but the hunt and camaraderie were paramount. Comfort had not been a consideration. A crescent moon gave ambiance to the area, but not much light. The campfire burned vigorously, throwing fiery sparks into the night.

The stars looked brighter by not being near city lights, and a shooting star shot through the sky. An ember burned a hole in the left leg of Peter’s jeans, and he let it burn just to see how much damage it would accomplish. The tiny ember burned itself out after it left a hole about the size of a dime. They planned to have a shooting contest in the morning before heading off to search for a white-tailed deer.

Peter and Jimmy sat on lawn chairs facing the flames, with Bob sitting on an old tree stump cut down a decade earlier. Ted also sat on a tree stump, and all were consuming their fifth bottle of Molson Canadian beer, except Jimmy, who was on his sixth.

“What would you guys do if a werewolf came out of those trees right now?” Ted asked.

“I’d run faster than you. That’s what I’d do,” Peter responded.

The back of Peter’s head came off just as he stepped on a piece of wood, and he fell backward into the fire, but he was dead before he hit. His friends were so inebriated they thought he’d fallen over from the liquor and laughed as they tried to pull him out of the flames. Less than ten seconds later, Bob screamed to save his buddy from the fire. A gunshot killed him, and some of his brain tissue splattered onto Jimmy. Ted fell and got up but then was dropped with a bullet to his temple. Jimmy realized what was going on and tried to run to the cabin for cover but fell not once, but twice. And just as he was about to enter the small dwelling, a single shell exploded into his head.

“And that, as they say, is that,” Henry said to himself.
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HAROLD SLAMMED THE front door, causing the house to tremble. The gruff-looking father with the two-day length of stubble on his face was off to get some supplies in Moncton and was in his usual foul mood. Not paying attention, he fell off the front steps and figured that his son would have laughed had he observed the incident. This was sufficient reason for him to punish his son later.

When Henry was nine, he placed two pieces of birch into the old cast-iron stove, prepared the frying pan, and made his omelet. The boy folded the scrambled eggs and threw them on the plate, which slid off the table, but he quickly picked it up. A skinny, pale kid with a brush cut and blue pajamas was a little short in both the legs and arms. Henry sat at the homemade table his father had constructed from pine wood and ate his breakfast. He had a serious face as he consumed his burnt toast covered in butter that he had toasted on the surface of the stove.

It was indeed an earnest face, a face observed in most pensive people. Consternation at its highest level. It was a problematic little visage, determined to a point yet uncertain. Tenacity attempted to push aside the worry. His determination fluctuated as his light eyebrows showed stress. It was a face that was in critical condition, emotionally.

“I think I’m gonna do it,” he said after he swallowed his last bite of omelet.

It was a sunny Saturday morning, and he had old blood splattered on the front of his pajamas. In his estimation, his father would be gone for several hours, so he considered doing something naughty. Harold had just departed. Being in rural New Brunswick, the boy knew it took about an hour to get there and then an hour to get back from Route 126. It didn’t include the time to do his business. It was the opportunity and the irrationality of youth that beckoned the child. Or was it unreasonable?

Although he felt a little apprehensive about it, he felt confident in the timeline and was going to be brave and just do it. His resolve, forged over days of reflection, faltered as the moment arrived. It was like saying that you were going to rob a bank, but to do it was altogether different. His heartbeat was faster as he stared at the empty plate and strummed his fingers on the table. He downed his glass of milk and choked on it. Henry knew there would be consequences if he got caught. Perhaps the penalty would be more severe than the average child would face, but of that, he couldn’t be sure.

Scrawny Henry ran both hands over his brush-cut hair and then licked the plate clean. After swallowing the final piece of toast, the child nearly choked. He was eating a little too fast and not giving it his proper attention. He was stressed but remained resolute, although more doubt was creeping in like a baby staring down into the darkness at the beginning of a long flight of stairs. Tempting, but was it worth the risk? He told the encouraging voices in his head to shut up, but they wouldn’t listen. Time was being squandered and marched on like a determined soldier. Time would not consider the beating that he would receive. It moved forward.

Henry washed his dishes and put them away. He ran out of the kitchen and across the scratched hardwood floor into the living room as fast as his legs would take him. He made a mighty leap and jumped on the tattered brown sofa. The wood inside that piece of old furniture creaked but didn’t break, and he felt lucky it didn’t collapse. His father returning to discover a broken sofa would not have been healthy. The voices suggested he might have to dig his own grave. What would one think about while digging?

The voices always seemed to be antagonistic. The youngster wondered why those damn voices couldn’t be more helpful or sympathetic. They mocked the healing bruise on his left cheek.

