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			To put the matter simplistically, psychopaths are born, and sociopaths are made. 

			– Brian Duignan.

			

			

			Prologue

			Summer, 1987. The wet streets of Little Italy shimmered in the darkness as he ran. Each step echoed in the quiet night, as his lungs burned, and his heart pounded like a drum. Fear and excitement pushed him forward. His clothes clung to his 18-year-old body, soaked in the horror he was running from. He glanced at his jeans, seeing the blood splatter all over the faded brown material.

			Grand Street was a blur of dimly lit stores as he raced through the rain. He turned onto Elizabeth Street, barely avoiding a speeding taxi. Chinatown’s neon signs flashed, highlighting the blood on his pants even more.

			He ducked into Seward Park, the thick trees offering a place to think and catch his breath. His mind was racing—the adrenaline pumping. He frantically tried to wipe his pants down, his hands shaking, but all he managed to do was spread the blood splatter.

			Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!

			He collapsed on a bench and put his legs out before him, trying to let the pouring rain wash away some of the evidence, but the metallic smell of the stain lingered. 

			Getting up again, he hurried to the exit of the park. The “Subway” sign called to him and he went down the dirty steps—the smell of urine and decay mixing with the scent of blood. He took a few coins from his pocket, paid at the turnstiles, and vanished into the New York City subway. The underground world rumbled as a train approached. Doors opened, revealing a dimly lit car. He rushed inside, looking at the other passengers, each a possible threat if they saw the blood. 

			Sitting quietly, looking scared, he huddled near the door, his clothes sticking to him. After sitting still for a few minutes, he noted a red pool forming around his shoes. 

			Fuck!

			His heart pounded again, fear taking over. His eyes darted around nervously. An African woman swayed, unaware of the world outside the music she was listening to on her Walkman. An old man—his face hidden behind a book and thick glasses—was similarly lost in his own world. But the paranoia was unrelenting. He felt like each person in the car knew exactly what he had done and what he was running from.

			

			He started to fidget nervously, his body jerking. He didn’t know what to do or where to hide. He stood up and moved to the next car, his footsteps echoing in the quiet. He kept doing this—moving between cars like a ghost, avoiding people, praying to a god he didn’t believe in, hoping no one would notice the blood.

			Broadway-Lafayette Station offered a break from the cramped train. He stepped onto the platform, taking deep breaths. Another train arrived, and he got on, the cycle of fear starting again. The train rattled through the tunnels, each station a chance to escape. Bleecker Street, Astor Place, Union Square—the names flashed by, teasing him with the idea of freedom momentarily, before being replaced by confinement again. After each station, the darkness returned, sticking to him like a shadow. He realized he liked the darkness. 

			Finally, the train stopped at Park Avenue. He stumbled onto the platform, the early morning light casting an eerie glow on his pale face. He kept his eyes lowered, knowing they couldn’t hide the horror he had seen—the horror he had initiated.

			He left the station and walked onto the familiar streets of the Upper East Side. The rain had slowed, leaving the fancy buildings shining. He moved quickly, his heart pounding with fear and, for the first time—excitement. He didn’t know if he wanted to smile or scream. What he did know was this was the first time he had ever felt something real. It was exhilarating.

			Finally, he reached his home, a big apartment building on Park Avenue. The doorman greeted him as he opened the great big door to the building.

			“Good evening, young sir.” 

			A slight nod was the only acknowledgment the man received back.

			Inside, he took the elevator to the twelfth floor and walked down the corridor. His hands shook as he unlocked the door. He slipped inside quietly. The darkness of the apartment felt like a safe blanket.

			

			He leaned against the door, breathing hard. The adrenaline that had kept him going now faded, leaving him shaking and tired—and hungry. He looked down at his bloody clothes, feeling sick. He removed his shoes, socks, and pants at the door on the tiled floor. He wiped up the wet, pinkish puddle using his pants before walking down the hallway to the bathroom.

			He turned on the shower, the hot water washing over him, cleaning away the dirt and the metallic smell of blood. He scrubbed his skin hard, desperate to erase any sign of the horror he had been a part of.

			Stepping out of the shower, he saw his reflection in the mirror. He stared at himself, seeing a stranger, a ghost in his own familiar face. He knew he would never be the same again.

			

			

			Part I

			

			

			Chapter 1

			June, 1979.

			I was 10 years old, and I was obsessed with Ted Bundy. The murder trials had me hooked. Like Bundy did, the idea of representing yourself in court fascinated me. My parents, both lawyers, weren’t too thrilled about their 10-year-old son’s interest in a serial killer’s legal defense. They tried to shield me from the gruesome details, but their efforts only fueled my curiosity.

			Even though my parents banned me from watching the evening news, I found ways to keep up with the Bundy story. I’d sneak into the living room when they weren’t home, the hushed whispers of the news anchors drawing me in like a moth to a flame. The media was going wild over his trial, turning him into a twisted kind of celebrity. His case was everywhere, but I went even further, reading every news article and magazine I could find, even sneaking into my parents’ study to pore over their law books to understand the legal elements and jargon I would hear and read about. The image of Bundy screaming in rage after his guilty verdict stuck with me, a chilling reminder of the darkness lurking beneath his charming façade—the monster inside revealing itself.

			The summer of ‘79 was hot and humid in our Park Avenue home. My parents worked long hours, leaving me alone with my thoughts—and my forbidden obsession. I spent countless hours in my room, surrounded by newspaper clippings and books, my mind consumed by Bundy’s twisted world. His intelligence—his ability to manipulate and control those around him—drew me to him.

			I saw a reflection of myself in his cold, calculating nature, a sense of detachment from the emotions and empathy that seemed to govern the lives of others.

			

			One evening, my mom caught me watching the news—I didn’t hear the door open when she got home. She saw Bundy on the screen, and her face went cold.

			“What are you doing?” she asked sharply.

			I froze. “I...I was just watching the news,” I stammered.

			“You know you’re not allowed to watch this. Turn it off!” 

			I did what she said, feeling a strange mix of defiance and shame.

			What did I do wrong?

			“Why are you so interested in this man?” she asked, worried. “He’s a monster.” That statement stayed with me for the rest of my life. The fact that my parents were both high-profile defense attorneys—notoriously drawn to defend evil—could not hide my mother’s true feelings about Bundy. Sometimes, a monster is a monster, no matter how you spin it. Later in life, it made me realize monsters do exist. But I didn’t believe it back then.

			“I don’t believe he’s a monster,” I argued. “I think he’s misunderstood.”

			My mom looked sad and frustrated. “You’re too young to understand,” she explained. “This man is evil. He’s a killer.”

			“But he’s intelligent and well-spoken,” I countered. “He could have been a lawyer or a politician.”

			“He’s a manipulator,” my mom said. “He’s using his charm to try to escape justice. That man is the worst kind of evil.”

			Deep down, I knew she was right, but I didn’t want to admit it. I realized Bundy had manipulated me with his charisma, just like he had manipulated so many others. But the evil inside him, the part that allowed him to do those terrible things, continued to fascinate me. I saw a power in his darkness—a freedom from the constraints of morality and empathy—a freedom I craved. I needed to know there were people like me who did not feel those things—which I felt could only be achieved by someone who had no conscience. 

			I eventually discovered I had no conscience.

			I turned off the TV and went to my room, feeling confused and exhilarated. That night, I couldn’t sleep. My mind raced with thoughts of Bundy, his crimes, and the twisted allure of his persona.

			

			The next day, I went to the library and looked for books on notorious killers. Surprisingly, there weren’t many—the term serial killer was still very new, coined by the new FBI Behavioral Science Unit. FBI investigators Robert Ressler and John Douglas did a lot of groundbreaking work interviewing mass killers. People now call what were once referred to as mass killers—serial killers—so I found as many books about mass killers as I could. The work by Ressler and Douglas was fascinating. I spent the rest of the summer learning about the twisted minds of Bundy and others like him. I learned about their motivations, their methods, and the pain they caused. But instead of feeling disgust or hatred, I felt a strange sense of kinship. Their lack of empathy—their ability to compartmentalize their actions—mirrored my own inner state. I was trying to understand myself more than anything. I knew I was different from the other kids at school. I had no friends, but that was my choice. I felt no connection to anyone at school. I avoided people and kept to myself. I wondered what Ressler and Douglas would think of me if they could dig deep into my mind. I imagined sitting in a small room with two-way mirrors, being interviewed by both—two brilliant adult FBI agents interviewing a 10-year-old boy.

