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			CHAPTER 1 - THE HOUSE ON THE HILL

			“Detective Baczenas?”

			“Yes, how can I help you?”

			“I want to report a number of murders.”

			Will Baczenas, lead detective for the Kansas City police force, looked over the man in front of him with curiosity. He was in his mid to late twenties, with thinning light brown hair, a slender build, and sad, dark eyes. He had seen this person before, but didn’t recognize him.

			“Maybe you better take a seat. What’s your name?”

			“Kevin Collins, sir.”

			“Yes, I remember you.”

			The detective took out a note pad, grabbed a pen, and began to write.

			“All right, Mr. Collins, suppose you tell me what this is all about.”

			“I probably should have reported him years ago. I wanted to, but I was scared of him. He’s a very sick person. If he knew I was talking to you right now, he’d kill me.”

			“Who are you talking about?”

			“My brother, Detective. His name is Dennis Collins, and he’s been murdering people for over ten years.”

			***

			Will Baczenas made an intimidating presence—6’5”, nearly 250 pounds, and not a bit of it was fat. He had been a detective with the Kansas City police force for nearly twenty-two years, and had locked up over a hundred criminals over those years. But there was one criminal whose crimes had gone unsolved. There was one criminal that ate at him every day, that he thought about constantly. His crimes surfaced in his nightmares over and over again. He knew of at least five disappearances tied to that psychopath. There were likely many more. He had eluded police. But like most psychopaths, he would eventually get caught. 

			Although, if it wasn’t for his brother, this psychopath might have continued his killing spree for many more years, the detective thought.

			The bodies of his victims had never been found. Hell, there wasn’t even proof they were murdered. The victims of his crimes had disappeared without a trace, never heard of again and presumed dead. Detective Baczenas had always thought they were murdered, and assumed a serial killer was responsible. But he had never been close to solving the crimes. There was never anything to tie the disappearances together. Without bodies, there was no DNA to check. The few witnesses that had come forward over the years were of little help. 

			He had suspected Dennis Collins in the disappearances for nearly two years. There was only circumstantial evidence that a crime had taken place. But thanks to Kevin Collins, he might finally be able to arrest his prime suspect. With his brother’s testimony, he could get a search warrant and bring Dennis Collins in.

			He pulled into the long, winding, asphalt driveway leading to 411 Bahman Drive. The rain was pounding. He had his windshield wipers on high, but they were of little help. The rain was coming down in sheets. It was difficult to see more than a few feet in front of the car. He flipped the bright lights on, but the glare from lights hitting the wall of rain caused the light to shoot back at him, nearly blinding him. He dimmed the headlights as he drove up the driveway. 

			The house, a good hundred yards off the main street, was relatively secluded. There were no lights on, neither outside nor inside. He pulled up next to the garage and turned off the engine. 

			He remembered this house now. He had been there years before, twice as a matter of fact. In both cases, he was investigating a disappearance and had interviewed Dennis. Neither time did he appear suspicious. Neither time did his statements prove untrue. There was no reason to suspect him in either disappearance. 

			The house was a three-story colonial, old and in bad need of repair. It looked like it had been built around the turn of the century. Its paint was peeling, and the floor boards on the front porch were rotting and weathered. The house had not been taken care for a long while. It looked like it had been abandoned years ago. 

			Detective Baczenas stepped out of the car, pulling his gun from his shoulder holster and holding it in his right hand. He held a flashlight in his left. The rain pelted him as he walked slowly to the front porch. Much of the wood on the porch had warped—some pieces had fallen off completely. He shined the flashlight down to illuminate the area directly in front of him. Then he walked up the stairs and onto the front porch at a gingerly pace, careful not to step on any loose or damaged boards. When he reached the front door, he rang the doorbell. There was no sound. He knocked on the door loudly. There was no response. There were no lights. He heard no movement inside. It appeared to him that no one was home. 

			He tried the door, knob, and to his surprise the door was unlocked. He opened the door and made his presence known.

			“This is Detective Baczenas with the Kansas City Police Department. I’ve got a warrant for Dennis Collins. If you are here, please show yourself.”

			There was no response.

			He came into the foyer, shutting the door behind him. The detective lifted the flashlight to shine on the walls around him. There was a light switch. He flipped it, but the light did not turn on. 

