
THE FINISHER



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE FINISHER

    

    
      First edition. November 8, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Ricky Hood.

    

    
    
      Written by Ricky Hood.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Finisher

BOOK 1: 1973 - 1998

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Ricky Hood

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

BOOK 1: 1973 - 1998











































[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


Hundreds, maybe even thousands of murderers, are on the loose, some known, some unknown. The population of the world is roughly eight billion people. Your teacher, pastor, deacon in your church, mailman, or any of the people you meet or see may be a serial killer, and you would never know.

When Edward Butler was born in 1973, he was a member of a family that was well-respected in the community with a dad who was a high school English and history teacher, as well as an athletic coach, and a mom who worked as a stay-at-home mom. Her job was seldom, in her mind, supposed to be enmeshed with her son’s education. As a result, he did quite a bit of studying independently. This included school and leisure.

In 1978, as Eddy watched the news coverage on the television that had been in the tiny living room his entire life, he understood, even at the young, precocious age of five, that people did not expect the man on the screen to do the things they saw unfold before their eyes. His parents, who were sitting comfortably on an uncomfortable sofa behind where he lay sprawled out on the floor in his pajamas, were horrified by the images. The pant legs were too short since his mom had refused to buy him new ones for some time, and the fabric rode a quarter up the flesh of his thigh. The camera panned to a new scene showing body bags being moved out of the crawl space of the modest house in Chicago one by one. He tried vainly to count them and hoped to catch a glimpse of the bodies themselves. He was disappointed on this front, but it was exciting nonetheless. His eyes widened as the reporter spoke about the events, and he almost laughed when the total tally of dead bodies was mentioned to be 28. This count was only from the current search. There would be more in due time. 

Eddy’s pale blue eyes stayed glued to the television every day after the first report, bringing new wonders each day. He was enamored with the case, but not for the reasons other people seemed to be. 

While he and his parents were on a trip to the mall in Wilmington, he heard the first of countless negative feelings regarding the man known in the media as “The Killer Clown.” He didn’t like what he was hearing. It angered him, but he wasn’t sure why. They were standing before a kiosk ordering drinks when the shouting began behind him. 

“That son of bitch needs to burn in hell! He killed thirty children!” The man who said this wasn’t someone Eddy recognized, but he certainly didn’t like him. 

“He is accused of killing thirty! How about letting the man have his day in court!” yelled another man. 

“I would just as soon kill the bastard myself as let him make it to court!” screamed the first man. 

“Is this how you treat all accused criminals?” asked the second man. 

“When they pull the bodies out of his house, yeah! It isn’t like they found them in town and accused him!” 

Eddy was astonished at the back and forth. When his dad chimed in, he realized this meant something to him. He had never thought about how it affected them. 

“In my opinion, the monster needs to be sent to hell and let the devil do the torturing himself.” 

“Right?” questioned the first man. 

“I can’t believe the idiots on the news are even referring to this creep as a man. He isn’t human. A human being couldn’t do such horrible things,” said Peter Butler. He approached the second man, over whom he towered with his six-foot, 250-pound frame. He wasn’t trying to be imposing, but the man couldn’t feel any other way.

“Way to be open-minded,” the man said, his voice quivering as Peter got closer. 

“The man is right. How can you argue when the bodies were removed from his crawlspace?” 

Eddy didn’t know how to feel now. He had only a marginal understanding of what was happening, but his dad was taking the side of the man who thought the clown guy should be in hell. Hearing his dad say things like that was weird since he had never expressed any belief in a God, Devil, Heaven, or Hell. Eddy had never set foot inside of a chu for any reason. His parents hadn’t even been married in a church. They stood before a justice of the peace and said their vows in front of five friends. Was his dad correct? Was that man evil? Did he deserve to be kicked to hell for what he had done?

Those were not the thoughts that traversed his mind. Instead, he could feel nothing other than admiration for the man and the effort it must have taken to convince so many men and boys to trust him and listen to him to the point that it cost them their lives. The way he had tormented and killed them real him excited. He had heard the reporters on the news talk about his victims being tied up, handcuffed, and strangled. The clown wasn’t the type to kill quickly and painlessly like some other killers Eddy knew about. Instead, he made sure they felt their lives slipping away and forced them to feel the pain that the most normal of people cannot even imagine with their darkest thoughts. 

As time went by and the calendar flipped to 1979, the story turned from the thrilling sight of the removal of corpses to the inane images of the fat man sitting in a courtroom, emotionless and often paying little heed to the happenings around him. When he was paying attention, it was with dark, soulless eyes. He seemed to be waiting for what was sure to be a guilty verdict and prison for the rest of his life. 

