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Childhood
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Chapter One
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The Forest Incident

October – Small Town, Midwest – Age 11

The sun filtered through the thinning branches of the autumn woods like stained glass, fractured and fading. Dry leaves crunched underfoot as Isla Mercer sauntered behind her sister, Ivy, who led the way with a stick in her hand, carving invisible paths in the air like a sword.

“I told you he’d follow,” Ivy said over her shoulder, her tone smug.

Behind them, several yards back, a boy trailed warily—Jamie Crouse, age ten, brown hair, slightly overweight, cheeks flushed from the chase. He’d followed the girls from the school bus stop, lured by the promise of seeing a fox den. The Mercer twins were famous for such stories, spun in whispers, magnetic and impossible to resist.

“I don’t see any foxes,” Jamie muttered, glancing around.

“Maybe you’re too loud,” Isla said sweetly. She smiled. Ivy did too, though hers didn’t reach her eyes.

The girls exchanged a look. Their private language was mostly composed of silence, glances, smirks, and breath patterns. Ivy dropped the stick.

“We’re close. Just past the big oak.”

Jamie hesitated but kept walking.

They reached a shallow clearing. The trees formed a loose ring, skeletal limbs clawing toward a gray sky. In the center, a shallow depression where fallen leaves had gathered like a nest.

Isla knelt and brushed leaves away. Beneath them lay a metal trap—rusted, but real. She tapped it lightly, careful not to trigger it.

“See? Foxes,” she whispered.

Jamie took a step forward.

That’s when Ivy moved.

One quick shove. Not violent, but certain.

Jamie stumbled, twisted, and his foot landed squarely in the trap. The iron jaws snapped shut with a sickening clang, followed by a shriek.

He collapsed, screaming, blood darkening the denim around his ankle.

Isla winced, not at the sight, but at the volume.

Ivy crouched beside him, face unreadable. She touched his cheek. “It’s okay. We’ll get help.”

They didn’t.

Instead, they sat with him for nearly fifteen minutes. Ivy told him a story about a squirrel that had chewed its own leg off to escape a snare. Isla counted the breaths between sobs. Jamie eventually stopped screaming and started pleading.

When he passed out, they got up.

“Too loud,” Ivy said.

“Too slow,” Isla added.

They left him there, bleeding, as night began to fall. A raccoon would find him later, curious. When Jamie was finally discovered the next morning, he was unconscious, his foot black with frost and infection. He would lose two toes.

❖  ❖  ❖

Detective Mara Langley leaned against the hospital hallway wall, arms crossed.

“They’re saying Jamie stumbled into an old trap,” Officer Denton said. “He was alone. Might’ve gotten turned around.”

“Kids don’t wander into the woods alone at dusk for fun,” Mara replied.

Denton shrugged. “He’s not saying anything useful yet. Just mutters about ‘girls’ and ‘foxes.’”

Mara frowned. “Get me a list of girls on that bus route. Especially those who live near the woods.”

She walked away without another word.

She didn’t believe in accidents.

❖  ❖  ❖

The Mercer house sat at the edge of town, a two-story Colonial tucked behind rows of sugar maples and birch. From the outside, it was postcard perfect. A rust-red mailbox. Wind chimes. Flower beds that Evelyn Mercer tended every spring.

Inside, the home held silences. Not the warm kind, but tight, brittle pauses—held breaths between explosions that never came.

That night, after the forest incident, the girls sat across from their father in the dining room, forks neatly aligned beside untouched meatloaf.

Thomas Mercer was trying to swallow what he knew.

“You didn’t leave prints on the trap?”

“No, Daddy,” Isla said. “We wore gloves.”

Ivy added, “It was already rusted. Maybe some raccoon set it.”

Thomas exhaled. “This can’t happen again. Do you understand?”

Ivy tilted her head. “But it didn’t happen. He’s not dead.”

“That’s not the point,” Thomas snapped, then softened. “You have to be careful. You’re children. People pay attention when children are... strange.”

Evelyn entered with a pitcher of sweet tea, her smile unwavering. “Everything alright in here?”

“Just talking school,” Thomas replied quickly.

Evelyn smiled at her daughters. “How was your day, babies?”

Isla beamed. “We helped a boy in the woods.”

At school, the twins kept to themselves.

They had no “best friends” the way most girls their age did. Some classmates circled them in the cafeteria—boys who found them pretty, girls who mimicked their hairstyles, but no one close.

Mostly, people feared them. Quietly, without realizing it.