			By the end of the summer, Bundy’s spell on me was permanent. I had consumed as much material about the human anatomy as possible—vital to being an effective killer. The reality of a cold-blooded murderer replaced the charismatic figure I had watched on TV. But instead of fear or disgust, I felt a sense of admiration, of power. I saw him not as a monster but as a role model—a man who had lived life on his own terms, unburdened by the shackles of conscience or remorse. I had immersed myself in death and murder and evil for weeks on end. I absolutely knew then that I was different—that the world viewed through my eyes was a darker, more twisted place. And I embraced it.

			

			Chapter 2

			August, 1989.

			Emily wasn’t your typical Iowa girl. Sure, she’d grown up surrounded by cornfields and the friendly faces of small-town life, but there was always something different about her—a spark in her eyes, a quickness to her wit that set her apart. By the time she hit high school, it was clear: Emily was going places.

			She wasn’t just book-smart, though that was undeniable. Valedictorian, top of her class, aced every test thrown her way. But it was more than that. Emily had a fire in her belly, a drive that pushed her to be the best, not just for herself, but because she believed she could make a difference. She wasn’t content to just coast through life—she wanted to leave her mark.

			That’s not to say she was all work and no play. Emily had a close-knit group of friends, girls she’d known since they were knee-high to a grasshopper. Friday night football games, sleepovers filled with laughter and gossip, summer days spent swimming in the local quarry—those were the moments that made her teenage years special.

			But even then, a part of her yearned for more. She devoured books, not just the assigned reading, but anything she could get her hands on. Biographies of trailblazing women, historical accounts of social justice movements, and novels that transported her to different worlds. Emily was hungry for knowledge, for experiences beyond the confines of her small town.

			It was no surprise when she set her sights on Harvard. The Ivy League—the pinnacle of academic achievement—a place where the best and brightest minds came together. Some folks in town scoffed and said it was too big a dream for a girl from Waverly, Iowa. But Emily wasn’t deterred. She poured her heart and soul into her applications, crafting essays that showcased her passion, her intelligence, her unwavering determination.

			

			And then, the letter came. Thick envelope, Harvard crest embossed on the front. Emily’s hands shook as she tore it open, her heart pounding in her chest. She scanned the words, barely daring to believe what she was reading. “Congratulations... We are pleased to offer you admission...” Tears streamed down her face, a mix of joy and disbelief. She’d done what people said she wouldn’t be able to. She’d proved them all wrong. She was going to Harvard.

			The news sent ripples through Waverly. Some were genuinely happy for her—proud of her accomplishment. Others were envious, muttering about how she’d gotten too big for her shoes. But Emily didn’t care. She focused on the future, on the opportunities that awaited her.

			The summer before she left was a whirlwind. Saying goodbye to her friends, packing up her belongings, preparing for the biggest adventure of her life. Though sad to see her go, her parents were bursting with pride. They’d worked hard their whole lives, providing for Emily and her younger brother, and now their daughter was going to one of the most prestigious universities in the world. It reflected their sacrifices, of the values they’d instilled in her. They’d saved every penny they could, knowing she would one day do what no one in her family had ever done—gone to university. 

			Finally, the day arrived. Emily stood on the platform of the small-town train station, her suitcase at her feet, a lump in her throat. Her parents hugged her tight, whispering words of encouragement. Her friends waved goodbye, tears in their eyes. And then, with a final whistle, the train pulled away, carrying Emily towards her destiny.

			The journey was long, but Emily didn’t mind. She gazed out the window, watching the familiar landscapes of Iowa give way to bustling cities and sprawling suburbs. She was leaving behind everything she’d ever known. But she wasn’t afraid. She was excited—eager to embrace the challenges and possibilities that lay ahead.

			It was like stepping into a different world when she finally arrived in Cambridge. The historic buildings, the cobblestone streets, the palpable energy of intellectual pursuit—it was all so different from anything she’d ever experienced. Emily checked into her dorm room, a small but cozy space she’d share with another freshman. Her roommate, a girl named Sarah from California, was already there, unpacking her belongings.

			

			They hit it off immediately, bonding over their shared excitement and nervousness about starting college. Sarah was bubbly and outgoing, a perfect counterpoint to Emily’s more reserved nature. They spent the rest of the day exploring the campus, getting their bearings, and soaking up the atmosphere.

			That night, Emily lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling. She thought about her family back in Waverly, Iowa—her friends, the life she’d left behind. But she also thought about the future—about the law degree she was determined to earn, about the impact she wanted to make on the world. She closed her eyes, a smile spreading across her face. She was exactly where she was meant to be.

			

			Chapter 3

			First-year students would arrive a week before the semester started—for placement tests and to adjust to campus life, which is what Emily and Sarah did. And they grew close in just that one week, feeling like they had known each other all their lives.

			The following Monday, Emily woke up early, buzzing with anticipation. Today was her first day of classes, the start of her Harvard journey. She dressed carefully, choosing a simple but stylish outfit that reflected her confidence and ambition. She grabbed her backpack, filled with new notebooks and textbooks, and headed out the door.

			As she walked across campus, she couldn’t help but feel a sense of awe. The sheer history of the place—the countless brilliant minds that had walked these same paths—was both humbling and inspiring. Emily took a deep breath, reminding herself that she belonged here too. She had worked hard all her life and earned her place, and she was determined to make the most of it.

			She found her first classroom—a large lecture hall filled with students from all over the world. Emily sat near the front, eager to absorb every word the professor spoke. The course was an introduction to constitutional law, a subject that had always fascinated her. As the lecture began, Emily hung on every word, her mind racing with ideas and questions.

			She left the class feeling energized, her brain buzzing with new knowledge. She had a full day of classes ahead of her, but she couldn’t wait. This was what she’d been dreaming of, working towards for years. She was finally here, at Harvard, ready to take on the world. The little hairs on her neck stood on end. She was 19 years old, a girl from Iowa with big dreams and an even bigger heart. And she was just getting started.

			

			Chapter 4

			August, 1989.

			Strawberry Hill Park in Boston had become my hunting ground. The thick leaves of the old trees provided perfect cover in the summer of ‘89, as my new life at Harvard was just beginning. My parent’s dream, not mine—Harvard Law. That’s where I first laid eyes on her. She was young, maybe a Harvard student, her laughter echoing in the twilight as she said goodbye to a friend. She had long, brown hair that shimmered in the fading light, and skin as pale as the moon. She was about five-foot-four, and I guessed her weight to be about 130 pounds. Her white dress danced around her ankles as she walked, a book clutched in her hand. I observed her from afar, my heart quickening. Something about her drew me in, like a moth to a flame. I knew, with a chilling certainty, that she was the one—she wouldn’t be my first, but it felt like she was.

			From that moment on, I became a fixture in the park, always at dusk when the shadows stretched and deepened. Her name was Emily Nolan—19 years old. She shared a room with another girl, Sarah. I meticulously studied her routine. She’d come to the park after classes, find a secluded bench by the pond, and lose herself in her book. Sarah occasionally joined her on Mondays and Wednesdays, but only for a brief hour. I’d lurk in the undergrowth, my eyes fixated on her. I etched every movement, every gesture, every subtle shift in her expression into my memory. It was an obsession—a compulsion I couldn’t control. I needed to know everything about her. I wanted to own her. The purpose of this knowledge was still hazy, but the desire to end her life burned within me. In my mind, death was the ultimate possession. There was no more after death. She triggered the monster inside of me.

			One evening, as the sun dipped below the horizon, I witnessed a scene that angered me immensely. She was with a young man. They were laughing and talking, their heads close together, their bodies radiating an intimacy that filled me with a cold fury. A primal jealousy surged through me, a possessiveness I had never experienced before.