The trial reports said he had killed thirty-three men and boys, each in sadistic and twisted ways. It was outrageously exhilarating to Butler to hear the details, but one thing bothered him immensely, and he could not get it out of his head. The District Attorney for the state detailed the events leading to the capture. He attacked a 27-year-old who reported him at one point, but not much happened besides a battery charge. Later, he attacked a 19-year-old who accused him of forcing him at gunpoint to commit sexual acts. Gacy, known as The Killer Clown, disagreed with the assertion that it was not consensual, and nothing happened. Eddy became increasingly angry. It was an anger unlike any he had ever felt before, and shockingly, he understood it was an irrational emotion. How could a man who took the lives of dozens of people be so careless as to allow one of them, or more, to escape and ruin him? Suddenly, that fat man was not the idol he had begun to adopt over the past few weeks. He realized he had never considered the circumstances that led to the man’s capture. 

The revelation led him to scour through every news story about other apprehended serial killers. It was almost the norm, let alone expected, that these killers were captured only after they made some egregious error like letting a victim escape, a conclusion that completely altered his view of idols. There was no such thing as a perfect killer who simply got captured because of brilliant police work. It seemed almost as if the investigative teams had waited in every case for the killer to make some stupid, avoidable mistake, and then they would pounce and pretend like they had it figured out the whole time. The world would watch and cheer with the enforcement officers and laud them for their bravery and hard work, but the reality was that if someone could avoid a mistake, they could potentially go free until the day they died. It had happened a few times in history that a killer evaded capture, but even they had made mistakes that could have gotten them a life behind bars. It was safe to say that those who never found themselves in handcuffs or on trial did not have their cleverness to thank, but rather, good fortune. 

As the years wore on, there were more killers and more killings. Still, the ones that kept Eddy’s attention were John Gacy, the man from Chicago who had killed thirty-three men and boys, and the one who was caught in Florida but had killed people in seven different states, around thirty in total, all young women and girls, who went by the uninteresting name Ted Bundy. Gacy was an active criminal from 1967 until his capture in 1978. Ted Bundy remained active from 1974 to 1978. They both ultimately suffered the same fate, a death at the hands of the state, five years apart, with Bundy dying in 1989 and Gacy in 1994. Hearing chatter about how they got precisely what they deserved was typical.

Around that same time the others were put to death, another killer named Jeffrey Dahmer, who had taken seventeen lives of young men, began to kill. He was soon after murdered in prison by a fellow inmate. This made it clear to Eddy that there would always be killers. During his most formidable years, countless killers sat in jail for the rest of their lives. They had taken as few as a couple of lives and as many as 70 or more. He greatly respected the higher body counts and utterly refused to give credit to those captured after doing so little in the field. He scoffed when he heard reporters or journalists call a four-kill career “notorious” when it hardly even qualified to meet the definition of the recently-minted term “serial killer.” 

It was only back in 1974, when some of the most prolific murderers were actively engaged in their trade, that agent Robert Ressler of the FBI used the term “serial homicide” in a lecture he gave in London, England. Somehow this term stuck, and it has stayed in the vernacular of the American people and law enforcement since then. Not too many years later, an officer with the LAPD developed a database that changed the way violent criminals were pursued, which he called the Violent Criminal Apprehension Program or VICAP. The world began to notice these things, and it became commonplace to hear both terms, VICAP and serial killer, in the news and read them in the papers. Associating the term serial killer with people known to have killed was the new way of identifying them. Naturally, people assumed that anyone labeled as such had killed many people. However, the general rule of thumb was that they had killed two people in different locations and at separate times. In between, there also had to be a cooling-off period or, more frankly, a time with no kills. In the collective conscience, people who killed were often christened with the title “serial killer” when it was inappropriate. It became nearly impossible to kill without wearing that harsh label. 

In the intervening years, technology became a much more prevalent aspect of searching for criminals, and the impossibility of getting away with a crime somehow became even smaller. What exactly was smaller than impossible? Technology answered that question without giving it a term. The advent of technology made prolific killers almost extinct, and many criminals were captured who decided to tempt their fates anyway and test the abilities of these new techniques. Prolific meant they had achieved serial status based on the FBI’s understanding of such killers. 

One method the FBI started to use to catch criminals was something called profiling, which was nothing more than psychologists climbing inside the mind of a criminal to determine the likely behavior and personality of someone based on several factors, including the crimes and the way they were committed. This led to the capture of an untold number of fugitives, changing the game again and in another way. Eddy slowly came to believe that people considering a life of crime would be better served to do something else for the most part. 

It was still not unusual for someone to take the lives of several people and get caught without allowing a single survivor, but what was much less common was doing it a dozen or two dozen times and never leaving anyone alive in their wake. A mistake always led to the eventual end of sprees, resulting in massive numbers of people being killed. 

By the time Eddy, now going by Edward, was a senior in high school, he had watched the evolution of technology and methodology. He learned a lot more about killers who made stupid mistakes and, worse, left survivors who ultimately brought them down. The more he thought about these kinds of killers, the more upset he got. There were, unquestionably, people who deserved to die in his mind, and if he could not be the one to do it, he believed the people existed who could accomplish the feat. Far too many, in his twisted mind, had failed, and it gave a bad name to them in a different way than just being a killer did. 