Henry scratched his head vigorously. He knew his father didn’t want him to touch it. His dark brown eyes went up and focused on it. It was high, less than a foot from the ceiling, but he also knew he could probably reach it on his toes with a chair. Henry could probe it with something if needed, but this would make putting it back more difficult, and his father would notice he’d touched it. It might even fall and break. Harold would always check things that no reasonable person would inspect when he returned. He’d even look at every single window in the house to see if they had sustained damage.

“Don’t know what to do.”

However, the boy was so eager to get a closer look at it that he believed he had to take the risk. If he only had it in his hands, he could scrutinize it and examine it. Henry could touch it and hug it. He might feel a kinship to it. He could judge it, and he couldn’t do that from a distance. Henry was sure it would make him happy, if only for a brief time. However, Henry also knew there were plenty of bad things said about curiosity.

“Time is passing,” said the jubilant voices.

“Shut up! I’m gonna do it.”

He stood with his hands on his hips for a moment and assessed the situation in his own way. He studied the distance and again considered the consequences. Little Henry hauled a chair from the kitchen and placed it against the dirty green wallpaper. He turned a complete circle and then held both hands out as if beginning a production. There's no denying that Henry was a strange kid. He slapped himself in the face hard and fast with both hands several times to distract from further thought on the matter and to get on with it.

Henry jumped on the chair with enthusiasm and trepidation. He stood on his toes, and then he achieved what he was aiming for. However, with the added excitement, he fell backward. He fell off the chair and let himself take the full impact of the fall as he landed on his back. The tumble pushed the wind out of him, but he stood up. 

He held it in both little hands as if it were the most valuable thing in the world. Henry stared at the black-and-white photo of his mother smiling and holding five-month-old Henry close to her cheek and heart. He had been a joyful baby then. She had such love in her eyes it forced him to smile. She was a good-looking woman, and he wondered how she had ended up with such a mean guy. Her image, placed on his forehead and held there, almost as if taking in its energy.

He gave her a hug. Henry examined her eyes and facial features. He traced her face with his index finger. Never having seen his mother created a void within him, making him feel like he had no soul. Perhaps he didn’t. The boy couldn’t remember his mother’s name, and his father wouldn’t tell him. Such was the relationship between father and son.

“Oh, Mum, how can I miss you when I never saw you in real life?”

Harold, his father, had informed him that she and another man had fled to British Columbia immediately following the photo's taking. He had killed her and buried her in the forest. It didn’t add up to little Henry that she had fled, but he’d rather burn in hell than dispute his father. The contradiction felt like treason to his father. It was his way or run over on the highway. He believed that his face was the scariest in the world. He had a look that could break his heart, and Harold had accomplished that many times.

Henry was getting ready to kiss the photo when he suddenly found himself airborne and in pain. His father slipped through the back door and kicked his son in the buttocks so hard that it flung him against the wall. It opened a cut above his right eye, but he was too frightened to notice. It was a bit of a miracle that the photo didn’t break. Harold wrenched it from his hands, stood on the chair, and hung it back up. The boy was confident that it was the end of the world for him.

“Henry! What did I tell you?”

Henry stayed rigid against the wall. He was like a frozen hockey puck waiting to be hit. The child could not move unless otherwise commanded. “I, I, I can’t remember.”

“I told you never to look at that bitch! Didn’t I say that?”

“Yes, sir,” was all that Henry could manage. He didn’t dare let his eyes meet his father’s.

“You get the hell up those stairs until I decide on your punishment.”

And with his adrenaline on high, Henry went up the stairs so fast he fell and smashed his knee on the way up. But it didn’t slow him one iota. His misfortune helped his father laugh out loud.

“Fly the hell up there, you little bastard.”
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It was winter in the New Brunswick Forest. The crow looked down at the upper-class log cabin from the air, circling the dwelling as it prepared to land on the roof. White pine, poplar, and maple trees encircled the cottage. A perfect Balsam Fir tree stood in the front yard, left as a scenic touch. The winter wind blew a drift of snow off the roof with force and a style that only Mother Nature could accomplish. It produced a small whirlwind of snow, which dissipated at the bottom of a pine tree.

The occasional branch cracked under the bullying force of the wind, while a bird cocked its head in response. The large black crow placed itself on a nearby branch and in the direct path of the drifting snow. The crow kept an eye on the area while enjoying some warmth from the sun. It was a welcome break from winter’s wrath. It complained about the assault it was enduring as it shook the accumulating snow off its head. The bird cawed and cawed, and when another gust of wind threw more snow in its face, it flew off in protest. It picked up the scent of something dead in the area and changed its direction. A slight POP broke the cold as a shot knocked the bird from the air. It bounced off several pine tree branches and then fell motionless. Snow fell off the tree that it had disturbed on the way down and covered it with a light dusting.