			

			Get the fuck away from her!

			I spotted them again a few nights later, this time at a movie theater. The sight of them together, sharing popcorn and whispered secrets, reignited a firestorm of rage within me. I bought a ticket and sat a few rows behind them, my eyes glued to the back of Emily’s head. I strained to hear their conversations—their shared laughter, a grating, intruding assault on my ears. The theater’s darkness mirrored the darkness growing within me—a darkness that yearned for release.

			She’s mine.

			I left the theater that night, knowing exactly what I had to do. The time for observation was over. It was time to act. The plan began to take shape in my mind, each detail meticulously crafted, each step bringing me closer to the moment when she would be mine—forever. The anticipation was intoxicating, a thrill that coursed through my veins like a drug. The world around me faded into insignificance as I focused on my prey—the girl who had unwittingly become the object of my twisted desire. The countdown had begun.

			

			Chapter 5

			It was raining while I waited in Strawberry Hill Park—and my first kill came to mind. It was July 1987, and I was 18 years old. I’d recently completed school and hadn’t yet left for my European trip. He was a homeless person in an alley in the middle of Manhattan—Little Italy. 

			The bass pounded in the nightclub, a relentless assault on my senses. The girl I was with, high on a cocktail of coke and acid, was screaming at me—something about cheating. She was right, of course, but I wasn’t in the mood for a fight. I just stood there, watching her lips move, the anger bubbling up inside me. It was like a volcano, ready to erupt.

			Finally, she threw her drink in my face. It was the last straw. The rage exploded in my chest—a feeling unlike anything I’d ever experienced. It was hot, consuming, almost blinding. I stared into her eyes momentarily, a cold fury burning in my own. I felt my hand close tightly into a fist—I wanted to break her jaw. Then, without a word, I turned and walked out.

			I needed to calm down. ‘The Village’ streets were damp from a light drizzle, the scents of Italian food wafting from the restaurants. I slowed down, tempted by the aromas, when the sound of breaking glass echoed from a nearby alley.

			The streets were surprisingly quiet, but it was raining harder now. I paused, listening. Someone was mumbling to themselves. Curiosity, that ever-present itch, got the better of me.

			I crept into the alley, my footsteps silent on the wet pavement. The deeper I went, the darker it got. I could barely see a few feet in front of me. Then, I saw him. A man lay on the ground, talking to himself. He was next to a dumpster covered in trash. It looked like he’d been digging for food. He clutched a bottle in a brown paper bag.

			A thrill ran through me. It wasn’t just the anger from the fight anymore. It was something else, something darker—animalistic. This was an opportunity to finally act on the impulses I’d been suppressing for so long.

			

			I moved closer, my heart pounding in my chest. The man didn’t notice me. He was too lost in his own world, mumbling incoherently. This was it. The moment I’d been waiting and dreaming about. I was about to cross a line—a line I’d always been tempted to cross. But the consequences were of no concern to me anymore. The rage, the curiosity, the thrill of it all was too much to resist. I foolishly didn’t even care if the cops caught me—I was determined to do this.

			The man was on all fours, apparently looking for something. He was facing me but completely unaware I was there—his vulnerability exposed. I took a step closer, savoring the moment. 

			And then, I struck.

			I don’t know why I did it at the time, and I have never fully understood what drove me to it—to take the step up from hurting and killing animals to hurting this person. Thinking back on that evening, I felt like a drug addict who had a line of cocaine put near his face—temptation—and needed to give in to the impulse. 

			I took another step and kicked the man hard in the head. Throughout my life, there were occasions when I’d been outraged and furious, but not driven to hurt another person. So this was new territory for me. Pain radiated through my ankle and shin, then all the way up my leg, like electricity. It wasn’t like in the movies—I had just kicked a heavy, hard object with my foot and I wasn’t prepared for how hard his skull would be. I didn’t think I had broken it, but it had made me angrier. 

			The blow knocked him unconscious and broke his jaw by the look of bone sharply protruding through the lower left side of his face. He didn’t even have time to say a word, not realizing that his life was about to end. I kicked him another three times in the head with my other foot, watching his face slowly become a pulped mash of red skin and tissue. I rolled him over with my foot. He was on his back, struggling to breathe. Bubbles were emerging from his mouth and nose—or rather, where his nose and mouth used to be. It was hard to make out through all the blood and mashed-up tissue, but the bubbles were unmistakable. They popped as he breathed air out and sprayed a fine red mist into the air. 

			

			I moved closer to him and put my foot on his face. I lifted my other leg and allowed all my weight to press down on the upper part of his face—over his eyes. I forced my foot down harder, and a few moments later, the skull supporting my weight gave way with a loud crack. His head expanded sideways as my weight pushed his skull down hard on his brain. The pressure forced the brain tissue out of the cracks on both sides of his head, splitting the skin on his scalp. I lifted my foot and repeated the action—but jumped before landing on the same spot. The front and back sections of his skull came together, ejecting everything out from between the two large sections of bone wherever it could. I lifted my foot and looked down at what I had done. 

			Pink and white tissue matter lay on the wet ground, extending out of the skull on the upper side as well as the left and right sides. The brain tissue forced its way out of his eye cavities, forcing the eyeballs out of the sockets. The pressure from my foot had burst one eyeball, but surprisingly, the other survived the trauma—initially. I placed the sole of my foot on the surviving eyeball and pressed my foot down one last time. I felt the pressure give way as the eyeball popped. Clear fluid burst out under my shoe. The strong copper smell of blood blended with the smell of shit and urine.

			I grabbed the bottle he still clutched in his hand and smashed it over the bottom part of his face that still had some structure—the jaw and teeth. I hammered hard at the teeth, breaking as many as I could, as well as fracturing the jawbone into many tiny pieces. Then, holding the now broken bottle by its neck, I stabbed him in the chest and stomach a few times simply to know what it would feel like to stab a human body—finishing with a final cutting of his neck. He was already dead, and his heart had stopped beating, so the blood from the slash in his neck didn’t gush out like I had expected it to. I was oddly disappointed by that, but I was aware of the elation of finally satisfying a primal need I had felt my whole life—quenching a blood thirst.

			

			Chapter 6

			I stood up and stared at the mess before me for a minute or two, trying to catch my breath, eventually comprehending the magnitude of what I had just done. It hit home that I had just killed a man I didn’t know, for no reason other than me wanting to do it. I had never felt better. I felt alive. I was the one who decided to end his life. Me—just me. The possible consequences of my actions had not yet entered my mind, and all I could think about was how good it felt—how powerful I felt. But, moments later, it did dawn on me that I could get into severe trouble for this and someone could take away my life of privilege.

			A sudden wave of panic ran through me like a bolt of electricity. I turned and ran. After three or four steps, I stopped. A thought had just entered my head—fingerprints. I turned and walked back to see what, if anything, I could clean.

			I stood over the body, looking for the glass bottle I’d broken and then dropped. I picked up the biggest part I could see, which was the neck of the bottle I was holding while stabbing him. I brought it closer to my face to get a good look. There was a lot of blood, and I could clearly make out handprints in the blood all over the bottle. My heart started beating faster as I realized there was no way I could clean up all—or any—of this. I looked down and realized I was standing in the middle of a big pool of blood. It felt like the world was closing in on me, and I was struggling to breathe. 

			Is this what a panic attack feels like? 

			I wanted to turn and run again, but I knew better. I took a few deep breaths and tried to think clearly. 

			What do I do? What the fuck do I do now?

			Then I had an idea.

			I placed the broken bottle back on the ground and looked around for as many pieces of glass as possible. I placed them all into a little pile and started crushing it under my shoe. I put all my weight onto the broken glass pieces and ground them into fine shards mixed with the dead man’s blood. A few minutes later, no significant bits of glass remained. It had all been mashed into tiny pieces on which no whole or useable fingerprints could possibly exist. I looked around to see if I could find any other bits of glass or anything else I may have touched, but I was confident I had only touched the bottle.

			

			The rain was coming down harder, washing the blood away. I watched a stream of blood and water run into a nearby drain. Satisfied—I turned and ran.