One boy, Caleb North, made the mistake of teasing Isla about her “creepy eyes.” The next day, someone smeared dog feces inside his locker and wrote the word bastard in permanent marker on his backpack.

No one could prove it was the Mercers. They didn’t even flinch when questioned. But later that week, Ivy passed Caleb in the hall and whispered:

“Maybe next time you’ll keep your mouth shut.”

She smiled like a shark.

Their father found the kitten when he came home early from a school conference. It was tied to the post in the basement with a belt—blood matted on its fur, a scalpel on the floor. Its mewling had grown faint.

Isla stood nearby, notebook in hand.

“She’s mapping out pressure points,” Ivy said, arms crossed.

Thomas stared at the animal. “What is this?”

Isla looked up calmly. “Anatomy.”

“You can’t do this in the house. Your mother—”

“She’s at Bible study,” Ivy replied.

Thomas knelt beside the kitten, hands shaking. It looked at him with desperate eyes. He sighed, picked it up gently, and carried it outside. Later, he buried it behind the shed.

That night at dinner, Evelyn asked, “Tom, did you see who left the shed door open?”

“No,” he lied. “Must’ve been the wind.”

It was Evelyn’s favorite night of the week—everyone home, roast chicken, candles lit. She doted on her girls, blissfully unaware of their secrets.

“So, Isla, how’s Ms. Drummond’s class?” Evelyn asked.

“She says I read at a tenth-grade level.”

“That’s wonderful!”

“Ivy?” Thomas prompted.

Ivy shrugged. “I got detention.”

“For what?” Evelyn asked, alarmed.

“Some girl said something about Isla. I threw her lunch tray.”

Evelyn sighed. “You can’t respond with violence, honey.”

“But words don’t work,” Ivy replied flatly. “They don’t hurt enough.”

Thomas looked up. Their eyes locked.

“Ivy,” he said quietly. “Come help me in the garage.”

She followed him silently. He closed the door behind them and leaned in.

“You can’t draw attention. I told you that.”

“She said Isla was ‘weird’ and ‘quiet and probably pees her bed.’”

“Ivy—”

“She won’t say it again.”

It was never about sex or revenge or passion. For the twins, it was always about power.

They found Trevor Simms, 13, riding his bike near the abandoned train yard. Ivy lured him in with a bottle of stolen vodka. Isla played the quiet sidekick, offering him an old pocketknife as a “peace offering.”

They took turns asking him questions. Daring him to lie.

When he told them he liked Isla better, Ivy hit him in the temple with a rusted pipe.

They didn’t kill him, but he had a seizure, fell, and cracked a tooth.

They dragged him to the drainage ditch and left him in the mud.

That night, Thomas sat with them in the den. A baseball game played on mute.

“You’re pushing too far,” he said.

“It was a game,” Ivy said.

“He didn’t die,” Isla said.

Thomas looked at them both. “I’ve covered for you. Cleaned up your messes. But someday, I won’t be able to. Someday, someone will look too closely.”

“Then we’ll look back,” Isla whispered. “We’re very good at that.”

At night, they lay in twin beds on opposite sides of the room. Ivy with dark posters and a switchblade under her pillow. Isla with books—biology, murder mysteries, poetry.

They whispered when the lights went out.

“You think Daddy would ever turn us in?” Ivy asked.

“No. He’s too scared of what we’d do to him.”

“I wouldn’t hurt Daddy.”

“Would you hurt me?”

A pause.

“I don’t know,” Ivy said.

Then she laughed.

So did Isla.

❖  ❖  ❖

It started small.

Thomas Mercer remembered the exact moment he first doubted his daughters’ innocence. Isla was six. She had set a trap for a baby bird in the yard using nothing but string and Cheerios. When he came outside, she was already slicing it open with one of his old hunting knives—quietly, methodically, whispering, “I want to see how it works.”

She looked up, unashamed. “It doesn’t have a soul, Daddy. It’s just moving stuff.”

When Ivy found out, she didn’t scold her sister.

She asked for a turn.

They were six. He told himself it was curiosity.

At seven, the neighbor’s beagle vanished. At eight, two baby dolls from a birthday party were discovered with slashed throats and red ink on the walls.

At nine, a cousin came to stay for the summer. He left early, wouldn’t say why. His mother said he cried for days.

By ten, Thomas had begun keeping a small, locked chest in the garage—items the girls had brought home: bloodied ribbons, bird bones, a friendship bracelet that didn’t belong to either of them.

He read about child psychology. He spoke to a retired psychiatrist in Chicago. The answer was the same: “If both exhibit empathy suppression and escalate behavior, you may be looking at juvenile psychopathy.”

