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THE BEGINNING

—Eric Stephenson—


[image: ]


IT WAS THE SUMMER OF 1977. I was twenty-two and clawing my way through life—if you could call it that. My childhood? It wasn’t hell. Hell has rules. My childhood was chaos with a heartbeat. My father was locked up for beating my mother so badly, her teeth rattled when she spoke. And when they took him away, she shattered. Booze became her lullaby. She drank to forget him—then drank to forget me. I guess we all pick our poisons.

As for me... I picked blood.

They call me Eric Stephenson now. 

The most sadistic, prolific serial killer in American history—or so the headlines said, twenty-two years after that summer. But that wasn’t the end of the story.

Let me take you back to where it really started.

Before the blood. 

Before Amy Emerson. 

Before Maeve.

Back when I was still trying to be a decent man.

I lived in St. Louis, Missouri—not because I had roots there, but because it seemed like the kind of place no one asked too many questions. The city was a mess of abandoned lots and rusted-out buildings. It smelled like sweat and metal and old secrets. Perfect place to disappear or start over. I chose the latter. By then, I’d already put four years and two thousand miles between me and Montgomery, Alabama, the place I was born. I left home at eighteen, hitchhiked along highways, slept in motels, garages, and a couple truck beds. I told myself I was just looking for a fresh start. Truth is, I think I was running from who I already knew I was becoming.

At twenty-two, I opened Stephenson Mechanics—a full-service auto shop that, surprisingly, did well. Real well. Thirteen employees. A waiting list three weeks out. High-end cars and old beaters rolled in and out like clockwork. People trusted me with their engines, their brakes, their lives on the road. They thought I had it together. Clean hands. Sharp uniform. A Southern drawl that made people think I was raised with manners and God.

But I wasn’t. Not really. I was just good at pretending.

And even then—before the killing ever started—the hunger was there. Quiet. Restless. Watching.

It wasn’t until one of my employees—John—pushed me past the edge. Lazy, fat... the kind of man who probably kept a filthy place and smelled like warm cheese and regret. He made a fatal mistake one afternoon.

A ‘71 Dodge Charger rolled in—one of those beautiful beasts left to rot. Needed an oil change, and the owner mentioned a rattle in the engine. I watched it all from my office. My office sat just near the front reception, but with a view of the garage—perfectly placed so I could see everything without them realizing it. They thought I’d gone home. Morons. Each one forgetting I was still inside, finalizing some paperwork.

John stepped out just as the driver did. The guy looked like someone who beat his wife and blamed the heat for it. “She keeps overheating,” he said, tossing the keys on the counter like John was his dog.

John grabbed them, nodding like an idiot. “I’ll take a look.”

I rolled my eyes, watching him tug his pants up and waddle around the car. Orlando and Shawn stood nearby, pretending to help while doing jack shit. Typical. I leaned back in my chair, watching closely. I only hired John because Orlando vouched for him—said he needed work. Right. What he needed was a leash and a fucking muzzle. Then I saw it. John stood up from the front of the car, threw a towel over his shoulder, and started chatting with the customer about the cost. I rolled my eyes again. Great—another bastard trying to shortchange me. No one ever understood that good work isn’t cheap. I waited, curious, wondering how John would handle it.

John wiped his hands on a rag as the man started mouthing off. 

“You crooks love screwin’ people, huh? That Southern drawl don’t hide the fact you’re just another grease-stained lowlife.”

My blood turned to ice.

“Tells ya what,” John said, like it was nothing, “boss ain’t here. How ‘bout I give you a discount and we get this hunker runnin’?”

Orlando laughed but backed off fast. “I ain’t takin’ the rat for that one, man. You on your own.”

Cheap. Lying. Bastards.

What they didn’t know—what none of them knew—is that I had an intercom rigged in the garage. I heard every damn word.

He shouldn’t have said that.

He really shouldn’t have said that.