			I don’t remember how long I ran, but the next thing I do remember was being in a small park and then standing outside a subway station in Chinatown, soaking wet. My right ankle felt broken after all the running. I limped down the stairs, bought a ticket, and stepped onto the train. I sat near the door. The cart only had two other people in it. I dropped my head to my hands and looked down, noticing a puddle forming around my feet. It had a slight pink tinge to it. 

			Blood! Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!

			I decided not to stay in one place where a bigger puddle could form, so I paced through five cabins for the remainder of the journey home. 

			I was still living with my parents at that time, who were very wealthy. My father had started his law firm in Chicago and recently opened offices in Manhattan. We moved to New York a few months back, into a vast and expensive place on Park Avenue, with a fantastic view of Central Park. I was still wet when I got home—I removed my shoes, socks, and pants once inside, then went straight to my bedroom. I remember looking at the clock and noticing it was four o’clock in the morning. I showered and rinsed my clothing at the same time before putting them in the washing machine. I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow and woke at about midday when my mother came in to ask me if I was hungry.

			

			Chapter 7

			August 30, 1989.

			I loved the rain. I considered how helpful it would be in my quest. I stood hidden in the shadows, my breath fogging up in the damp air, my eyes locked on the figure entering the darkness of Strawberry Hill Park.

			For weeks, I’d been a silent watcher, a ghost in her peripheral vision. I knew her routines, her habits, even the way she tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear when she was lost in thought. But tonight was different. Tonight, the shadows would give way to something more tangible. We were about to meet, and it would be the first and last moment we’d share.

			She will be mine forever.

			My footsteps were silent on the wet leaves as I followed her through the park—the rhythmic squeak of her sneakers on the wet path cutting through the sound of the wind. I could see her breath, a wispy cloud dancing in the cooling, humid air, her silhouette a dark smudge against the backdrop of bare branches. 

			A flicker of unease stirred in my gut. This was new territory—a departure from the safety of my voyeuristic habits. A knot of anticipation, a potent mix of fear and excitement, had replaced the familiar thrill of watching. I put my hand reassuringly around the handle of the large knife I carried in my inner coat pocket.

			I watched Emily pause beneath a gnarled oak, her shoulders hunched against the wind. She reached into her bag, her fingers fumbling for something inside. She pulled out a black scarf and wrapped it tightly around her neck—the temperature was dropping dramatically as the sun went down.

			I kept following, my movements as smooth as the shadows that clung to me—we were one. The park was a maze of overgrown paths and hidden corners, a perfect hunting ground for a creature of the night. The air hummed with an unseen energy—a mix of rustling leaves and creaking branches filling the silence the rain seemed to create.

			

			As Emily reached the edge of the park, the glow of the streetlights beckoned like a hand reaching out to bring her into safety. I turned on the Polaroid camera around my neck, ready to fire. My heart pounded in my chest—adrenaline coursing through my veins. This was it, the culmination of weeks of silent observation. I stepped out of the shadows.

			My movements were deliberate—each step was a calculated move towards my prey. The distance between us closed rapidly, the air filled with unspoken tension.

			I could see the surprise in her eyes as she turned to face me. A flicker of fear crossed her features—a fleeting moment of vulnerability. I savored the sight, the knowledge that I had the power to shatter her peace, to unleash the chaos that lurked beneath the surface. I pointed the camera at her face and pressed the button. A bright flash exploded into her face, temporarily blinding and disorientating her.

			She turned to run, which I had been anticipating. With a final surge of adrenaline, I dropped the camera, still hanging around my neck, raised my left hand, and covered her mouth, pulling her back powerfully by the scarf she had around her neck with my right hand—stopping her from screaming.

			

			Chapter 8

			I released the scarf and put her in a headlock, squeezing with all my might. My hand still covered her mouth, muffling the scream she tried to force out. I dragged her off the pathway. The headlock was doing its job—cutting off the blood to her brain. It only took fifteen seconds before she went limp. I felt her legs give way and I had to support her weight.

			I dragged her deeper into the bushes and laid her on her back, unconscious. She looked so peaceful. I removed the first Polaroid I’d taken, stepped back, and snapped another shot. I wanted to remember her like this.

			I plucked the photo from the camera, waved it in the air, and waited for the image to appear. I tucked both photos into my back pocket and took out my knife. A thought struck me. I grabbed the camera again and took another shot. This time, after it developed, I placed it on the ground next to her head. 

			I wonder what the cops will think of that?

			The time had come to finish this. She lay motionless on the ground, her body sprawled out before me. I positioned myself behind her head and gazed at the full length of her body, taking in every detail before me. My left hand gripped the knife tightly, ready to carry out the final act. I leaned in close and lifted her head slightly, turning her face away from me. This was necessary to avoid the inevitable spray of blood that would ensue. With precision and control, I placed the sharp tip of the knife under her right ear and pressed down.

			The sensation of piercing through the skin was similar to cutting into a ripe orange—there was hardly any resistance. The blade sliced effortlessly through flesh, blood vessels, and veins. I could feel minute changes in the movement of the knife as it traversed through layers of muscle and connective tissue, eventually reaching the carotid artery and jugular veins. As the knife moved smoothly through these vital pathways, blood erupted from the incision and splattered onto her chest.

			

			To my surprise, the arterial spray reached much farther than I had anticipated. But I remained focused, pressing down harder on the knife and pulling at the same time to create an unmarked line across her neck, just under her jawline. I could sense a slight resistance as the blade encountered the hyoid bone, but with determination, I severed it from its attachments to muscles and tendons.

			As I continued my precise movements, a warm sensation spread between my fingers—the unmistakable feeling of fresh blood flowing freely beneath my long latex gloves. The metallic scent of blood filled the air around us, adding to the intensity of the moment. Taking a deep breath, I savored this aroma like a connoisseur enjoying a fine red wine.

			With one final effort, I cut so deeply that only her vertebrae were keeping her head attached to her body. The wound was massive, and the blood gushed out in a steady stream as I gripped her head firmly in place. After a few moments, the spurting stopped, but the blood continued to flow steadily over her chest until it eventually ceased when her heart stopped beating.

			I let go of her head, gently placing it back on the blood-soaked ground. I stepped back, careful not to get any blood on my shoes. I watched as the blood pooled around the Polaroid next to her head. I smiled. I wiped the blood off the knife using her dress, then put it back in my pocket and surveyed the scene. I was satisfied I had left nothing behind to incriminate myself. It was gruesome and simple—but not perfect. It was missing something. I grabbed hold of the camera and moved to stand near her feet. I raised the camera and took another two photographs of her—one for me and one for the cops. I placed the second shot next to the first. 

			Before and after photos. Beautiful.

			

			Chapter 9

			August 31, 1989.

			Sleep came easy to me that night—the adrenaline overdose had left my muscles tired and sore as if I had just run ten miles. 

			I grabbed a copy of the Boston Globe the following morning on my way to campus and scanned the pages, searching for any hint of last night’s adventure. 

			Nothing. 

			A flicker of something like disappointment passed through me. It would have been interesting to see how the media would spin the story. I shrugged and kept walking. Lecture hall, Civil Procedure. God, how I hated studying law. The hours crawled by, until, finally, freedom. I was starving, so I headed straight for the canteen.

			As I stood in line, the atmosphere hit me. A tense, electric hum replaced the usual lunchtime buzz. People whispered, eyes wide. A few girls were openly crying. The news had broken. They’d found Emily’s body.

			A ghost of a smile touched my lips. They were shocked, horrified. I, on the other hand, felt a thrill of satisfaction. I was the only one who knew the truth. The power of that secret at that moment was intoxicating.

			I collected my lunch and found a quiet corner to eat. The whispers continued, but I ignored them. I focused on the food—savoring each bite. The fear and sorrow around me were a distant backdrop to my own private victory.

			After lunch, I had a few hours to kill before my next class. I wandered around campus, observing the reactions. The news had cast a pall over everything. Even the sunshine seemed dimmer. I felt strangely energized.