In 1986, Edward began to engage in behavior that any criminal psychologist would have said was the start of a career as a criminal and potentially that of a killer or serial killer. It started with small animals, the first being a rat he happened to catch coming out of the woods at the back of the school. The rat did not fear him, and he did not fear the rat, so it was a battle of wills. He could walk up to the creature and pick it up like a pet. He stroked it a few times, like petting a kitten, then twisted the head, snapping the neck. He tossed the body a few feet to his left and walked away. 

Over time, he would find and kill several other animals, the largest being his neighbor’s mastiff which annoyed him. His kills were always quick, and this bothered him. He wanted to make things suffer, but he did not know how. The more he learned, the more he sought to find and kill animals. Still, the closest he got to causing suffering was when he made a rabbit sit under the lens of a magnifying glass until the heat from the reflection burned the poor little white fur ball, and it made sounds he did not realize a rabbit was capable of creating. Sadly, this did not kill the beast, so he broke its neck, his latest go-to move. 

No one, especially his naïve, inattentive parents, paid any mind to the reports and posters in the neighborhood that referred to missing pets and dead animals. He had never said anything about his obsession with death and killers, so it was not like a connection could be made. Still, his teachers and classmates always thought he was a little different than everyone else, and those who lived near him made remarks when he was not around. Fortunately, they never reached his ears because he did not take to being talked about negatively by other people. He would kill, eventually, and his whole goal would be to do it in a way that no one would ever know, let alone say his name, in connection with the murder. After all, wouldn’t being able to do so make him the best?

His mind was warped at the best of times, but when he was nineteen years old, animals did not do it for him any longer. The thrill was gone. There was no fight, no attempt to escape. They just trusted him, and he didn’t respect that at all. This is when he branched out and killed his first person. His logic was that the intended target was a person, but not the kind that anyone would miss. It started when he was walking in the woods alone and came across a small encampment that belonged to someone with no earthly possessions. Inside the makeshift tent, made of old blankets and tarps, was a pillow of folded shirts and a bed that was nothing more than a cardboard box laid out flat. The recent rain had made the ground muddy and slimy, even inside the tent. Edward looked at the shanty with wide eyes. He had walked this path countless times and had never seen the small campsite before. An older, pale white man, maybe in his late fifties, approached the structure and entered, doing little more than looking at him. The older man climbed onto the bed and laid down with a magazine of some sort, though Butler could not tell what kind it was from his vantage point. He was engrossed in whatever it was, and there was an athlete on the cover, but his lack of knowledge of such things made it impossible for him to know who it was or why they were important enough to grace a magazine cover. 

“Hi,” said Butler amiably. “I was just walking through here and saw your little house.” 

The man grunted but neither looked up nor put the magazine away. He kept his eyes glued to the page. He slowly turned the page in a way Eddy took to mean he wanted him to go away, but he did not move a single centimeter. The older man turned over onto his side, away from the figure outside, another indicator that told Eddy he wanted him to disappear. 

“Don’t be so rude. I only said hi,” said Butler, a little more roughly than his first greeting. 

The man grunted again, but this time it was more of an exasperated one than anything else. He slowly turned back to face Butler, unsure of what to expect. He would have guessed the speaker to be about high school age after seeing him and then hearing his voice, but what he saw was something he did not expect. Butler standing near him was not mean or malicious looking. He appeared rather friendly.

“I don’t get too many visitors, young man. You’ll have to forgive me,” said the old man. 

“I’m sure you don’t. How could you? I live nearby and had no idea your little house was in the woods.” 

“I like it that way. Do you know how people in the city look at you when you live this way? Like you don’t deserve to be in the same city as them. So, I am not in the city. After losing my wife and home, I made a life out here. This magazine,” he said, showing Butler what he was reading. “I get for free from a friend I made at a bookstore. I love to read.” 

“I see,” said Butler, losing interest in the man’s tale. “Why read it here and not in the store? That has to be more comfortable than lying on the ground.” 

“Oh, I can’t stay in the store too long. My appearance isn’t acceptable to the customers who frequently complain about me. So, I take my book and go, troubling no one. I keep to myself. I don’t bother no one, and no one bothers me.” 

“I mean, as long as you are happy, I suppose,” said Butler snidely. 

“As a matter of fact, I am. I was before you started bothering me, anyway. As I said, I don’t wanna be bothered, and you standing there is doing just that.” The friendliness he had seen in Butler vanished like a vapor. 

“You are kind of rude, did you know that?” asked Butler. “I don’t like rude people.” 

“I am not rude! I am not a people person. I keep to myself for a reason. You are annoying me, and I am not used to being annoyed out here. It’s why I came here in the first place. No one has spoken to me since I moved to this spot. You might be the first person I have seen.” 

“Call it what you want, but you are not treating me nicely. I was just being friendly, and you are acting like I did something wrong by approaching you.” 

“I apologize if you think I am rude, but I just want to be left alone. Now, if you don’t mind, please go on your way and let me be. I was happy before you came and will certainly be happy after you leave. While you stand there talking to me, I am not happy. Get it?” 

“Oh, so when I leave, life will be all wonderful again?” Butler asked with a sneer. 

“That is the gist of it, yes, sir.” 