Thomas put the book back on the shelf, turned out the lights, and decided to protect his family.

Even from itself.

❖  ❖  ❖

Isla and Ivy never failed classes. They were above average in every subject, especially science.

They rarely acted out in ways that could be written up. They whispered things. They stared too long. They suggested dares that always seemed to end in tears or blood.

A boy in the 6th grade drank ink on a dare. He told the nurse Ivy said it was “harmless and cool.” When confronted, Ivy smiled and said, “I told him it was gross. He wanted to do it anyway.”

Isla turned in a short story titled “The Girl Who Made Her Sister Disappear.” It ended with a description of disemboweling so graphic that the English teacher cried. When Evelyn Mercer was called in, she laughed nervously.

“Oh, she’s just imaginative! Always has been.”

Two girls went home early after Isla told them a long story about a substitute teacher who used to be a prison guard and killed kids who didn’t raise their hands. One girl wet herself during reading time.

When called in, Thomas arrived alone.

“Sir,” said Principal Hansen, leaning forward at his desk, “they’re frightening the other children. I don’t think it’s malicious, necessarily—maybe it’s just a call for attention.”

“Or maybe,” Thomas interrupted, “they’re smarter than the rest of the class, and the other children don’t know how to handle them.”

The principal shifted. “Mr. Mercer, Isla wrote about disemboweling her own sibling. That’s not academic rigor. That’s alarming.”

Thomas looked tired. “Do you want me to take them out of your school?”

Hansen backed off. “No... no, of course not.”

Thomas stood, adjusting his coat. “Then maybe we all need to be more careful about making assumptions.”

Evelyn Mercer believed deeply in two things: God and her children.

She attended church three times a week, baked lemon bars for every school event, and told everyone she met that her daughters were “brilliant and just a little intense—like their father.”

She never asked why the girls had stopped having sleepovers.

She never asked why the dog wouldn’t go near Ivy anymore.

She didn’t notice the way Isla whispered to herself before bed, or the black notebook Ivy carried everywhere, filled with scribbled names—some crossed out, some not.

One night, she walked past the twins’ room and heard them giggling.

She paused, smiling to herself, then moved on.

She never heard Ivy say, “Would you ever kill me?”

Or Isla reply, “No. I’d miss you too much. I’d kill anyone else first, though.”

❖  ❖  ❖

Mr. Coughlin, the science teacher, was uncomfortable.

“Mr. Mercer,” he said, “I don’t know how to explain it, but the girls are... cruel. They smile when the class dissects frogs. They whisper about skinning them before we even hand out the scalpels. They make other students nervous.”

Thomas kept his voice calm. “They’re interested in biology. Is that a crime?”

Coughlin hesitated. “One student told me Ivy said she’d like to be a mortician. Then she asked if he wanted to see what it looked like when you drain blood from a throat.”

“She’s twelve,” Thomas replied. “Children say strange things.”

“She also gutted a fetal pig without a partner, even after I told her to wait.”

Thomas stood. “If you’re accusing my daughters of something, say it plainly. If not, I suggest you focus on teaching and less on gossip.”

He left, and Coughlin never brought it up again.

❖  ❖  ❖

One day during gym, a girl named Clarissa teased Isla for wearing mismatched socks.

Isla smiled sweetly and said nothing.

Later that week, Clarissa tripped going down the stairwell. She swore someone had stuck out a foot—“one of the twins,” she cried—but no one saw it. Her tooth hit the railing. Gone.

When asked, Ivy said, “I was in math class.”

Isla said, “I was in the nurse’s office. Ask her.”

The nurse had seen Isla that morning. She nodded.

No proof. No witnesses.

Clarissa was transferred to another school.

❖  ❖  ❖

It was snowing. Evelyn had made shepherd’s pie. The fire crackled in the corner, and the smell of cinnamon candles filled the room.

The girls were quiet and polite.

Evelyn smiled. “The church is doing a food drive next week. Maybe we can help sort donations. Would you like that?”

Ivy nodded. “Sure.”

Isla added, “Maybe we can help collect the names of needy families.”

“That’s my girls,” Evelyn said proudly.

Thomas glanced at them.

He knew they were mocking her.

He saw the way they looked at her: like a lamb in a room full of wolves.

And still, he said nothing.

That night, Thomas walked down to the garage, unlocked the chest, and opened it.

He sifted through the items. A pink sock that didn’t belong to either daughter. A cigarette lighter with initials scratched out. A bundle of long, auburn hairs.