			I found an empty bench in one of the small parks on campus and sat down. I closed my eyes and replayed the events of the previous night—the thrill of the chase—the power of controlling the outcome of another person’s life. It was an experience I would never forget.

			

			The bell rang, jolting me back to reality. I gathered my things and headed to my next class, Constitutional Law. The lecture was as dry as ever, but I didn’t mind. My thoughts were elsewhere. The lecturer made an announcement and offered everyone the option of counseling if they needed it. A few people got up and left the hall, visibly upset.

			The initial shock started to fade already as the afternoon wore on. People began to talk about Emily, sharing memories and offering condolences. I listened, observing their grief with a detached curiosity. I couldn’t understand it. I didn’t understand or feel love—which you needed to feel loss. Or so I thought.

			I left campus that evening feeling strangely content. The day had been eventful in its own twisted way. I’d witnessed the full spectrum of human emotion—from fear to sorrow to anger. And through it all, I’d remained untouched. I was an observer, a ghost moving through their world.

			I walked home, the city lights blurring around me. I felt a sense of invincibility, a belief that I could do anything, be anyone. I was the only one who knew the rules of this new game I was playing.

			I arrived at my apartment and locked the door behind me. I shed my clothes and stepped into the shower. The hot water cascaded over me, washing away the day’s events. I closed my eyes and let the darkness envelop me.

			I emerged from the shower feeling refreshed and renewed. I dressed and made myself a cup of tea. I sat on the sofa and turned the television on, hoping to catch some of the events on the news, but I’d missed it. I turned the TV off and went to bed—and slept like a baby.

			

			Chapter 10

			September 1, 1989.

			I woke the following day knowing the Globe would be plastered with Emily’s murder. A thrill ran through me, anticipation mingling with a cold satisfaction. I threw on some clothes, grabbed a piece of toast, and bolted out of my apartment.

			Just five minutes later, I passed a newsstand. Emily’s face stared back at me from every single front page. The headlines screamed her name—the articles detailed her tragic end. It was surreal to see her image everywhere, like that of some macabre celebrity.

			I snatched a copy of the Globe and parked myself on the nearest empty bench. My eyes scanned the article.

			***

			Beloved Boston Student Murdered in Strawberry Hill Park

			By Steven Griffith

			Boston, MA – September 1, 1989 - The city of Boston is reeling from the tragic murder of 19-year-old Emily Nolan, a vibrant young woman and beloved local resident. Emily was brutally attacked in Strawberry Hill Park on her way home from campus, leaving her family, friends, and the entire community devastated.

			Emily, a dedicated student with a bright future ahead of her, was walking through Strawberry Hill Park when she was viciously attacked. The details of the attack remain shrouded in mystery, as the police have released limited information to the public. However, law enforcement officials have confirmed that Emily’s death was a homicide, sending shockwaves through the city.

			Emily leaves behind her heartbroken parents, a younger brother, and a wide circle of friends who are struggling to come to terms with her senseless death. Her family, based in Waverly, Iowa, released a statement expressing their profound grief and describing Emily as a “kind, compassionate, and intelligent young woman who brought joy to everyone she met.”

			

			Friends and classmates remember Emily as a bright light in their lives, always ready with a smile and a helping hand. The news of her murder has left them reeling. Vigils and memorials have been organized across the city to honor Emily’s memory and offer support to her grieving loved ones.

			Detectives Casey Bishop and Detective Troy Franklin have been assigned to the case and will be working tirelessly to bring Emily’s killer to justice. They are appealing to the public for any information that may help them solve this heinous crime.

			“We urge anyone who may have seen or heard anything unusual in or around Strawberry Hill Park on the night of the attack to come forward,” Detective Bishop stated in a press conference. “Even the smallest detail could be vital in our investigation.”

			Emily’s murder has shaken the Boston community to its core, leaving many residents feeling unsafe and vulnerable. The police are urging people to be cautious and aware of their surroundings, especially when walking alone at night.

			“We understand that people are concerned,” Detective Franklin acknowledged. “We are doing everything in our power to apprehend the perpetrator and ensure the safety of our community. In the meantime, we encourage everyone to take precautions and report any suspicious activity to the police.”

			As the investigation continues, the city of Boston mourns the loss of a promising young life cut tragically short.

			The community has rallied together to support Emily’s family and friends during this difficult time. Candlelight vigils, memorial services, and fundraising efforts are being organized to honor her memory and provide comfort to those who loved her.

			The hope remains that justice will be served and that Emily’s killer will be brought to account for their actions. Until then, the city of Boston will continue to grieve and remember the bright light that was Emily Nolan.

			Anyone with information related to the case is urged to contact the Boston Police Department immediately.

			Remember: Be vigilant, be safe, and look out for one another.

			***

			

			I noted the details they got right and the ones they got wrong. They painted her as an innocent victim, a bright young woman with a promising future. From the moment I saw her, her future ended. It was almost laughable.

			Scanning the area, I realized everyone seemed to be reading the same story. Everywhere I looked, Emily’s lifeless eyes seemed to be following me. People shook their heads and muttered condolences—some even shed tears. The outpouring of grief was almost comical. Did they really know her? Did they care? 

			Why the grief for a stranger?

			I folded the newspaper and tucked it under my arm. It was time to head to campus. The buzz there would be even more intense. I was curious to see how my classmates would react.

			

			Chapter 11

			The campus was a somber place that day. Groups of students huddled together, whispering about the news. Some looked shocked, others angry—a few even seemed scared. I walked among them, an invisible observer. Their emotions were a foreign language to me.

			I slipped into my first class—Criminal Law, ironically. The professor started the lecture with a moment of silence for Emily. I stared at the clock, counting the seconds. The silence was suffocating.

			As the class went on, the professor discussed the legal implications of murder. I listened intently, analyzing his words, dissecting the laws. It was fascinating to see the crime from a purely intellectual perspective. He didn’t tell me anything I hadn’t already learned when I was ten years old—but I did identify a gap in my knowledge.

			I spent the rest of the day on campus, observing, listening, learning. The atmosphere was heavy with sadness, but I thrived in it. It was like a game, a puzzle to be solved. 

			As evening approached, I decided to head home. The campus was emptying—the students retreating to their dorms and apartments. I walked alone, enjoying the quiet. The city lights twinkled in the distance.

			I arrived at my apartment and locked the door behind me. I poured myself a drink and sat on the couch, replaying the past two days’ events. It had been a whirlwind, a rollercoaster of emotions for everyone but me. I felt empowered—in control.

			I finished my drink and went to bed. I lay in the darkness, listening to the city sounds. I felt a strange sense of peace. The world was still spinning, and life was going on. And I was still here, untouched—but strangely changed.

			I closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep, dreaming of Emily’s face, her lifeless eyes staring back at me. It was a haunting image, but it didn’t frighten me. It was a reminder of my power, my control. I was the one who held the strings, the one who decided who lived and who died. And that was a truth I would carry with me forever.

			

			However, I knew I needed to understand the investigation process from the police’s perspective, so over the next few weeks I immersed myself in textbooks and case studies, absorbing information like a sponge. The more I learned, the more confident I felt. 

			They would never catch me.

			

			Chapter 12

			September 9, 1989.

			The girl asked me what I was majoring in, twirling a strand of blonde hair around her perfectly manicured finger. We were at a party thrown by one of the many elitist clubs on campus, the air thick with the scent of expensive cologne and the underlying hum of forced conversation. The mood was still somber—the decision to throw a party so soon after Emily Nolan’s death was heavily criticized, which did not affect the large number of people who decided to party anyway. 

			I took a sip of my beer, the lukewarm liquid doing nothing to quench my growing thirst for something more, anything more than this life I’d found myself trapped in. “Law and accounting,” I replied, the words leaving a bitter taste in my mouth. Her eyes widened with a mix of admiration and envy. 

			“Wow, that’s impressive,” she said, and I could practically hear the dollar signs ringing in her head. I didn’t bother mentioning my fascination with human anatomy. I’d consumed as much material as I could about it. Gray’s Anatomy by Henry Gray was my favorite—I had read it at least eight times by the time I was 16.