“What if I don’t want to leave?” Butler was speaking with more animosity than before.

“I can’t make you, but I can make you if you get my point.” 

“Oh, I get your point, and I would hate for it to come to that,” he said sarcastically, but in a way that the sarcasm was lost on the older man. 

“If that’s the case, then just go. Leave me in peace. Come tomorrow, I will have pulled up stakes and found a new place, so you won’t come around bothering me again.” 

“Maybe a change of scenery is in order,” he said with pure malice. 

The older man showed signs of fear now, but he could not pinpoint why, even if he tried. His flesh was clammy, and he could feel goosebumps on his arms. He was sweating and shaking ever so slightly. His eyes bored into Butler, unable to focus on anything else. His lip quivered as he tried to talk, and no words would come out, no matter how much effort he applied to the task. 

Butler lunged for the older man without another word, placing a knee in his sternum to disable him. He pummeled the man’s face with his fists, and the man lost consciousness. It was almost too quick, but he had no intentions of letting the man live. He had wasted so much potential given the favorable circumstances, and now he had to finish the job and get moving before anyone heard or saw him in this area. Based on what he had been told during the brief conversation, people did not come out this way often, but that could change at any second, considering it was a public wood where literally anyone or anything could come and hang out. He had traveled deeper than most people dared, which was by design. He didn’t like people much, and avoiding them was more manageable than killing everyone he met, especially the ones who annoyed him. 

He grabbed one of the shirts that made up the man’s pillow, wrapped it unceremoniously around the man’s neck, and pulled tight. He was young and strong, so it was not long before the face changed colors, and then all the life left the man. He pulled for several additional seconds to ensure he had been successful, and knowing he had been, he vacated the ramshackle residence and vanished into the woods. He had neither been seen nor heard; he was confident of that. 

His first kill was made. He knew he had to finish the job. He had studied so much about how criminals were caught, not just those who killed others. It was confirmed with essentially all crimes that their capture resulted from a mistake. In the cases of killers, it was often a victim who escaped or did not die as intended. There was no way some homeless guy in the woods would be his first and only, and it was beyond unlikely that a homeless man out in the middle of nowhere would report him and be the reason he went to prison for life for attempted murder. If he went to jail, it was going to be as a murderer, and it was not going to be a single case. He had long ago set his sights on a plan, and this kill was not a part of that plan. This had been a form of practice since there was no better word for it.

His research into killers had shown him that being able to take life did not make one impervious to the strength and wiles of the victims. A strong or smart victim could be underestimated. It may be too much for the killer to overcome, as had been proven in the hundreds of cases where a victim was left alive either due to fighting off the assailant or simply outsmarting them. A well-placed defensive strike could put the attacker back on his heels, though they are usually prepared for eventualities that may interrupt their scheme. When they escape and survive, it is a smudge on the record, which is never acceptable. A failed kill is a life saved, only a victory for the wrong side. Despite the intent of the attack, the person is still alive, and while the life of that person may never be the same, and even living an everyday life may be off the docket, so to speak, there is something to be said for taking breath another day after being in the clutches of such a dangerous individual. The fight was worth the effort as long as their name was never counted alongside those of the other dead. This anger-inducing thought of survivors drove him toward his plan, which he was sure would change how police and the FBI looked at serial killers. He would accomplish two things if he were successful: correct the wrongs of those who came before him, and drive those who came after to try harder and leave no survivors or witnesses. 

Edward worked hard to make it through college and set himself up with a job that was in line with something he genuinely loved doing: reading. He eventually landed a job as a publisher after graduating, and he had been responsible to some degree for several of the best-selling authors whose books graced the shelves of bookstores across the country. He traveled worldwide in his job, and seeing other parts of the world, cultures, and people made him ecstatic. Before taking trips to different locations, he researched their historical killings and was rarely shocked. There was the occasional instance where someone had taken over 100 lives. Still, those were usually in situations where the killers could take life without people taking notice, such as nurses and doctors. A few foreign killers had amassed hundreds the old-fashioned way, which was always impressive. 

Quite a few more killers had been uncovered, and the same issue angered him as it always had. He still had not enacted his plan to solve the problem, but one captured killer ended up being the straw that broke the camel’s back and set everything in motion. He decided while watching the news reports about the capture of The Hook, Dion Harrison, that the time had come. It was not just that his victim walked away, but the details of how. The number of errors a man who killed nearly twenty people had made that allowed a kid half his age to slip from his grip drove him crazy for a time. The news was lauding the police, as usual, but the reality was being ignored. Harrison was an idiot and didn’t deserve this one because he essentially left the door open, and the kid ran through it. 

On the television in his room in the tiny apartment in California, a reporter broke the story that everyone in the immediate threat area needed to hear.