He poured a glass of bourbon and stared at the chest.

He wondered what it said about him—that he didn’t stop them.

He wondered when he had stopped being afraid of them and started being afraid for them.
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Soft Faces, Sharp Knives

Age 15 – Sophomore Year, High School

Isla was voted “Most Artistic.” Ivy was voted “Most Likely to Get Away With Murder.”

It was supposed to be a joke. The yearbook committee thought it was edgy.

The Mercers laughed with the rest of the school.

Behind closed doors, their laughter was quieter. Colder.

❖  ❖  ❖

They weren’t the prettiest girls in school, but they were the most compelling. Isla was ethereal—soft-voiced, luminous, with a halo of composure that made boys mistake her for deep. Ivy was a storm—sharp-boned, reckless, electric in her unpredictability.

For Isla, it was Ben Withers. Varsity tennis, top of his class. He believed Isla was a quiet girl from a strict home. She listened to his insecurities, read the books he liked, and took his virginity under the bleachers behind the gym.

A week later, he found a note in his locker:

“I faked every word. You cry like a girl.

Love always, Isla Mercer.”

He stopped coming to school. Days later, he tried to hang himself in his parents’ garage. He lived, barely.

Isla told the guidance counselor:

“I think he was struggling with identity issues. He needed therapy, not love.”

She received no punishment.

Ivy chose a girl: Chloe Tran, a junior with a pierced lip and a love of punk rock. They were magnetic together—fast, hot, dangerous. Ivy carved Chloe’s initials into her own thigh one night, then texted her a photo.

Chloe panicked. Broke up with her.

That week, a Snapchat circulated of Chloe in the locker room, topless. The account was anonymous. Chloe left school after a breakdown.

When questioned, Ivy shrugged. “She always wanted attention.”

No evidence. No consequences.

❖  ❖  ❖

They picked on weaker classmates. They baited teachers with perfect test scores and false charm.

A boy with a stutter transferred schools after Ivy mimicked him during a debate meet.

Isla convinced a girl to try laxatives for weight loss—“just to get bikini-ready.” The girl ended up in the hospital.

They once convinced a substitute teacher that their math instructor used racial slurs in class. The teacher was suspended pending investigation—cleared months later, but the damage was done.

❖  ❖  ❖

Evelyn came across something one morning while folding laundry. Ivy’s jeans—bloodstained at the knees.

“Ivy?” she called, holding them up.

Ivy looked up from her cereal. “I helped someone who fell off their bike.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I didn’t think it mattered.” Pause. “You never really ask.”

Evelyn hesitated, then washed the jeans. But something itched inside her now.

A week later, she found the bathroom mirror cracked and a clump of hair in the sink. Isla claimed it was “just a phase.”

❖  ❖  ❖

Winter. A frozen night in January.

The victim’s name was Sandra Lynn, 43. A local homeless woman who slept behind the Dollar Depot. Known for talking to herself and refusing help.

She was found gutted like a fish behind the VFW hall. Her stomach opened, intestines half-exposed. Brutal. Surgical. No fingerprints. No DNA. No signs of sexual assault.

The police were horrified. Local news dubbed it “The VFW Slasher.”

Mara Langley was called in from the county.

❖  ❖  ❖

That night, the twins were at a school play. Sitting third row center, seen by dozens, including their mother. They laughed at the comedy, clapped at the curtain call, and left together.

Isla had made sure to be photographed with the drama club. Ivy had flirted with the lighting tech to make sure he remembered her.

They returned home and made hot chocolate with Evelyn.

That night, as they lay in bed:

“Did you like the sound it made when you opened her?” Ivy asked.

Isla replied, “I liked her eyes. They looked surprised.”

❖  ❖  ❖

Detective Mara Langley’s Case Files – Notes & Interviews

Subject: Isla and Ivy Mercer – Age 15

Archived Notes (From Prior Years):

• 2013 – Jamie Crouse incident. No charges filed.

• 2014 – Caleb North locker vandalism. No proof.

• 2015 – Guidance counselor missing for 6 days after parent confrontation. Found drunk in another town. Never returned to teaching.

Consistent Themes:

– Proximity to “accidents”

– Strong academic records mask behavioral manipulations

– Parental interference (father evasive, mother naïve)

– No history of mental health evals or counseling follow-through

– Increasing presence in the background of anomalous events

New Case: Homicide – Sandra Lynn

• Crime Scene: Blunt trauma to the back of the skull, sharp instrument used postmortem.

• Precision cuts. Possibly anatomical knowledge.

• No DNA or fingerprints.