			“What did you say your name was?”  I asked.

			“Linda,” she replied, smiling. 

			“Are you a student here?” I asked, a little drunk. 

			“Yes—social studies.” 

			“But you’re from England?” 

			“Yes,” she said. “From Hull. It’s always been my dream to study at Harvard.” She paused. “Your parents must be so proud.” I forced a smile, the muscles in my face aching with the effort. 

			“Not really,” I said, the lie slipping out as easily as breathing. The truth was, my parents were thrilled. My high-powered lawyer parents, whose lives revolved around billable hours and courtroom victories, couldn’t be prouder. They saw my chosen path as a natural extension of their own—a legacy to be upheld. I felt like I was suffocating, but they did pay for my studies and for my apartment in Boston, and a small studio apartment in Manhattan. 

			

			Every day, I dragged myself to classes filled with mind-numbing lectures and endless case studies that bored the fuck out of me. I spent countless hours poring over textbooks, my eyes glazing as I memorized legal jargon and accounting principles that felt utterly meaningless to me—and so fucking easy. I participated in mock trials and moot court competitions, pretending to be passionate about arguments that I couldn’t give a fuck about. And for what? To one day join the ranks of the soulless corporate drones, working long hours in a stuffy office—my life reduced to a series of billable hours and performance reviews?

			Fuck that! 

			The thought made me want to scream. But what else could I do? I was 20 years old, just starting my degree, and I had no idea what else I was good at—what else I was passionate about. I’d spent my entire life following the path laid out for me by my parents, never daring to question, never daring to dream of anything different. 

			Except killing. Only killing. I felt like that was my sole purpose in life.

			“Do you mind if I called you sometime?” I asked. She smiled and wrote her number down on a piece of paper, which I stuffed into my back pocket. I excused myself from the conversation—the noise of the party suddenly making me feel nauseous. Sometimes, the urge to kill would be too overwhelming, and I would need to be alone to control it. I made my way outside and the cool night air was a welcome relief on my skin. I found a quiet spot under a tree, the twinkling lights of the city skyline providing a backdrop for my introspection. I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath, trying to find some semblance of peace within the turmoil that raged inside of me—constantly, relentlessly. 

			I thought back to my childhood, trying to remember a time when I felt genuinely alive—truly happy. I couldn’t think of one instance. I didn’t know how to feel happiness, or love, or anything other than chaos, sometimes mixed with rage and anger, or to simply be content with the lack of emotion—just be content with the Status Quo. 

			

			There were a few summers I spent volunteering at a local animal shelter, the unconditional love of the dogs filling a void I hadn’t even realized existed. A void waiting for death and torture to fill it—which the dogs and sometimes cats would satisfy. That was when I learned what true power felt like. The power to have control over another life, causing as much pain and torment as I wanted, playing god. I didn’t need to concern myself with other people or their feelings or expectations. I was 16 years old that first summer when the shelter managed to ‘rehome’ so many dogs—as they did the following two summers. 

			At first, I started small—a four-month-old puppy. I taped its mouth shut and tied its legs together, then started my pain experiment. With a sharp knife, I docked its tail. The puppy tried to yelp, but only muffled sounds came from its mouth. It tried to run away but was lying on its side—still performing the running motions. One by one, I grabbed the puppy’s legs with both hands and snapped the radius bone in the front legs, then the tibia bones in the rear legs. The puppy passed out from the pain and lay motionless for a minute before regaining consciousness. I was satisfied with my first pain and torture experiment—the puppy had served its purpose. I ended its life by stabbing it through the ear into the brain with a screwdriver. Its tiny body jerked once, then didn’t move again.

			That was the beginning. This experimentation took place for three summers and varied a lot. I removed the eyes from a dog, then untied it and watched as it tried to escape without its sight. A similar variation was to cut its feet off and watch as it tried to get away on its bloody stumps. A favorite of mine was slicing the abdomen of a cat or dog open, then letting it run away with parts of its bowels falling out of its body until it couldn’t move any further, then lying back down and waiting for death.

			But those were just fleeting moments, quickly forgotten as I returned to the grind of school and the pressure to succeed in the eyes of my parents. I buried those memories deep inside, convincing myself that they were childish fantasies, not a reflection of my true desires. 

			That was until I killed Emily. 

			

			It wasn’t at all like the first homeless person I killed. Emily was different. It was deliberate, not opportunistic—and it was fucking amazing. It gave me a sense of purpose for the first time in my life. 

			I opened my eyes—the weight of my future pressing down on me like a physical force. I didn’t want to be a lawyer. I didn’t want to be an accountant. I didn’t want to spend my life chasing money and prestige. Especially not just because my parents expected that. 

			But what do I want? 

			The question hung in the air, unanswered, taunting me with its simplicity. I felt like I was standing at the edge of a cliff, terrified to jump, but knowing that staying put was no longer an option. Killing people didn’t work as a career option either, unfortunately. I took another deep breath, the crisp night air filling my lungs with a sense of calm. I might not have all the answers right now, but I was done pretending for my parents. I was done living a life that someone else dictated.

			

			Chapter 13

			Elaine, 28 and sharp as a tack, strode down the busy sidewalks of East City, Manhattan, as the strong wind whipped her dark red hair around her face, irritating her. Born and bred in the concrete jungle of Jersey City, she’d always had a certain grit about her—a determination that fueled her every move. This tenacity propelled her through her accounting degree and landed her a coveted position at one of the big firms in Chelsea.

			Her one-bedroom apartment on Second Avenue was her pride and joy—her home. Small but meticulously organized, it reflected her personality—perfectly efficient, uncluttered, and with a touch of warmth in the carefully chosen throw pillows and framed photographs. Living alone had its perks; she relished the quiet evenings spent curled up with a good book or catching up on her favorite shows. But recently, a new element had entered her life, shaking up her comfortable routine.

			His name was Steve, a software engineer she’d met at a friend’s birthday party a few weeks ago. He was tall, with a mop of brown curly hair and a disarming smile that had caught her off guard. Their first date had been a whirlwind of laughter and shared interests, and she’d found herself looking forward to their next meeting with a flutter of anticipation she hadn’t felt in years—something she definitely was not looking for.

			As she navigated the crowded subway on her way to work, Elaine’s thoughts drifted back to her childhood in Jersey City. Growing up in a working-class family had instilled in her a strong work ethic and deep appreciation for the value of a dollar. Her parents, both immigrants from Ireland, had worked tirelessly to provide for her and her three younger brothers. Her mother, a nurse, and her father, a construction worker, had taught her the importance of education and perseverance, and their strong Catholic faith had shaped her ethics and morals.

			Elaine had always been a good student, excelling in math and science. She’d been the first in her family to attend college, a source of immense pride for her parents. After graduating with honors, she landed an internship at a small accounting firm in Jersey City. Her natural talent for numbers and her meticulous attention to detail quickly earned her a full-time position. But Elaine had bigger ambitions. She’d set her sights on Manhattan, the epicenter of the financial world. After two years of diligently saving every penny, she’d finally made the move, landing a job at one of the most prestigious accounting firms in the city.

			

			The transition hadn’t been easy. The fast-paced, high-pressure environment of the firm had been a shock to her system. The long hours and demanding clients had tested her limits. But Elaine had risen to the challenge, proving her worth time and time again. She’d quickly earned the respect of her colleagues and superiors, and her sharp mind and unwavering dedication made her an invaluable asset to the team. She had built a formidable reputation, especially after the Black Monday market crash two years earlier.

			As the subway rattled into Chelsea station, Elaine’s thoughts snapped back to the present. She emerged onto the busy streets, the towering skyscrapers casting long shadows in the morning light. She took a deep breath, steeling herself for another day of spreadsheets and financial statements.

			Her office on the twentieth floor offered a breathtaking view of the Hudson River. The sprawling cityscape stretched out before her—a display of human ingenuity and ambition. Elaine settled into her ergonomic chair, her fingers flying across the keyboard as she dove into her work. She thrived on the intellectual challenge of her job—the satisfaction of unraveling complex financial puzzles.