“Brookstone, Iowa, a city on edge for nearly three years, can rest easy tonight as Dion Harrison, known as The Hook in the press, has been apprehended by authorities there, in conjunction with agents Boyce and Yasin of the FBI, as well as members of their MAD, or Murderer Apprehension Division. He was found in his parent’s basement, where they claimed they had no idea he had been staying. It was unimportant to the capture, but it begs several questions. After his arrest, Harrison refused to talk to law enforcement, and he plans to hire an attorney to defend him, according to a source. The details of how police identified him began to trickle out last week when a survivor came forward and pointed him out to the local department. Evidence was compared with the man now fingered for the crimes, which led to a warrant. What we now know is little, but enough to paint a bright enough picture that the imagination will not need to do too much work. It started last week when eighteen-year-old Paris Hightower entered Brookstone PD covered in blood and wounds and told a grim story that was as if it had come from a Hollywood horror film. Hightower, a high school football player with a scholarship to play in college, is a strong kid, and it worked in his favor. While strapped to a table, the attacker accidentally sliced through the rope holding his hand, and he used it once free to sucker punch the smaller man and knock him out for a short time. Taking advantage, he freed himself completely and ran away, despite his severe bleeding and the wounds visible on several parts of his body. He was clothed in only a pair of jeans and a white t-shirt, no socks or shoes, and he could make it to the department without the attacker coming to and finding him. He gave a detailed description of his attacker; from there, the case took on a life of its own. Now, instead of being victim number nineteen of The Hook, Paris Hightower is a hero and the reason that vicious, mindless killer is behind bars awaiting his fate.” 

“How?” he asked himself as the report went to black with the power of the tv now being shut off. “How?” He decided at that moment that Paris Hightower would be first, and it would not be a mistake that was made twice. He resented having to breathe the same air as that imbecile Dion Harrison. 

The plan was not easy, and it would take some time because there was much research to do, but Hightower would meet his end sooner rather than later. Butler had to wait until the time came that all the information was revealed so he could re-enact the attack as close to precisely as possible. He needed to know the location, how the abduction occurred and where, and the details of the wounds and injuries. It was a lot to understand in an ongoing case, but at some point, it would all come out. The trial was slated for the summer, so it was about a year away, and at that time, he would have all of his answers. 

The trial date came, and it all went faster than he expected. Waiting a year to put the plan in motion was not the easiest thing to do as he craved the kill, but he somehow managed it. The effort paid off as he knew everything he needed to make the now-college-football player think that he had never left his nightmare in the first place. The abduction was the most challenging since he was smaller than the victim and not as strong. Messing that up would mess up everything else. He had meticulously considered every last detail and was sure it would go off without a hitch. When the time came, his nerves would be as solid as steel, and he would not fail. The only part of the plan that had some hiccups was how to go to Brookstone, Iowa, without being there with no excuse or reason. He would easily be a suspect if he arrived there and someone died. Maybe it would not be right away, but he would be so out of place that it would be hard, if not impossible, to ignore. He had to think a little more, and he did just that. It was several more days, but it came to him. Not just the solution to this one time, but the key to his entire plan keeping him out of the crosshairs of the police and FBI each time he decided to kill. 

The plane landed in Cedar Rapids, and he rented a car to drive to his hotel. It was a small, black compact Audi, running as smoothly as he could have imagined. When he arrived, he unpacked his things and then grabbed a bite to eat. There was a meeting with a young writer and her agent at 10:00 the following day. He was not there to sight-see, so he laid down on his bed and slept until the alarm woke him from his dream at 9:00. He quickly dressed and ate a small breakfast before heading out to the meeting place, a small bookstore in the area known as Page and Pen that was only a ten-minute drive from the hotel. He had booked the room for two nights and would return after the meeting. 

Inside the two-story brick building was a small bar where you could drink coffee and read. He liked the setup, but it could have been better for business. He asked about a table and was told they could accommodate him if he gave them a few minutes. Seeing as he was a little early, that was not a problem. As promised, his patience paid off when the two girls working the registers moved a small square table and three chairs into the linoleum floor and motioned for him to have a seat. He requested they move one chair to one side and two to the other as it was a business meeting, and they obliged. Now it almost felt like it was an actual business location. It was like an office except for the other people surrounding the table. He made a mental note to keep the client from choosing the site again. This would be a disaster as far as hearing and being heard. 

Not known as impatient, he started to feel the first stings of impatience when the client was not there nearly twenty minutes late. When that turned into thirty, he was growing quite impatient. Only forty-three minutes after the meeting was supposed to begin, the girl and her agent entered the store and took their seats as if everything was normal. She smiled, and the agent did the same, but he did no such thing. He was angry now, and he could do nothing to hide it. 

“I don’t like to be kept waiting for great amounts of time. A minute here or there, I get it. Life gets in the way. You are forty-five minutes late, and I assure you that is not a mark in the positive column for this encounter.” 

“I do apologize,” said the girl politely. She was short and thin, with long blonde hair and a bright smile. Her lips were painted cherry red with gaudy lipstick, and she wore too much makeup, likely solely for this meeting. She did not seem the type to present herself that way in ordinary circumstances. 