My fist pressed hard against my lips. I bit down—hard—because something inside me wanted to rise. To pick up a tire iron and turn John’s skull into gravy. Not just for what he said. But for stealing from me.

That’s why the numbers weren’t adding up. That’s why last month and the one before were off. I thought it was slow business. But no—it was him. The fucking rat under my roof.

I stood up slowly. Picked up my jacket. I didn’t go through the garage—I knew better. I slipped out the back door, away from the rage clawing at my insides. If I walked into that garage right then, I wasn’t sure I’d walk back out clean.

So I waited.

Let them finish that car. And the next. And the next. Let them shut the shop down like it was just another Tuesday. Shawn, my shop manager, I could trust. He’d lock up tonight.

But John?

I’d be waiting for that bastard when he stepped outside.

Because you don’t steal from Eric Stephenson.

––––––––
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I DIDN’T GO STRAIGHT home that afternoon. Not to the bought townhouse with the clean floors and the fridge full of things I didn’t eat. No—I drove out past the city limits. Past the subdivisions. Past the gas stations. Out where the roads narrowed and the moon rode shotgun. I owned a piece of land out there. Thirty acres of nothing. Bought it under an alias three years back. Just an old cornfield, a half-rotted barn, and a shed out back that the real estate agent hadn’t even bothered to unlock.

She had no idea she was selling me peace.

The land wasn’t for living. Not really. It was for silence. And use. 

The truck rumbled up the gravel drive, dust rising like ghosts in the headlights. I parked near the barn and shut off the engine. Stepped out into the night. 

Crickets. The soft hum of the wind through dying trees. The world didn’t care what I did out here.

Good.

I walked to the barn, opened the big doors. 

The hinges groaned, protesting like they already knew what was coming.

Inside was the kill-room, I never called that out loud.

Chains hung from rusted beams, still streaked from the last deer I carved open two months ago. Not for sport—just for the practice. The process.

Everything had a process.

The wooden table sat under a bare bulb. On it: zip ties, bolt cutters, my old tire iron, a small hatchet, a clean hacksaw, and a fillet knife I only used once but never forgot the feeling of.

I set them out carefully, like I was arranging flowers. The hooks on the wall still held rope. The drain in the concrete had been bored deep and lined. The shed out back had a wood stove, bleach, and a rust-stained tub.

This place wasn’t made for living.

It was made for undoing.

And tonight, it would finally be put to proper use.

Because it was John.

It had always been John.

The money off. The parts missing. The “freebies” I never approved. The customers I thought we’d lost to recession, not betrayal. He had his fat fingers in every drawer. Grifting me. Mocking me. And then he had the audacity to say I wasn’t around. 

To hand out discounts in my name. 

To spit on everything, I built.

I walked the room slowly. Felt the tire iron in my hand. Heavy. Familiar. Comforting.

I imagined his skull giving under it.

I imagined the sound.

Not because I needed to.

But because it was time.

––––––––
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IT WAS JUST AFTER 8 p.m. when I rolled back into the lot. The last of the boys had clocked out, shop locked tight, lights off except for the dull orange hum over the front gate. I parked a block down, engine cut, windows down. The heat stuck to my skin like regret.

I knew John didn’t drive—couldn’t afford it, even with the money he skimmed. He walked home every night, dragging his feet toward that rat-infested little pisshole he called an apartment on Eberly Street. I sat in the truck, watching the shop from the shadows. When the back door finally opened, there he was—bloated silhouette in the streetlight, pants sagging, shirt stained with grease and something older. He whistled like a man without a worry in the world.

That was about to change.

I stepped out, slow. Quiet. I followed his lazy gait for two blocks, staying in the dark edges of houses and alleyways. The street was dead. Just a lonely buzz of cicadas and the occasional bark from behind chain-link fences.

He passed a small alley, the kind no one looks down. That’s where I moved.

One step. Two. 

Cloth soaked in chloroform clutched in my gloved hand.

He never saw it coming.