			But even the most dedicated accountant needs a break. At lunchtime, Elaine headed down to the bustling cafeteria, her mind buzzing with numbers and deadlines. As she waited in line, she spotted a familiar face. It was Steve, his dark hair tousled and a mischievous glint in his eyes. He smiled that disarming smile she fell for the first time they met.

			“Fancy meeting you here,” he said through the smile.

			Elaine’s heart skipped a beat. “I could say the same,” she replied, her cheeks flushing slightly.

			

			They chatted excitedly as they ate, their conversation flowing effortlessly from work to hobbies to their shared love of indie music. He apologized for not calling since their last date—he’d had to resolve a software bug for a big client that occupied most of his time, late into the evenings, but it wasn’t a problem anymore. Elaine found herself drawn to Steve’s easygoing charm and his quick wit. He had a way of making her feel comfortable and at ease, a welcome change to the often-serious atmosphere of her workplace.

			As they parted ways, Steve’s smile lingered in Elaine’s mind. She returned to her desk invigorated, her thoughts drifting back to their conversation throughout the afternoon. 

			When she got home, a message from Steve on her answering machine made her heart soar. He’d asked if she wanted to go on a date with him that weekend. She called him back and said she’d love to.

			The weekend arrived, and Elaine found herself getting ready for the date with a mix of nerves and anticipation. She’d chosen a cozy wine bar in the East Village, its intimate atmosphere perfect for a relaxed evening. Steve was already waiting when she arrived, a bouquet of sunflowers in his hand.

			“For you,” he said, his smile warm and inviting.

			Elaine’s heart melted. “They’re beautiful,” she said, her cheeks flushed with pleasure.

			They settled into a corner table, the soft glow of candlelight casting a romantic ambiance. The conversation flowed easily, their laughter filling the air. Elaine found herself opening up to Steve in a way she hadn’t with anyone in a long time. She told him about her childhood in Jersey City, her dreams and ambitions, even her fears and insecurities.

			Steve listened intently, his eyes never leaving hers—transfixed on every word she spoke. He shared his own stories, his vulnerabilities, and triumphs. Elaine felt a deep connection forming between them as the evening progressed—a sense of understanding and mutual respect.

			As they walked back to Elaine’s apartment, Steve grabbed hold of her hand. It felt like electricity, like she was a teenager again.

			At her doorstep, he leaned in and kissed her gently. Elaine’s heart pounded in her chest. 

			

			As she closed the door behind her, Elaine leaned against it, a smile spreading across her face. She felt a sense of contentment she hadn’t experienced since high school. 

			

			Chapter 14

			September 16, 1989.

			Central Park after dark was a different world. The daytime crowds had vanished, leaving a haunting silence broken only by the rustling leaves and the distant honks of taxis. Elaine, her laughter from the party long forgotten, walked through the park, clutching her handbag tightly. A sense of dread crept over her, the hairs on her neck standing on end. She felt like she wasn’t alone.

			Unseen, lurking in the shadows, was a man named Marcus—tall, with the physique of a professional sportsman, dark hair, and bright blue eyes. He moved silently, a predator in his natural habitat, his gaze fixated on Elaine. Her laughter at the party had captivated him and a dark obsession had taken root in his mind. The thrill of the hunt, the anticipation of her fear, fueled his every move. His new purpose made him feel very different from his usual self-focused attitude to life.

			Elaine’s pace quickened, drawn towards the distant city lights. Every rustle of leaves, every shadow—scared her. Her imagination ran wild, conjuring up monsters from the darkness. Meanwhile, Marcus savored her fear, enjoying every moment.

			Elaine felt a glimmer of hope as she approached the park’s edge near Columbus Circle. The busy streets promised light and safety from the lurking darkness she had been walking in for the last ten minutes. She broke into a run, her fight or flight instinct kicking in, her heart pounding in her chest. Something didn’t feel right.

			Marcus watched, a cruel smile playing on his lips. He’d allowed her a taste of freedom, which he would eventually snatch away. It was all part of his twisted game.

			Elaine burst onto the city streets, relief washing over her. The noise and lights were exactly what she was looking for. She quickly hailed a taxi—desperate to escape the lingering fear.

			

			Marcus, blending seamlessly into the crowd, never took his eyes off her—molded into the urban environment. 

			

			Chapter 15

			September 19, 1989.

			In the following days, Marcus became Elaine’s shadow. He followed her every move—his obsession growing with each passing moment. Marcus knew her schedule, her habits, and her fears. He was a ghost in her life, an ever-present threat that gnawed at her sanity. She felt his invisible presence—the presence of evil, she thought, but dismissed it as paranoia.

			Marcus blended into the crowd at the Chelsea Markets, his eyes locked on Elaine, having her usual Tuesday lunch break. She was laughing with a friend from work, her designer handbag carelessly slung over the back of her chair. Marcus waited patiently.

			He casually sipped his coffee, his eyes never leaving Elaine. He calculated the distance between them, the flow of the crowd, the perfect moment to make his move. Elaine’s friend gestured animatedly, her laughter echoing through the market. It was now or never.

			Marcus smoothly slid through the crowd, his movements subtle and unhurried. He positioned himself behind Elaine, his eyes on the prize—the expensive handbag. As her friend’s laughter reached a crescendo, Marcus struck. With a swift, practiced motion, he lifted the Louis Vuitton bag from the chair, its weight barely registering in his hand. He turned and blended back into the crowd, disappearing like a ghost.

			Elaine, oblivious to the theft, continued her conversation, her laughter filling the air. Marcus, a smirk playing on his lips, disappeared into the maze of the market, the stolen bag tucked discreetly under his arm. He felt a surge of adrenaline, the thrill of the hunt, and the satisfaction of the successful theft coursing through his veins. He knew the time was near. The bag was the last piece of the puzzle he needed—he was now prepared for their final encounter, his twisted mind filled with visions of their cruel union. There were so many things he was looking forward to doing to her.

			

			***

			The following night was stormy, as predicted by the weatherman on the news the previous morning. Elaine was alone in her East City townhouse—as she was every Wednesday night—and no guests were expected. The rain was coming down heavily, and the sky lit up from the lightning every few seconds. It seemed very close, with the noise sounding like a bomb going off. She didn’t like thunderstorms, so she was already on edge when a knock on the door sent a jolt of fear through her.

			Marcus stood on her doorstep, his eyes gleaming in the dim light. He held her bag out in front. She put her eye up to the peephole.

			“Hi. Does Elaine Simmons live here?” he asked. He spoke softly, his words a seductive poison designed to lull her into a false sense of security. “I found this bag around the corner from where I work near the Chelsea markets. I think it might be hers? It’s a Louis Vuitton”

			Elaine’s mind raced, her instincts screaming at her to keep the door locked. But he had her bag, which someone had stolen the previous day. Was it him? Did he steal it? Maybe he was a good Samaritan, she wondered. She looked through the peephole again and was sure it was her bag. He was standing in the rain, soaked. She unlocked the door and slowly opened it.

			“Yes, that does look like my bag,” she said.

			“Oh great. Do you mind if I come in for a minute? I’m soaked.”

			She really didn’t want him to come inside, but she felt obligated and didn’t want to be rude or seem ungrateful. She stepped aside, allowing Marcus into her home as he handed the bag to her—a lamb letting the wolf into its home.

			“Come on through to the kitchen. Would you like some coffee? And a towel?” she asked, like the well-mannered girl her mother had taught her to be. She led the wolf down the hall and turned left into the kitchen. She placed the bag on the bench and moved towards the kettle. Marcus rounded the corner into the kitchen, double-pronged taser in hand. He pressed the taser to Elaine’s neck and pressed the trigger. A bright blue spark lit the dimly lit kitchen, sending fifty thousand volts through her body—paralyzing her muscular nervous system—and leaving two identical dark burns on her skin. Elaine lost consciousness instantly and fell to the floor in a heap. She hadn’t seen it coming.

			

			Chapter 16

			September 20, 1989.