• Blood washed from the nearby curb—professionally done.

• Alibi check: The Mercer twins are present at the school event. Confirmed by faculty and peers.

Interview with Principal Rawlins:

“The Mercer girls? They’re brilliant. A little intense. You get the feeling they’re always listening. Processing. But trouble? Not on paper.”

Interview with Faculty Advisor (Name Redacted):

“They’re... not like other kids. Ivy stares at people like she’s imagining their insides. Isla is so sweet it’s almost fake. I try not to be alone with them.”

❖  ❖  ❖

That night, lying in bed, Evelyn asked:

“Tom, do you think the girls... are normal?”

Thomas didn’t answer right away.

“They’re smart. That can look strange in girls.”

Evelyn frowned. “I’ve been having nightmares. About blood. The sink is filling up. The girls are smiling. Does that mean something?”

Thomas turned off the lamp. “Dreams aren’t real, Evie.”

But he didn’t sleep that night.

He sat in the kitchen, poured a second glass of bourbon, and stared out at the dark yard.

He knows.

❖  ❖  ❖

The autopsy report lay open in front of Mara.

Sandra Lynn – Female, 43.

Time of Death: Approx. 8:00 PM

Cause of Death: Blunt force trauma to the skull, followed by extensive postmortem dissection.

The killer likely had anatomical knowledge or above-average familiarity with animal/human tissue.

Clean incision patterns. Organ removal without errant cuts.

“No rage,” Mara whispered. “Just... technique.”

She’d seen similar work once. A pig carcass in the woods, back when the twins were twelve. A science teacher had mentioned something offhand about Ivy Mercer’s fetal-pig dissection that same week. Mara hadn’t been allowed to pursue it.

But she had remembered.

And now, with Sandra Lynn lying in the morgue, slit from pelvis to throat like something out of Whitechapel, the name Mercer rose in her mind like oil on water.

They had an alibi. She knew. But her gut said what it had always said:

It’s them. It’s always been them.

❖  ❖  ❖

The Mercer home looked the same: tidy, modest, unbothered. Wind chimes still sang by the porch. A plastic wreath hung from the front door. It reeked of Midwestern normalcy.

Thomas answered in khakis and a flannel shirt. His smile was mild.

“Mara Langley,” he said. “It’s been a long time.”

“May I come in?”

“Of course.”

Evelyn was in the kitchen, cutting apples.

“Oh!” she said brightly, brushing her hands on a towel. “Detective Langley! I remember you from... that incident. Jamie, wasn’t it? So sad.”

“Yes,” Mara replied, watching her closely. “Still is.”

Mara sat with the parents while the girls did homework upstairs.

“I understand your daughters were at a school play the night of the incident?” she asked.

Thomas nodded. “Front and center. We’ve got pictures.”

“Ivy even got called up to help with the props,” Evelyn added proudly. “She’s so theatrical.”

“May I speak with them?”

Thomas blinked. “You think they’re involved in that... that murder?”

“I think they may know something. They’re bright. Observant. Sometimes the young see what adults miss.”

Thomas hesitated. “I’ll call them down.”

Isla sat with her knees together, hands folded, hair in a loose braid. Her eyes were wide, calm, and impossibly serene.

“Of course, I remember the night,” she said. “We were laughing so hard. One of the actors tripped over a fake tombstone.”

“Did you leave during intermission?”

“Just to use the bathroom. I bumped into Mrs. Landry in the hallway. She can confirm.”

“And after?”

“Straight home. I have pictures on my phone. Time-stamped.”

Mara nodded, writing it all down. But it was too neat. Too structured.

She smiled. “Thanks, Isla.”

Isla smiled back. “I hope they catch whoever did that. I read about it. It was... horrifying.”

Ivy slouched. She was less contained. There was a flicker in her eyes—amusement?

“She was a homeless lady, right?” Ivy asked. “Maybe it was some freak. People sleep under the overpass. Meth heads.”

“You think someone like that could make such... clean cuts?”

Ivy shrugged. “Maybe they were a surgeon once. People fall far.”

“You seem very calm.”

“I’m calm because I didn’t do anything.”

She leaned forward.

“If you’re looking for a monster, maybe start with someone who has motive.”

Mara kept her face still.

“Thanks, Ivy. Very helpful.”

❖  ❖  ❖

After Mara left, Evelyn closed the door and locked it.

She turned to Thomas. “Did you hear the way they talked to her?”

“They were cooperative.”

“No. They were practiced. Like they knew every word to say.”

Thomas poured himself a bourbon
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