			The electricity has been turned off, he thought.

			His flashlight provided minimal visibility. He walked a few feet, stopped, shined the flashlight in all directions around him, and satisfied that no one was around, he moved another few feet and repeated the process. The rain pounding on the roof and windows and crackles of thunder were all he could hear until he heard the sound of water dripping from an area not far in front of him. The sound was coming from the kitchen. 

			Maybe it’s water dripping from a faucet, he thought.

			But when he got to the source of the sound, he discovered it was a leak from the roof, falling from the ceiling and bouncing off the floor. There were several leaks from the ceiling in the kitchen. He discovered more in the hallway leading to the stairs. 

			Detective Baczenas took his time checking every room on the main level—the living room, the study, the dining room, and the kitchen. The first floor had a minimal amount of furniture, and what was there appeared old and in deteriorating condition. The house did not appear to have been lived in for some time. Cobwebs dropped from the corner of walls and from areas on the ceiling. The house was cold. Cracks in the walls and window allowed cold air from the outside to penetrate the house. It was March, a chilly month in Kansas City, unusually cold and rainy this year. If someone was living in the house, the heat should have been on.

			Either the utilities were shut off or someone turned them off, he thought.

			Satisfied that no one was on the main floor, the detective started to climb the winding staircase to the second floor. Some of the stair boards were loose. The railing was cracked and had completely broken off in two spots. 

			If the brothers lived here, they certainly never took care of the place, he thought.

			Every step he took on the staircase made a squeaking noise. The steps bowed downward with the weight of his body. The handrail was weak and gave him no support. If the stairs gave way, he would tumble all the way down. 

			His flashlight and his ears had given him no indication that anyone was in the house, but he had a sick feeling in his gut that someone was watching him. When he reached the top of the stairs he turned around and shined the flashlight toward the first floor. He thought he saw something, but there was nothing there now.

			Probably just my imagination playing tricks on me, he thought. 

			Detective Baczenas was rarely afraid of anything. He had served as a Green Beret in Afghanistan when he was young. He had been captured, tortured, and kept prisoner in a hole in the ground not much bigger than a coffin. He learned early in his captivity not to show fear. The Taliban fed off fear. They relished it, and it made them want to inflict more pain and cause more fear. So, he learned to contain his emotions. With time, the fear dissipated completely. He became immune to it.  After eighteen-months in captivity, he managed to escape and was found by an American patrol. A week later he was sent back to the States. A month after that, he was given an honorable discharge, and a week later he applied for the police academy. 

			Fear was not a weakness of his. But something about that old house on the hill sent chills down his spine. He wished now that he had not come alone. 

			He turned the flashlight to shine on the area on the second floor. There was a bathroom straight ahead. The door was open and he had a partial view of the sink and bathtub. The curtain on the tub was closed. He moved the flashlight to his left and saw a long narrow hallway, and another to his right. He decided to search the bathroom first. When he got to the doorway, he heard the dripping sound of water coming from the faucet in the sink. He shined the flashlight toward it. There were small drips of water dropping every five seconds. He turned the handle to the left and it shut off. 

			The handle was not turned all the way off. It could have been running for some time, he thought to himself. 

			The water dripping did give him pause, though. He turned the handle all the way on. Water poured out of the faucet. He turned it off.

			Funny, he thought. The water is on but the electricity and gas heat are off. If the utility companies turned everything off, they would have surely turned the water off too.

			He made a mental note to check with the utility companies the next day.

			He shined the flashlight throughout the bathroom. It was a small room, maybe a hundred square feet or so. There was nothing. But the shower curtain was closed—he could not see behind it. He shined the flashlight on the curtain, thinking that if someone was hiding behind it their shadow would show through the light. There was something, a small shadow emerging just above the upper edge of the bathtub. 

			Something is in there, he told himself. 

			“Whoever is in the bathtub, come out now,” he yelled.

			There was no response.