“Let’s get on with this, then,” he said without acknowledging her apology. “We have seen and read the book, and our editors have done their due diligence, but we are at an impasse. There are some things they had asked you to change that you refused to change, and your agent,” he said as he glared at the man in the seat next to her, a man in his forties with almost no hair, a fat face, and thick glasses. “Advised you to keep the content the same and discuss it face-to-face with the publisher, which is me. I am the person you kept waiting unnecessarily for almost an hour.” 

“You can’t use that as a reason not to publish, get over yourself,” said the agent in a tone that showed he meant business. 

“I can use whatever I want, but the point is, here you are, in your meeting, with the same content, and now is your chance to impress me, so the floor is yours.” 

“Okay,” said the girl, unsure what else to say. “Well, I cannot change the content because it would alter too much of the story, important stuff, and it would pretty much make it a different book altogether.” 

“In what way? I read the book, and I know what they want to change, and it doesn’t seem like it would alter too much.” 

“For instance, they wanted to make the setting Florida, but one of the reasons the main character acts the way she does is that she grew up in the cold and snow. How does that make any sense?”

“Can you not balance changes?” 

“What on earth do you mean,” asked the girl, obviously perplexed. 

“Well, change the setting to Florida and then balance it with her now acting the way she does because she grew up in the heat and humidity.” 

“Huh? That makes no sense. She would need to change how she dresses, talks, acts, thinks, eats, drives, where she works, her friends and why they are friends, and so many other things. It would be a different book. As I said, I won’t do that. It’s asking way too much.” 

“If you want this company to publish your book, you must concede some things. Not because the book is not good. We like the book, but you are not unique. Even your title is not that unique. We have your book, “Janet and the Storms,” while another company has the similar “Hannah and the Wind,” which is too similar to distinguish unless someone thought they were sequels. Also, a coming-of-age story about a girl growing up to come to understand her life was not as great as she thought is not a new concept. “Plain Jane” is almost the same thing. I know you said it was an inspiration, but that is close to plagiarism; it is too similar in parts. You have to individualize your work, or we cannot publish it with any hope for success. No one wants the same book with multiple titles.” 

“So, if I change what they want, they will publish without questions?” 

“We are prepared to offer a contract for multiple stories if you bend to this and change the story to something new.” 

“I would have to sacrifice my principles for money and refuse to do that. I don’t care how much money it is. If one company wants to publish it, another will, right?” 

“No, Pearl, don’t do that,” said the agent. “These people know other publishers, and they can make it so that no other company in the country will even consider looking at your work. This is the one who gave us the opportunity, so it is them or no one. It is that simple.” 

“He isn’t wrong,” he said with a sneer. “It is us, or you go empty-handed forever, no matter what you write or how good it is. It doesn’t have to be now, but if you walk away, there will be no end to the time that we keep you out of the hands of other publishers. If you want, you can think about it, and as long as you consider us and keep us, publishing is still a possibility. In all honesty, had you not taken this meeting and met with others, there would have been nothing we could do. As it is, you took the meeting and doomed your future. Blew it all up unless you do it our way, with us.” 

Pearl looked at him hard. Before the meeting, she knew it could go badly and would not get her what she wanted with the company. She had never dreamt that “going bad” meant she would never get another opportunity, even with a different company. At a point of deadlock, she had a decision that would change her future either way. She could change her story and publish something she was unhappy with, or she could refuse and give up every chance to publish a book with anyone. It was a hard choice, but she knew what she wanted more than anything else, and she spit out the words before she could stop herself. 

“I won’t do it. This story is too important to me, and if they want a different story, they will have to find a new writer.” 

“I am not in the habit of giving multiple chances, so it is safe to say that this meeting is over, and I wish you the best of luck in all of your endeavors in the future.” With that, he stood without shaking hands, glared once more at the agent, and left the store in a huff. He knew he had lost money, but it was a small account that would take years, if not decades, to pay off how he wanted. The bosses would be upset, but when they learned how uptight she was being, they would understand. They always had before. 

The drive back to the hotel helped him to relax a little. The music helped more than other things, especially trying to clear his mind. He had come to this place for a business meeting that hadn’t gone to plan, but he was going to a different place when he got back and packed, and that was just for him, just for leisure. The mere thought of what was to come brought a smile to his face, and aside from meetings that made him money, he was not prone to smiling. 

After grabbing what he needed, he was back on the road. The trip was about ninety minutes, and he did not speed or drive erratically to avoid drawing any attention to himself. The daylight made the trip a questionable idea, but Brookstone was not exactly devoid of tourists and things to do and see. It would be explainable that he was there. Since his room was booked for another day, his bosses would not be concerned if he did not return today. He had to be extra cautious to avoid two things: the car being seen at night or anywhere near the residence of Paris Hightower. He could not be sure Hightower would leave his house on that particular day, but he would watch the house anyway. If it came to it, he would break character, interrupt the plan, and take him some other way, compensating for the mistake by perfecting the rest of the murder re-enactment. 