His eyes went wide, hands flailing like he thought he could fight fate. I pressed the rag over his mouth and nose, leaned in close.

“Sssh,” I whispered, like a lullaby. “Just takin’ you home.”

He kicked once. Then dropped like a slab of wet meat.

I hefted him up and dragged him to the truck—tarp already laid in the back. Rolled him in like cargo and shut the tailgate. By the time I climbed into the driver’s seat, his breath was even, shallow, drugged.

I took him to the farm.

The barn greeted me like an old friend. The doors groaned as I pulled them open. The air inside was thick with old blood and rust and hay dust. The kind of air that tastes like metal when you breathe deep. I laid him out on the table first—arms limp, belly rising and falling like a dying hog.

Then I began.

Rope first. Ankles. Wrists. Tight. Skin biting into hemp.

Next, the hooks.

They hung from the rafters like question marks. I hoisted him with a pulley crank until his feet dangled, toes barely brushing the concrete. His belly jiggled when I tightened the ropes—slack, flesh exposed, pink and sweating.

Then he woke up.

His eyes fluttered open, unfocused. 

Then he screamed through the gag—high, panicked. Like a pig that finally realizes what the blade is for.

Good.

I walked around him slow, boots echoing on the floor.

“Evenin’, John.”

He jerked. Eyes wide, trying to plead through the cloth jammed between his teeth. “You know, I could’ve forgiven a lot,” I said, circling him. “Sloppiness. Laziness. Even the fact that you smell like old onions. But what I can’t forgive... is theft.”  

He screamed behind the gag, wild eyes darting. His skin was already flushed with panic, neck muscles straining like pulled wire.

“You gave my money away. You spat in my name. You cut me out of my own fucking business.”

He shook his head violently. Muffled sobs behind the gag.

I leaned in, close enough he could smell me.

“You thought I wouldn’t notice?”

He whimpered.

“I always notice.”

I turned toward the table. Tools arranged like a dinner set. My hand hovered, then selected the fillet knife—thin, precise. The blade gleamed under the bulb like it was smiling.

“See... this blade ain’t for show,” I said, tracing the flat edge down his chest. “Used it on deer. The difference between you and them is—they didn’t lie to me.”

I slid the knife down his stomach—not deep—just enough to raise a line. Beads of blood followed like ants. His whole body twitched.

“Still think you’re innocent?” I whispered.

He moaned, shaking, gag muffling his sobs.

I made the second cut under his ribs—deeper this time. He arched in the chains. His feet scraped the floor, trying to find footing. There was none.

Blood dripped onto the concrete in fat, slow splashes.

“You ever see what a man looks like from the inside out, John?”

He screamed into the rag. His eyes locked on mine.

I smiled.

Then I showed him.

The first cut had warmed him up.

Now it was time to open him properly.

I grabbed the pulley crank and lifted him higher, just enough for his heels to lose contact with the floor. His body jerked, arms straining in their binds, head lolling between whimpers.

The rope dug into his wrists, reddening the skin to raw meat. Blood dripped in steady beats now—plip, plip, plip—painting the concrete with red moons beneath him.

I walked over to the table and ran a gloved hand over the tools.

Hammer. Bone saw. Pliers.

I didn’t rush the choice.

Because pain isn’t just about injury. It’s about anticipation.

I picked the hammer first.

“Let’s talk about bones, John,” I said softly, stepping into the yellow cone of light cast down from the hanging bulb. “They’re stronger than you think. Pound for pound, stronger than concrete.”

He flinched when I held the hammer up to his knee.

“But there’s a limit. Everything breaks eventually.”

WHACK!

He screamed behind the gag the moment the hammer connected with his kneecap.

CRACK.

A sickening pop followed by a sharp shift in his whole leg—twitching, hanging wrong. 

He wailed into the cloth, spit soaking it from the inside.

“See, you feel that, don’t you?” I whispered, leaning close to his ear. “That’s the moment you realize you ain’t getting out of this.”