			Detective Baczenas raised his gun, took a deep breath, and moved his left hand to the edge of the shower curtain. He steadied the gun and pulled the curtain back. Inside the bathtub were eight small animals—mostly birds, a squirrel, and a large racoon—all dead, and all stuffed, most likely by a taxidermist. Each looked remarkably alive. They all looked like they were attacking. They all looked afraid, like one would expect them to look when they were cornered and fighting for their lives. The animals were standing up in the bathtub, almost like they were purposely positioned there, their heads lifted just above the edge of the bathtub, causing small shadows when the light from the flashlight illuminated the outside of the curtain.

			The detective took another deep breath, more of a sign of relief, and lowered his gun. His adrenaline was pumping now. His heart was pounding. 

			He left the bathroom and started down the hall to his right. It was a narrow hallway, maybe four feet wide, with a tall ceiling. A flowery wallpaper, light blue in color with a mixture of yellow and red flowers, adorned the walls. The wallpaper was old and fading, hanging loose in several spots and ripped from the wall in others. 

			The first room he came to was on his right. The door was closed. He turned the knob and slowly opened the door, pointing his flashlight toward the opening. There was a small window on the other side of the room. Its curtain was ragged, and one side had fallen off completely. The rain was pounding on the window, and some moisture was coming through a crack that ran down one side of the window. The moisture had built up on the inside, causing a sort of fog and making it impossible to see outside. A flash of lightning glowed through the window, and was followed by a clap of thunder. 

			He shined the flashlight around the room. There were posters on the wall—one of Eric Clapton, one of Lobo, one of Farrah Fawcett in a bikini. The posters were worn, old, and faded. On another wall was a banner from Belton High School. Two bowling trophies sat on a nightstand next to the bed. The trophies were covered in dust, the plaque attached to the base of the trophy faded and difficult to read.

			“Dennis Collins, 1999 League High Average,” it said. 

			The trophy was nearly ten-years old. 

			The room did not look like it had been used for many years. But there was one unusual thing about it. The bed looked like it had been freshly made. The covers were clean and smelled fresh. When the detective pulled the cover back, the sheets underneath were clean. The bed sheets and cover looked like they had been recently changed. 

			This is Dennis’s bedroom, he thought.

			Other than the bed, a standard size, and the night stand, there was no other furniture in the room. On the other side of the room was a closet, its door closed. 

			Detective Baczenas moved to it, lifted his gun with one hand, and pointed the flashlight toward it with his other. He turned the knob and slowly opened the door. 

			At nearly the same moment he opened the door a flash of lightning shot across the room, followed by a loud bang. A lightning bolt either hit the house or landed nearby. The crack of it rocked the house, and a shelf fell from the back of the closet wall. The shelf caught the detective on the forehead and left shoulder, knocking the flashlight out of his hand. He fell to the floor, and the shelf and its contents fell on top of him. 

			He felt the fur and bone land on top of him, along with the shelf. He struggled to free himself. The weight of the shelf was pushing on his chest. It had buried his left arm underneath the debris. He couldn’t see a thing, although he felt the objects rubbing against him. One was on his face. He was still holding the gun in his right hand. He moved the hand toward his face in an effort to move the objects off him, but they were buried between him and the shelf. His right leg was free. He used it to push the shelf far enough so he could pull his body out from underneath. Once free, he placed his hands on the floor, moving them backward, sideward, and frontward to locate the flashlight. 

			The light from it had turned off when it hit the floor. He hoped it wasn’t broken. That was the only flashlight he had with him. 

			A couple of minutes later his left hand felt the edge of the flashlight. He grabbed hold of it, stood up, and took another deep breath before turning it on. 

			The light flickered once, twice, and finally turned on. He was relieved. 

			He turned the flashlight to the closet where the shelf lay on the floor, its contents scattered. The objects on the shelf were more animals, dead and stuffed just like the others in the bathtub. 

			There were three shirts and two pairs of jeans hanging up in the closet, nothing else. 

			Down that hallway were two more rooms, both filled with more dead animals, more products of a taxidermist. There was no furniture in either room, only rows and rows of dead animals stuffed and looking like they were ready to attack. The rows of animals on the floors of both rooms were neatly organized, all lined in perfect rows, with walking space between each row. Animals were placed in rows with similar kinds. One room had all birds—blue jays in one row, black birds in another and so on. The other room had all smaller four-legged creatures—squirrels in one row, raccoons in another, beavers in another.