The traffic in the city was heavy but less so than in bigger cities like Cedar Rapids. The fact that it was a weekday made the traffic more annoying in some way. It was as though it was expected on weekends, but seeing it in the middle of the week on a Wednesday, made it grating, and he scowled the entire time he drove through the streets until he got to one that wasn’t quite as busy. He read the map, which brought him to the road he needed. He looked at the modest house and was surprised a person who lived there would make millions in the NFL someday if he were not about to die a horrible death. For kicks, while researching the case, he looked up the kid’s college stats at Iowa, and they seemed to be way above average for someone playing his same position compared to others he had seen. He wasn’t a sports fan, so he didn’t know what he was looking at, but many articles called the kid a phenom and said he was the best in the country. He couldn’t help but assume a lot of that came from his past as a hero in the apprehension of The Hook. 

The house looked empty with all the lights off, but it was still early in the day, so maybe they didn’t like wasting money. From the looks of it, they didn’t have much of it, so that would make sense. Summer was the best time to make money if you were an energy company, so the frugal ones risked heat stroke and exhaustion. As long as they drank water, wasn’t that what the ads all said? He laughed to himself. What a joke. Quit being greedy and let people use their air conditioners without being penalized financially. 

He was not prepared for how long it would be before it got dark, and much less so how long it would take for the kid to leave the house. He hadn’t even known the kid was home but was happy about the surprise. He was caught completely unaware when the kid walked by and waved at him. He had seen him, and this was not something he had remotely prepared for. So, this is how they make those mistakes, he thought to himself. It is that easy to mess it all up. 

He looked around and made sure the kid was alone, and after verifying that he was, he let him get several steps into his journey before he leaped from the car and went in for the knockout blow. Hightower had expected nothing and went down without so much as a flinch. Butler breathed a sigh of relief and dragged him to the car about thirty feet away. If he was seen now, it was all over before it started, but his luck continued, and he thrust the kid into the backseat and drove away undetected. 

It took much effort to learn the location of the initial attack and where it was or how to find it. It wasn’t just challenging to do the research, but also do it in a way that did not draw focus and make people curious. The only benefit to his choice of timing was that many people were interested in the case, so he was just one among a large group. He was shocked to learn just how close to the city the location was. It made the heroic escape and arrival at the police department a lot less brave in his mind, but let people believe what they want. There would be no second time where he ran into the police department injured but alive. Rather, this time, he would be found cold and dead on the same table in the same place where he should have been a long time ago. He was almost giddy at the idea. 

The drive from the house to what turned out to be a small cabin in the woods (so cliché) took about thirteen minutes. He calculated that from there, a walk into the police station would take nearly a half hour with a healthy person. Knowing Hightower’s injuries, he would have moved much more slowly than a healthy person. 

The door to the cabin was locked, and he had to force it open, which took a while and made more noise than he was comfortable with. When it finally gave, he pushed it with his foot and opened into a room untouched since Hightower had last been here for the same purpose. In the center of the room was a tall metal table, and at each corner was a red rope attached to a spool underneath. There were blood stains on the metal; it was also dirty from general use and wear and tear. The floor was dusty and dirty, but little else was in the room. Near the back wall of the windowless cabin was a cabinet with two doors closed. There was a lock on them, but it was hanging loose as if it had been abandoned in a hurry. He made a note to look in there when he finished his task. 

He returned to the car and retrieved the kid, dragging his heels through the dirt because he was too heavy to carry any other way. He made a cursory glance to see if he was leaving tracks of his own and saw that he was. It would have to be taken care of before he left this place. The same went for the prints he recognized when re-entering the cabin. It would take a single shoe print to tie it to him, so he had to ensure nothing was left behind, not even a fiber from his clothing. This would be a difficult chore, but he was willing to do what it took. He had been planning it for far too long to let something minor turn into something significant, let alone something that would be a link to him. 

He hefted the kid onto the metal slab and tied his hands and feet with the red rope that was present. He had brought his own rope, but now he realized he could use something from the original scene, which excited him. He checked several times to ensure there was no way the kid could pull a hand free and tightened the knots as much as he could after each check. He was more confident of the security of the knots than he had been about anything else up to that point. As a final test, he pulled each rope one last time, felt no give, and got a hit of confidence that could go higher than it had been moments before. This was all going flawlessly.

He knew it would be several more minutes before the kid awoke, so he traipsed around the cabin and looked in the cabinets at the rear. He put his sleeve over his hand, removed the lock, and opened the door. There was nothing of note in the cabinet, but there had been at some point because there were stains of a brownish-red color that more than likely came from dripping blood, indicating to Butler that bloodied, used weapons had been stored there. Of course, the police took any of that from inside, but they were hardly known for cleaning messes like that. The only light in the room came from a bulb in the ceiling in the center, and it barely spread far enough to illuminate the whole room equally. As he looked around, he noticed other spots on the floor and even the walls that matched the coloration on the cabinet surface. 