CRACK.

The other knee. Same sound. Same scream. The flesh ballooned instantly, bruises blooming like diseased flowers. He was crying now. Snot trailing from his nose. Gag soaked through. His eyes rolled back.

“Look at me.”

He didn’t.

I grabbed his jaw, fingers digging into the sweat-slick stubble until he whimpered and met my gaze.

“You stole from me,” I hissed. “You thought I wouldn’t know. You thought the dumb hick with a Southern drawl wouldn’t notice the missing dollars. The cut corners. The lies.”

I let go. Watched his face collapse into helpless sobs.

Then I picked up the bone saw.

The teeth were fine and hungry. Not for limbs—not yet.

I walked behind him, pressing the edge against his shoulder blade.

“You know what this is for?”

He shook his head violently. A child in the body of a man.

I pushed the blade in, slow. Let the teeth catch flesh, tug skin, make him feel the pull.

Not deep. Just enough to let his nerves start screaming.

He thrashed, uselessly. The chains rattled.

“You scream like you’re innocent,” I said, voice low. “But I already know what you are.”

I came around to his front again, dropped the saw, and picked up the fillet knife.

“I gutted a deer in this room once. Laid her open from sternum to groin. Her guts spilled like a secret.”

He cried louder, tried to shake his head.

“This is justice, John. This is balance.”

I pressed the blade to his lower belly—just above the groin.

And then I cut.

A slow, dragging motion. The knife bit through skin and muscle like wet paper.

He thrashed hard, nearly pulled the damn beam down.

His body convulsed in the air, blood pouring in thick, dark streams. His scream was nothing but a vibrating hum now—ragged, choked, animal.

I opened him.

The heat that spilled from his belly steamed in the cold barn air. His organs shifted, bulged beneath the cut.

I didn’t go deeper. Not yet.

I wanted him aware.

Wanted him to feel his insides slipping out while his brain begged his body to hold them in. He hung there, mouth gaping, eyes wide with agony. Blood soaked his thighs, pooled at his feet.

“Do you understand now?” I asked.

He nodded. Fast. Desperate.

Too late.

I pressed the blade higher. Into his sternum.

And cut up.

John’s body sagged from the chains like wet laundry—bloated, bleeding, broken. His eyes had dulled to a distant glassiness, but he wasn’t dead yet. Not fully. The body clung to its last shreds of life the way a sinking man clutches air. I pressed my palm to the open cavity in his abdomen, feeling the twitch of his guts beneath my hand.

“You feel that?” I whispered. “That’s your body trying to put itself back together. It knows it’s dying. And you—you’re still trying to convince it otherwise.”

He gurgled something behind the gag. A raw, bubbling choke. Blood leaked from his mouth now, too. He blinked once. Twice.

Still in there.

Good.

I grabbed the hammer again.

This wasn’t about quick death. Not anymore.

This was the act.

The ceremony.

I brought it down on his ribs—once, twice. I felt them fold beneath the steel like splintering branches. 

His torso convulsed. Every strike echoed like thunder off the metal walls. Blood sprayed across my face, into my teeth, warm and metallic. My heartbeat slowed with each blow.

Measured.

Focused.

Perfect.

I dropped the hammer and picked up the fillet knife again. His body was trembling, jerking against what little strength he had left, but the hooks held him like a crucifix. I carved deep into his chest. Tore the flesh apart in jagged strokes. Exposed the bone beneath—white and stark against the blood-black muscle.

The air in the shed turned thick with copper and rot. Blood dripped from the ceiling now. The chains were soaked. The floor was slick—soaked in reds that pooled and swirled like oil paint.

And I—

I was grinning.

Breathing hard.

Soaked to the elbows.

I stood in the center of the storm, blood dripping from my chin, my chest rising and falling like I’d just finished making love.

“First time,” I murmured to myself. “Always hits harder than you expect.”

John let out one last noise. A low, gurgling exhale.

That was it.