			Detective Baczenas turned his attention to the hallway on the other side of the bathroom. He moved slowly down the hall, focusing his flashlight on the floor ahead of him. The hallway widened just before the bathroom, and opened to a large space between the bathroom and the stairs. There was a painting on the wall overlooking the stairway he had not noticed before. It was the picture of a family—husband, wife, and a newborn baby. The picture was a black and white photo, and was absent of dust and cobwebs, as if it had been recently dusted. 

			The hallway on the other side of the bathroom was identical to the other hallway. On the right was one room. Its door was open—the only one of the rooms that had its door open. He beamed the flashlight inside. It was filled with clothes, women’s clothes, all of a style that was reminiscent of ten or fifteen-years ago. The clothes were dusty and smelled of mothballs. But all were hung carefully on wooden hangers, organized by color and by type. Several rows of shoes hung below a bench in the middle of the room. A large, long mirror hung from the ceiling to the floor on one side. The detective moved the flashlight around the room, brushing clothes to the side to see if anything was hidden behind them. He found nothing.

			Directly across the hall was another room, the only other one on the second floor. 

			He opened the door slowly, pointing the flashlight inside the room as he did. It was a large bedroom. There were two dressers, a large bed with a canopy, and two nightstands, one on either side. There was also a changing table with a large mirror. On the near side of the room was another door. He opened it. Inside was a bathroom with two sinks, a toilet, a large oval bathtub, and a shower with a glazed glass door. There was no one in the bathroom.

			He turned and shined the flashlight on the bed at the other side of the room. The covers were lifted—it looked like someone or something was underneath them. The lump underneath the covers became more obvious the closer he got to the bed. The lump was on the right side of the bed near the edge. He moved to the opposite side of the bed, studying the object, looking for any movement, listening for any sound of life. There was none.

			He took a deep breath, steadied his gun with his right hand and shining the flashlight on the bed with his left. He laid the flashlight down on the bed to free his left hand. Then he leaned over the bed, and with one quick movement of that hand he pulled the covers off. 

			What he saw caused him to stagger backwards and hit the corner of the nightstand. In the bed, underneath the cover, was the embalmed body of a woman in her late thirties or early forties. Heavy make-up had been applied to the corpse, while her hair, long and flowing down her back, looked like she had just stepped out of a beauty parlor. Her nails were long, manicured, and freshly painted. Her bright blue eyes, which sported blue eyeliner and long, dark lashes, were wide open. She was dressed in a bright red cocktail dress, with spaghetti straps and a low neckline that complimented her large boobs. The dress was short, barely covering her ass. Her legs were long and tanned. She wore six-inch red, high-heeled shoes. The woman looked like she was preparing to party. 

			That’s when he heard the sound of someone running downstairs. He rushed out of the room and down the stairs. He shined the flashlight toward the main level. He saw a shadow, a large shadow, moving quickly through the downstairs foyer and toward the kitchen. He followed. He was in the foyer, twenty feet from the kitchen, when he heard a door close.

			He followed the sound to the kitchen. On one side of the kitchen next to the pantry was a door. He had seen it earlier but decided not to check it until after he finished looking upstairs. He pointed the gun directly at the door and opened it. There were stairs leading down to a dark basement. He shined the flashlight toward the bottom of the stairs and began to walk down them.

			His left foot had just landed on the second step when he felt something crack into the back of his head. The pain didn’t register at first. He staggered forward just enough to catch the edge of his heel on the corner of a step. That sent him flying forward, and he tumbled down the basement stairs.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2 - BROKEN MIRROR

			Fifteen years earlier.

			The boy lay underneath the covers on his bed with the blanket pulled tightly around his body. His heart was pounding. His breathing was heavy. His boney, twelve-year-old body was shaking. He buried his face into the pillow, hoping, praying that his father wouldn’t hear him. 

			Dennis had hidden underneath those covers many times in the past, too many to count. He wished he could be more like his brother. Kevin wasn’t afraid of his father. He wasn’t afraid of anything. He bet his brother wasn’t hiding under the covers.

			“He wouldn’t take crap from Dad,” Dennis said to himself. 

			Kevin had been beaten too many times to count for standing up to his father. Dennis often wondered why his brother was so defiant. It made his father so angry, and he wasn’t a man that you wanted to get angry. His brother wore the scars of the belt like a badge of honor.