He didn’t know how much time had passed, but he finally heard the kid begin to stir and make those noises people tend to make when they wake up from a groggier sleep. His eyes had not quite fully opened when he let out a yelp caught in his throat, either due to his prone position or the fear that sparked it. Butler quickly ran over and placed a hand over his mouth without thinking. The kid bit down hard, though not as hard as he would have had he not been drugged recently. It hurt, and he pulled the hand away, shaking it. He looked around for something to gag the kid with and could only come up with a dirty rag on the floor, so he used it. He cringed when he put it in the kid’s mouth, wondering how awful it tasted. Sure, he would kill the kid, but even a rag sitting on the blood-soaked, dust-covered, dirty floor seemed overkill. He was met with a gagging sound from the kid that proved his theory of the disgusting taste. 

“You can nod your head to answer, but don’t try to speak,” Butler said coldly. “Do you understand?” 

The kid nodded vigorously, his eyes wide with a fear he had never known. He understood the command but lacked knowledge about who was asking and why. His eyes started to produce tears, but Butler was unsure if that was due to the fear and panic or the rag that was by now permeating every part of his tongue. 

“Do you know who I am?” 

The head shook side to side in certainty. He stopped, stared hard, and then shook his head again. 

“Do you know where you are?” 

He nodded slowly, almost imperceptibly. The tears came more furiously now. Butler was sure they were induced by fear now. He was just shy of feeling sorry for the kid. He had lived through this once, but it seemed to register to him now that it would not happen twice. 

“Do you know why you are here?” 

That head-shaking occurred again. He was obviously in the dark about why he had been strapped to the same table for the second time in a couple of years, but for some strange reason, by two completely different people. 

“Do you know who Dion Harrison is?”

A slight nod. His eyes, pooled with tears now, did not move from the face of the man standing above him. 

“He let you escape, didn’t he?” 

He shook his head, a way to say no, and he did so with confidence. 

“No? So, you had to work to escape?”

A vigorous nod! 

“He wasn’t a smart man, was he?” 

A nod from the kid elicited a laugh of all things from Butler. 

“He made a mistake that allowed you to flee, right?” 

That same vigorous nod was back. His eyes still bored into the male figure in the room with him. 

“You know what’s going to happen to you, don’t you?”

He shook his head, but his eyes did not blink. Realization appeared to dawn, and his whole body writhed and wiggled, trying to escape. 

“Simply put, I am going to finish what that imbecile Dion Harrison could not and did not. You are going to die tonight.” 

His body was in frantic panic mode, and he twisted as far as any part of his body would allow. The closest he came to escape was the rag slipping a bit from his mouth, but it was quickly replaced. His hands and feet were still secure, and the ropes burned his flesh badly. Butler could see the rashes developing in real-time. 

Butler dropped out of sight briefly as he leaned down for something, and when he came back up, he had a large hook in his hand. It was the exact type of hood that Harrison had used nearly twenty times to take lives, and the kid recognized it immediately. Butler moved closer to the kid and slid the hook from the collar of his shirt down to his final stitch near his waist, easily slicing it into two pieces. What was underneath was a mix of muscle, skin, and scars from the first time someone had done this to him. Butler moved his face close to the kid’s and nodded sinisterly. 

Remembering what he had read and what the trial had revealed, often from the mouth of the kid himself, he touched each scar on the stomach, toying with the kid until the pointed end of the hook found what it was searching for, the first wound from the initial encounter. He slit it open like opening a zipper on a pair of pants. The kid screamed behind the rag, to no avail, and blood poured from the gaping scar as if it had never closed. He followed the information along the same path to each other defacement and did the same thing. The amount of blood was shocking and exhilarating. He wondered how strong this kid was that he lived through so much blood loss the first time and still made it to find help. His body already seemed to be growing too weak to move. The writhing had nearly ceased, though that could be from resignation. 

Once every scar was opened, some deeper than they were initially for faster bloodletting, Butler moved back and admired his work. The kid was not yet dead, but he would be soon, and the purpose was to give one final death strike, so he had to act fast. Harrison’s history with victims shows that his last slice was always through the neck, puncturing the jugular. Butler was not well-versed in the biology of the human body, but he could figure out where the jugular was located in close proximity. He found what he thought was an accurate spot (it was farther off than he figured) and pressed the hook’s point into the flesh. He then slowly pulled across the throat to the other side, and the blood poured out like it had been dumped from a cup. It was done. The kid was dead. 

The amount of blood on the floor around him made it almost impossible that he had not stepped in it and spread his prints using it. As he looked around the room, he saw numerous shoeprints and did his best the smear them without making new ones. Calming himself and using a more relaxed head, he grabbed the rag, stood on it, took the shoes off the kid, and used them to smear the bloody prints. Now, the shoe prints would belong to the kid, and investigators would be baffled. He packed up the hook, cleaned off all the hand and fingerprints he could find on the metal table, and then took the ropes. He considered whether to move the body and dump it away from the kill site or not since Harrison had always done that, but he didn’t know the local area well enough to make an informed decision about such an errand. He decided to let the body stay and eventually be discovered by some hiker or someone who smelled something terrible soon. 

Confident he had cleaned enough to avoid detection by anything in the room, he fled, throwing his tools and bag in the car trunk and driving away slowly, though not below the speed limit, when he saw a sign for it. He had chosen a black car to turn off the lights in areas with no traffic so no one could read or identify the
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