His body gave out all at once—limp, dead weight.

I tilted my head, watching him sway on the hooks like a ruined ornament.

It was over.

And I had never felt more alive.

I moved like a man at peace. No panic. No rush. Just ritual. I washed my hands in the utility sink. The water turned pink, then red, then rust. I pulled off my gloves, tossing them in a trash barrel by the wall. Peeled off my soaked shirt and wiped my face clean with a rag. The skin beneath still tingled. Still burned with heat. I looked at his body one more time—his slack face, arms dangling, guts sagging from the open cavity like ropes of meat.

“Next time, don’t steal,” I said to the corpse.

And then, quieter: “Thank you.”

I didn’t take a piece of him. Not yet. That came later.

For now, I left him as he was—dripping, desecrated, displayed. I grabbed my hat from the hook near the door and placed it on my head.

Then I whistled.

A low, lazy tune, the kind my mother used to hum when she was drunk and almost happy.

I stepped out into the night, closed the barn doors behind me with a heavy clang, and walked back to my truck.

The engine purred.

The gravel crunched.

And as the headlights cut through the mist rising from my blood-soaked land, I smiled to myself.

This is where the devil first laid his hands. Or maybe—just maybe— where I bathed in my first kill.
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THE AFTERMATH
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THE BARN DOORS SHUT with a low groan, the sound echoing through the humid night like the last breath of a man no one would miss.

I didn’t look back.

John was still hanging—hooked like livestock, guts slack, blood dripping slow from torn muscle. I left the lights on. Let the body swing in the warm dark, soaked in silence and justice. The gravel crunched beneath my boots as I returned to the truck, slid into the driver’s seat, and turned the ignition.

The engine purred. The headlights washed over the weeds. And I drove.

Just like that.

No sirens. No neighbors. No mess to clean.

The world didn’t flinch.

The drive home took twenty minutes.

My neighborhood was quiet. Middle-class. Modest. Rows of brick houses with trimmed lawns and wind chimes that never sang. I pulled into the driveway of my two-story ranch-style home, the kind people call “safe” or “respectable.” 

Parked the truck. Stepped out.

Blood had dried beneath my fingernails. It flaked when I curled my hands. I unlocked the door, walked inside, and exhaled like I’d just come back from the grocery store.

The house smelled like lemon cleaner and old wood. A lamp was still on in the living room—left on deliberately. I liked walking into light. Made everything feel normal.

I headed upstairs, stripped off my shirt, pants, underwear—still streaked with blood—and stepped into the shower.

Water scalded my skin. Steam fogged the mirror.

I watched the blood swirl around the drain in slow, lazy spirals. It felt symbolic. Cleansing. Almost biblical.

My skin turned red from the heat, but I didn’t turn the temperature down.

Pain is how you remind yourself you’re still in control.

Dressed in clean boxers and a loose t-shirt, I padded barefoot into the kitchen and pulled a leftover steak from the fridge. Heated it in a cast iron pan. Poured myself a glass of whiskey—two fingers, no ice. The smell of seared meat filled the house. I sat down at the table and opened the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, folding it neatly down the center.

A headline caught my eye:

THIRD MISSING IN TWO WEEKS—POLICE SUSPECT NO FOUL PLAY.

I smiled.

Of course they didn’t.

Nobody suspected foul play when the missing person was someone nobody cared about. People like John didn’t disappear so much as they got forgotten. Slipped through cracks they made themselves.

And I wasn’t sorry.

Not even a little.

I ate in silence, cutting the steak into precise slices. 

Blood pooled in the plate, red and warm.

I watched it.

Thought about John’s ribcage cracking. The weight of the hammer. The scream that never made it past the gag.

And I felt nothing but... satisfaction.

The world made sense now. 

The numbers would add up again. The disrespect would end. 

My shop—my life—was clean again.

One less rat to infect it.

After I cleaned my plate, I rinsed it, dried it, and set it back in the cabinet.