The residence looked to be out of place in the middle of the New Brunswick Forest. Not a tiny cabin either. Two stories and the contents inside were nothing but the best. The lawyer inside was not hurting for money. It had many solar panels and was equipped with what must have been one of the largest power generators in a house of that size. They cleared the tallest trees around it to allow the sun to focus its energy on the solar collectors. The harsh January atmosphere enveloped the place, suggesting it would remain unoccupied until spring, but this was not the case.

“I see you,” Henry whispered.

The lawyer and his wife and daughter were lovely and warm inside. No official roads led to it; only a forest approached it. It was almost twenty miles from civilization. Beautiful as it was, it was a lonely speck in the vast forest that encircled it. A winter wonderland, looking out from inside. But from the outside, it was certainly not a place for the weak or unprepared. Just as one would die out in the desert from the heat and dehydration, here you would soon perish from the elements as well.

Smoke rose straight into the cold air from the chimney and climbed into the crisp sky, originating from the oversized fireplace inside. It was one of those mornings that had not a single cloud, but with no blanket of clouds to keep in the heat, it was bitterly cold. Even the forest animals wished for a more moderate day. It was as if the Arctic had moved into the province and was settling in for an extended stay. It was a strong north wind, the remains of a northeaster that had intimidated its way through the area and had knocked out electricity to thousands of people.

Henry trudged through the woods on the white trail, but his prints were the only ones in the freshly fallen snow. He wore boots two sizes too big, a part of his façade, and he would incinerate everything he was wearing once the undertaking was complete. He believed in multiple levels of caution when dealing with a crime scene. He wore a face mask to conceal his identity, but no one would think anything of it because of the weather. The face was the most challenging area to keep warm in such conditions. He was also aware that a large part of a person’s body heat escaped through their heads. He carried a small gray tent rolled up on his back, as he had spent the night in the area. Henry also could warm up his chicken noodle soup with his small but effective portable burner. A snowmobile had been considered but was discouraged by the noise it would make. He didn’t want anyone to glance out their window in his direction, facemask or not, and when he discovered that the wind had knocked down an old tree across the trail, he felt he had made the right decision. Although the machine could have navigated around the tree, he believed it was fate that led him to avoid using it.

Henry Johnson often looked for signs, either from nature or from beyond. He conceptualized the opposite of divine intervention from beyond; it was the intercession of a darker nature. Or it could have been fate saying that Henry had made the right choice. He knew that signs were problematic in their detection and interpretation. Was a dead cardinal just a dead bird, or was it a cautionary element from beyond? Consequently, he had to rely on his sensitivities for such things.

A massive wall of sustained wind blew snow directly into his face, and mask or not, he was cold. It felt as if he was in a giant freezer and unable to kick the door open to get some heat. The tree branches above him bombarded him with sprinkles of the white stuff. Henry cursed the wind as the frigid air made his eyes water, but it blew even harder before it finally eased. It was so cold that he was unlikely to run into anyone else, and that was what he was counting on. He assumed that only the most rugged of individuals would venture out in this, and even so, they would probably wait for the afternoon. It was likely that no one would risk their health on this day in this environment at all except perhaps from the comfort of their automobile. No one in their right mind would be out in these arctic conditions. He figured he had probably risked his life to spend the night out in this weather, even though he had been prepared. He was a creature of opportunity, whether he created it or Mother Nature just happened to set it up for him.

“Someone’s going to die soon.”

It was the middle of January in Canada, and although Henry was painfully cold now, he had plane tickets that would have him eating supper in Orlando, Florida. He would go from winter to summer conditions in a matter of hours, and that was certainly a moving image that he could pull in for warmth. Henry pictured himself seated comfortably at a Denny’s in Florida with the warm sun shining in on him through the windows. Was it inconceivable to send his spirit to Denny’s to take a look around if he concentrated hard enough?  Would anyone notice his essence standing near the door? Maybe when he later arrived in person, someone would ask if he had been there earlier. He considered it an intriguing thought and concentrated hard on the endeavor but soon gave up on it, as it had commenced to give him a headache.

“Come on, come on.” Henry was waiting for that particular feeling before proceeding, but he was so cold it was difficult to feel anything. Without that signal from his brain, he just couldn’t proceed, but it usually took less than an hour, sometimes a lot less. He wanted a nod from beyond, which would be placed in his mind. He needed that specific sensation, akin to a punch, to spur him into action. He continued to wait as he took an intense breath in his lungs.

The people of New Brunswick knew that the trick was to dress in layers on such a cold day. He had a thick blue cashmere turtleneck sweater with his spring jacket and his winter coat on top of that. He also wore long johns top and bottom with a thick pair of brown pants. There were stories of finding inebriated men frozen solid on their doorsteps in winter, rendered unconscious by the booze and dispatched by the harsh season. The stories were real but infrequent. Given the proper conditions, it would only take a short time to start the process of turning a person into a frozen cadaver.