			“He thinks he can hurt me, but he can’t,” Kevin would say. “I’m stronger than he is, and someday he is going to find that out.”

			The beatings Kevin endured were much more severe than those given to Dennis. His father wanted to hear crying. His father wanted to hear him beg for the beating to stop. But Kevin wouldn’t give him that satisfaction. He never cried, no matter how painful the beating was. He just laid there on the bed, emotionless and quiet. His father broke many a belt buckle trying to make him cry. Finally, from exhaustion or sometimes because his weapon of choice had failed him, his father would stop.

			Kevin just laid there, bleeding and cut. A belt buckle can leave a lot of damage. A few minutes later, after his father had gone away, his mother would come in with antiseptic and bandages and relieve some of his pain. 

			Ron Collins was a drunk, and not a good drunk either—he was a mean drunk. Every night he came home from work, sat in his recliner, and started drinking. A fifth of bourbon and a six pack of beer, every night. Weekends and holidays were much worse. He didn’t work on weekends or holidays, so that provided him another nine hours of drinking time. He would start drinking when he woke up and continue all day and night. If the family was lucky, he would pass out before the violence started. More often than not, they weren’t that lucky.   

			The scream of his mother followed by the sound of glass breaking caused Dennis to start crying that night. He tried to muffle his cries with the pillow, but Kevin could hear them.

			“Be quiet, Dennis,” Kevin whispered. “You don’t want him to hear you.”

			But Dennis couldn’t stop. He had lost control of his emotions. His breathing was short, and loud. His entire body was shaking beneath the blanket, so much so that the bed began creaking, softly at first, but soon gaining in intensity. His body began rocking back and forth in the bed. Kevin had seen his brother’s body rock violently in bed many times in the past when his fear took control of him. The rocking motion caused the bed to squeak. The more it squeaked, the more Dennis rocked. His fear was exacerbated by the noise he was making. Every cry, every shake of his body meant a greater chance that his father would hear him, and God help him if he did. 

			Dennis felt sorry for his mother. She had been on the receiving side of his father’s anger many times in the past. But, if given a choice, he would rather have his father unleash his demons on his mother than on him. She, after all, married the son of a bitch. She could have left him many times, but she never did.

			Kevin told him, “Mom is a fucking coward. She lets him beat her and does nothing about it. That’s sick enough. But to allow him to beat us and inflict as much pain and damage on us as he can without doing something about it, is fucking insane. She deserves what she gets.”

			Dennis and Kevin remembered at least a dozen times when their mother packed their bags and left her husband while he was at work. Every time, she came back within a day or two. She always said that she loved him and forgave him. And for a few days after she returned to him, he would change. His drinking slowed and the beatings stopped for a while. But they would always start up again.

			Kevin blamed his mother as much as he did his father for the violent attacks. Dennis, however, was sympathetic toward his mother. In his eyes, she was as much of a victim as he was. Besides, she always took time to comfort Dennis after one of his father’s beatings. She loved him—he knew it. She was the only one that really did love him. Sure, Kevin stood up for him. Kevin was his protector. But he never showed empathy. Kevin was strong and independent, and Dennis felt safe when he was around. But Kevin was emotionless, incapable of showing sympathy. On the outside, he seemed innocent and harmless. But his heart was cold and callous. 

			Their mother’s screams from the bedroom were deafening. The crash of breaking glass was followed by something hitting the wall and then a loud thump on the floor. They were sounds the brothers had heard all too often. 

			“Better her than us,” Kevin whispered to his brother.

			“We should do something, Kevin. He’s going to kill her this time. I know it.”

			“Shut up, Dennis. He’ll hear you. Besides, that bitch deserves it for putting up with his shit for so long. She could have left him. She could have protected us, but she just had to come back. Now she’s paying the price for it.”

			“Stop him, Kevin. You can do it. I know you’re not afraid of him.”

			“You stop him, Dennis. Oh, that’s right, you’re too much of a fucking coward. Just hide under your blanket like you always do and wait for it to stop. But try not to wet the bed tonight, okay.”