Routine.

Cleanliness.

Discipline.

I made my bed, set the alarm clock, and folded my dirty clothes into a trash bag for burning. Then I stood in the mirror, brushing my teeth like every other man on my street.

Just another guy with a job and a mortgage.

But they didn’t know.

They couldn’t smell the blood under my skin.

I returned to the hallway. Flicked off the light.

My hat hung on the coat hook by the front door. I ran my hand along its brim, thumb tracing the spot still smudged with blood.

Not cleaned on purpose.

A reminder.

I stared out the front window.

The neighborhood was still.

No cops. No nosy neighbors.

Just me. And the dark.

No remorse. No witnesses. No soul lost.

And out there—on that quiet patch of land—John still swung. Not because I forgot him. But because I wanted him there.
A warning. A trophy.
This wasn’t chaos.

This was order.

––––––––
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THE NEXT MORNING BROKE with gold light across the shop windows. Cool air drifted in through the cracked garage doors, the kind that wouldn’t last past noon in a Missouri summer.

I was already there, sitting in my office with a hot black coffee and a clean shirt. I watched the lot through the glass as Shawn pulled in—blonde, wiry, a good mechanic with a reckless streak that’d get him killed one day if he wasn’t careful.

He stepped inside, nodded at me through the glass.

I nodded back.

Shawn turned on the lights. The hum of fluorescents flickered across the concrete floor. He checked the clipboard, straightened a pile of service tickets. Getting the shop ready. Doing what I paid him to do.

I stood and came out of the office, clipboard in hand.

“Hey,” I said casually. “Just a heads-up—John’s done.”

Shawn looked up. “Oh?”

“Yeah. Called me late last night. Said he’s heading back to Texas. Didn’t even bother with two weeks.” I angled the clipboard, showed him the termination—Stephenson Mechanics: John Mendez – Terminated – Effective Immediately.

Shawn let out a dry chuckle. “’Bout time. That guy was a slack job—useless and stupid. Always smelled like boiled laundry and cheap beer.”

I laughed once, short and sharp. “Yeah. Won’t miss that.”

He grinned and went back to prepping the bays.

The rest of the boys showed up by nine: Orlando, chewing gum and dragging his feet like usual; Kody, wearing a Metallica tee that smelled like sweat and axle grease; and Anthony (Tony), the quiet one—always watching, rarely talking.

The day moved easy. Cars came in, cars went out. Brake jobs, oil changes, a busted alternator on an ’80 Civic. Everyone stayed busy, music played low on the radio, and for a while, things felt normal.

If they only knew.

If they only saw what was still hanging from my barn rafters—arms outstretched, blood dried into leather.

But they didn’t.

Because I was good at this.

Better than good.

Around midday, the lot filled again. I was under the hood of an old 1970 Plymouth Barracuda—mint green, mint condition, all-original interior. Gorgeous beast. Belonged to one of my long-standing clients.

She stepped inside the shop like she owned the damn world.

She was early 40s, fake-blonde, decked in a tight little summer dress that clung to the wrong places just enough to show she wanted the attention. Her heels clicked on the concrete, her perfume followed like a fog of artificial flowers.

The boys straightened up as she walked past, smirking like kids in a locker room.

She made a beeline for me.

“Mr. Stephenson,” she purred, “I was hoping you’d be the one looking under her hood today.”

I stood up slowly, wiped my hands on a rag.

“I usually do, ma’am,” I said, offering a polite smile. “You’ve got yourself a rare gem.”

“I’ve been told,” she said, voice dipped in syrup. She leaned forward just enough to casually unzip her blouse. Not all the way. Just enough for her cleavage to frame the gold cross at her throat.

Behind her, Orlando elbowed Kody, muttering, “Here she goes again.”

Kody snorted. “She’s about to ask him to rotate her tires if you know what I mean.”

Even Anthony smirked.

I didn’t laugh.

Not because I was offended.

Because I didn’t care.

Her
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