It was the kind of wind that would prevent most people from surviving the night without shelter. In this season of punishing wind, Mother Nature was apparently chastising her minions with her cold breath. How she must have laughed at the notion of global warming; on this morning, it felt more like they should be concerned about another ice age.  But Henry endured the cold quite nicely, and as a matter of fact, he enjoyed the pain. He had learned long ago to turn the pain inflicted on him by his father into a positive thing; he would push on the bruises and laugh at the pain as he measured its level and complexity. It was just about the only thing that made him feel alive. Although not frequent, he sometimes hit himself to feel something.

Henry Johnson enjoyed the scents of the forest, and mainly the pines that permeated the air. It was faint now, though slightly detectable, or so he thought. He noticed a deer in the distance. It brought its head up and looked at him disapprovingly, trying to decide whether it should bolt or not, but unfortunately, Henry knew that it was out of his range as he leaned his weight against the tree and fixated on the cabin. There was too much forest between him and the animal for an effective shot.

“Get away from me,” he chastised the voices on the wind. He certainly didn’t want them to interfere with the sign from the nether regions of hell.

He felt the weight of his Walther PPK handgun, equipped with a silencer, which was a blowback-operated semi-automatic pistol.  He observed the cabin from a short distance as he waited for that particular moment to overtake him. Voices drifted to him as he patiently waited in the cabin area; he now could not discern any of their words. The gun was stroked lovingly. He loved that gun, and it was the only thing that he could place a solid affection on; Henry often talked to it when there was nothing else to do. He would ask it if it recalled the time when they accomplished this or that extraordinary adventure, even though he was forced to get rid of every gun that killed because of ballistics and because he observed the mafia guys do it in the movies. But he imagined that one gun told the other all about the epic times and bloody details. And it was always remembered. He figured that the weapon probably had a better memory than he did. When he cleaned his gun every Sunday morning, he always told it that he was giving it a bath. The weapon was equipped with a homemade silencer, and he was proud of it.

“Well.”

The internet was overflowing with helpful information. It wasn’t at all challenging to get illegal guns in the States; as long as you had the money, you could get just about anything. He recalled how one unkempt Russian thug with a shaggy beard had offered to sell him grenades and was, in fact, a little insulted when he had no interest in them. But Henry had no use for such an explosive device. Although he occasionally fantasized about being surrounded by the police and fighting them to the death, he supposed grenades might be helpful in such a case. The Russian man often talked about his country house, known as a dacha. Henry could imagine the looks on their faces when a grenade plopped down beside the RCMP patrol car. Unfortunately, he couldn’t share his knowledge with anyone because it was a solitary business. He was proud of that muffler, and he sometimes admired it longer than anyone should. 

Henry was slightly above average in height and a sturdy-looking guy; his eyes seemed dead, and one would certainly not win a staring contest with him. His chin was square and pronounced. He was stronger than most. He made some people uneasy when they dared to stare into the windows of his dark soul, although he was always affable in public. It was one of his rules. A criminal couldn’t take on the appearance of a crook and couldn’t act like one either. Otherwise, everyone would know.

That stylish log cabin belonged to a lawyer, Ray Chandler. It had taken almost a year to complete, a big part of it being the location and weather conditions. Once the area had cleared sufficiently, helicopters brought in some of the beams. Chandler used it as a refuge from his complex and sometimes stressful life. At almost six and a half feet tall, he was unforgettable, and many people called him Stretch. It was only last week that Ray’s talent got the best of the prosecutors as he was instrumental in the release of a murderer on a technicality. It was his job, and he could do no less, but it did indeed bother him. Jake certainly seemed like a person that would kill again. Ray tried hard so as not to think of those things, and he hoped that if JAKE did kill again, he would never find out. But he certainly didn’t like those odds. All he would have to do was to pick up the newspaper to discover the gruesome news. The look on his face when he realized he would walk away resembled the look on the faces of O. J. Simpson’s legal team. They felt disbelief at having pulled it off, and in that instant, it wasn’t a pleasant thought about what they had accomplished. Justice was not always justified.

He, his wife Lisa, and their twelve-year-old daughter, Jacey, occupied the cabin this morning. Henry was, of course, aware of the occupants, as he had stalked them for three weeks. That was part of the thrill of the kill; to watch them in their everyday lives and to know that they would be dead in less than a month gave him pleasure. Growing up, he had no freedom and no power, but now he controls decisions about life and death. He believed that it was the only way for him to be important in a world of seven billion people. It was necessary to be a significant individual; otherwise, why bother getting up in the morning?

Henry exhaled and watched as his breath turned to cold vapor in front of him. “Let’s go, let’s go.”

He would sometimes go through
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