			Their mother’s screams would eventually stop. They always did, sometimes because she lost consciousness, other times because their father just got tired of beating her. The worst times were when their mother passed out before their father had taken out all his anger on her. That’s when he would come looking for Dennis. Dennis was his next favorite target. He didn’t fight back like Kevin. He laid there and took the beating without resistance. He was just like his mother. 

			After the loud thump on the floor, there was silence in their parents’ bedroom. 

			“Maybe he is done,” Dennis whispered. 

			“We’ll find out soon enough, Dennis,” Kevin said.

			With any luck, their father was satisfied with the beating he gave their mother and now he would go to sleep. But Dennis wasn’t a lucky person. The door flew open to the boys’ bedroom. Their father staggered in carrying a belt with an oversized belt buckle. 

			“Dammit Dennis, I can hear you. You should have been asleep hours ago.”

			Dennis tightened his hold on the blanket covering him in the bed. Ron Collins ripped it off the bed and flung it on the floor. Dennis laid shivering from fear, his head buried in the pillow, his heart racing.

			“Take off your pajama bottoms,” he told Dennis.

			When Dennis didn’t react fast enough, his father pulled them off him, exposing his underwear and bare legs. 

			“Please don’t, Dad,” Dennis begged.

			Fear only excited his father more. He wrapped his belt and lifted it high. 

			That’s when Kevin pounded him over the head with his baseball bat. He never saw it coming. Their father fell quickly to the ground, blood seeping through a wound on the back of his head. He was out cold. 

			“Okay, let’s drag him back into the bedroom. He probably won’t even remember what happened to him when he wakes up in the morning,” Kevin said.

			“Thanks, Kevin,” Dennis said.

			“You’re going to need to grow some balls, Dennis. I won’t always be here to take care of you.”

			The brothers grabbed their father’s feet and dragged him into the bedroom. They left him on the floor next to the bed. Their mother was laying on the other side of the floor next to broken glass. The mirror on her dresser was shattered, and there were small amounts of blood dripping from the remaining glass onto the dresser.  

			Dennis checked his mother——she was breathing. He went to the bathroom and filled a cup with water, brought it back, and poured it on her face. She coughed and her eyes opened. 

			“Mother, are you all right?” Dennis asked.

			“Yes, I think so. Help me into bed and get me three aspirin.”

			Dennis did as his mother asked. Kevin went back to his room, disgusted with his mother for putting up with the beatings. 

			“He’s going to kill you one of these times,” Kevin said as he walked out of the room.

			After covering his mother and turning out the lights, Dennis went back to his room. Kevin was in bed waiting for him.

			“You need to clean up the blood on the floor and change your sheets. You pissed the bed again. Better change your pajamas too. They smell. Also, wash yourself up. I don’t want to smell urine all night.”

			“I will, Kevin.”

			“Dennis, you know he’s going to kill her one of these nights.”

			“I know.”

			“Dennis, it doesn’t need to happen.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“We can stop it. We can stop him.”

			“No, Kevin, we can’t do that.”

			“Not we, Dennis. You need to do it. He won’t expect it coming from you.”

			“No, Kevin. You’re crazy. I could never hurt anyone.”

			“I know. That’s why he would never expect you to try to hurt him. But if you’re too afraid, you can just wait for him to kill our mother and then come after you.”

			***

			Ron Collins didn’t remember anything that occurred that night when he woke up the next day. His head pounded and he had a large bump on the back of his head. He assumed his headache was the result of too much drinking. He assumed the bump on his head was the result of falling out of bed. He had done that many times before.

			He had often blacked out when he really tied one on, so it wasn’t unusual that he had no memory of the previous night’s events. But he knew that dark side had showed up the night before when he saw the shattered mirror and the facial bruises on his wife.

			“I’m so sorry, honey,” he told his wife.

			Jane Collins had heard those words so many times before. She knew her husband meant it, but she also knew it would happen again.

			“You really hurt me this time, Ron. I think I need to go to the hospital.”

			“No, you’ll be fine. I can’t take you to the hospital. You know that, Jane. Take some aspirin and a hot bath. You’ll feel a lot better. I’ll make you some breakfast and a cup of coffee.”

			“Ron, you can’t keep doing this to me. I think you may have broken a rib this time.”

			“I’m sorry. You know I love you. It won’t happen again.”

			It would happen again. His wife knew that. She feared her husband when he drank. He became a
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