			Marcus had racked up two kills so far, but tonight would be very different. He felt he had refined his killing skills and wanted to do this perfectly. He’d been thinking and planning this murder for a long time now—long before he saw Elaine for the first time. He wanted to inflict pain—as much as he could. He had chosen her to be his first refined kill. 

			He removed the backpack he was wearing and retrieved the duct tape. He tore a length of the duct tape and placed it over her mouth. 

			I don’t want to hear you scream.

			He checked that she was still breathing. Satisfied she was still alive, he tied her ankles with the tape, then pulled her arms up above her head and tied her hands together, securing them to a beam. He stood up and watched her for a moment, seeing her chest rise and fall as she breathed. She’d split her ear open on falling to the floor—blood flowed from the cut, forming a small puddle beneath her head. He removed the waterproof coveralls from the backpack, unwrapped them, and put them on himself. The package included a hood and shoe coverings, which he also wore.

			This is going to be messy.

			He could almost picture the manic glint in his eyes as he reached into his bag and retrieved a sharp knife. His hands trembled with fervor as he cut through the fabric of Elaine’s bra, exposing her small, delicate breasts. She was a mere wisp of a girl, barely weighing ninety pounds, and he reveled in the power he held over her. Her eyes opened.

			With a frenzied burst of twisted desire and pure evil, Marcus raised the knife above his head, ready to strike. Elaine’s eyes widened in terror as she struggled against her restraints, but it was futile. With a swift motion, the blade pierced her chest, only stopping when it hit her breastbone. A pained gasp escaped her lips as she tried to scream, but the hole in her lung reduced it to a weak whimper. Marcus was relentless, stabbing again and again with a feverish intensity.

			

			Satisfied with the destruction he had wrought, Marcus withdrew the knife and used it to carve a clean incision down Elaine’s chest. Blood spurted out onto the floor as he forced the wound open with both hands, revealing her intestines. He couldn’t resist the temptation to pull them out like ropes, causing Elaine unimaginable agony. As she let out anguished groans, Marcus grabbed hold of her neck with one hand and wrapped the intestines tightly around it with the other, choking the life out of her.

			But killing her wasn’t enough for Marcus. He wanted to consume her essence completely. With his left hand still inside her body, he searched for her heart and gripped it tightly before tearing it from its place among her organs. The sound of pulsing blood filled his ears as he ripped at arteries and veins until finally freeing the heart from its connective tissue prison.

			In a moment of maniacal triumph, Marcus brought the heart to his mouth and took a bite, reveling in the taste of death and the feeling of power it brought. With a wild grin, he placed the remaining piece of her heart on the kitchen counter and sliced it in half with his knife. Turning back to Elaine’s lifeless body, he untied her hands and arranged them in a grotesque display, placing each half of her heart in her grasp.

			Breathing heavily, Marcus stood back and admired his masterpiece, the culmination of all his darkest desires. And as he looked into Elaine’s vacant eyes, he knew she would always be a part of him, forever entwined in his twisted soul, a macabre canvas for his depraved artistry.

			Beautiful.

			

			Chapter 17

			September 21, 1989.

			Jersey City had etched itself into Detective Silas Haynes’s very being. The worn brick buildings, the endless rows of brownstones, the perpetual hum of traffic—they were part of him, as much as his own heartbeat. Growing up, he’d played stickball in the streets, gotten into scrapes in the schoolyard, and dreamed of one day wearing the badge of the Jersey City Police Department. Duty, however, called, and Silas found himself shipped off to Vietnam, deferring that dream.

			The jungle heat and humidity beat down mercilessly, the rain always in his fucking face, and the constant threat of violence hung heavy in the air. Silas served his country with honor, but the war left scars—not the visible kind, but the ones etched on the soul. Nightmares plagued his sleep when he managed to get some. He suffered from insomnia as so many other veterans of the previous wars did. Loud noises made him jump, and crowds triggered a cold sweat. His wife, Jennifer, tried her best to understand, and he tried his best to explain and express himself, but the distance between them grew wider with every sleepless night, every flinch, every withdrawn silence—every nightmare. Eventually, the love they’d shared couldn’t bridge the gulf, and they parted ways, both accepting this was the way things were going to be. Silas was acutely aware that Jennifer would be his last meaningful relationship. He knew finding someone who could understand his demons and live with them would probably never happen, and he didn’t want to put another person through it.

			Back in Jersey City, Silas threw himself into his work, burying the pain beneath long hours and endless case files. He had a knack for it—an uncanny ability to read people, to connect the dots, to see the patterns others missed. He could visualize and read crime scenes from the killer’s point of view, unlike anything the Jersey Police Department had ever seen. Silas rose through the ranks, earning a reputation as one of the best detectives in the city. But the war still haunted him, a shadow that followed him wherever he went.

			

			Corey Buckley, on the other hand, was a fresh face, full of youthful energy and unbridled enthusiasm. Born and raised in the sun-soaked streets of Miami, he’d always dreamed of being a cop, of upholding justice and protecting the innocent. When he graduated from the academy, he’d landed a job with the Miami PD, eager to prove himself. He quickly earned a reputation for his sharp mind, his quick reflexes, and his unwavering dedication.

			But then life threw him a curveball—his fiancée, Emily, a brilliant historian, received an offer for a tenure-track position at NYU. New York City, the concrete jungle, was a far cry from the laid-back beaches of Miami, but Corey didn’t hesitate. He loved Emily, and he was willing to follow her anywhere. He transferred to the NYPD, determined to make his mark in the biggest, toughest city in the world.

			The week before, Corey Buckley had met Silas Haynes, the legendary detective he’d heard so much about. Silas had a quiet intensity about him, a solemnness that commanded respect. He’d given Buckley a firm handshake and a few words of encouragement, but Buckley couldn’t shake the feeling of awe, of nervous anticipation. Haynes had moved to the Manhattan precinct of the NYPD not too long ago—happy to have a partner now, even though he was a lot younger.

			Now, as Buckley pulled up to the crime scene at 7 a.m., his heart hammered in his chest. It was a cold, gray morning, the kind that seeped into your bones. A uniformed officer stood guard at the entrance to a beautiful old building on Second Avenue in East City, Manhattan—yellow tape fluttering in the wind. Buckley took a deep breath, trying to calm his nerves. This was it—his first case with Silas Haynes. He just hoped he didn’t screw it up.

			Haynes was already there, leaning against his unmarked car, a cigarette dangling from his lips. He took a long drag, exhaling a cloud of smoke that dissipated into the damp air. He nodded at Buckley as the younger detective approached.

			

			“Corey,” he said, his voice gruff but not unkind. “Ready to get your hands dirty?”

			Buckley swallowed hard. “Yes, sir,” he replied, trying to sound confident.

			Haynes flicked the cigarette butt onto the pavement and crushed it with his heel. “Good,” he said. “Let’s go see what we’re dealing with—and don’t call me sir.”

			He turned and walked towards the building, Buckley trailing behind him, a mix of excitement and trepidation coursing through his veins.

			

			Chapter 18

			“Coffee?” Detective Corey Buckley asked. Haynes turned back to Buckley, who handed a disposable cup to him.

			He accepted it gratefully, the warmth a welcome contrast to the cold dread settling in his gut. Buckley was his new partner as of two weeks prior—and Haynes hoped the kid could deal with the sick shit he’d see. Haynes knew that when the chief of any precinct called him to a scene, it was for something extraordinarily gruesome and violent. Not many cops—or detectives—could deal with the shit he’d seen, but Silas had seen so much death in Vietnam, all that he’d witnessed in New York and Jersey could be considered tame.

			“Thanks, Corey,” Haynes mumbled, taking a long sip. “What do we know so far?”

			“No forced entry, sir,” Buckley replied, his voice taking on a more professional tone. 

			“For god’s sake, call me Silas. You make me feel old,” he said.

			“Sorry, Silas…The apartment is immaculate, almost...too perfect. Nothing seems out of place,” Buckley said.

			“Not a robbery then,” Haynes concluded, his eyes sweeping across the pristine living room. “This was something else. Do we know who she is?”

			“Yes. Elaine Simmons, 28 years old. An accountant working for Waterhouse in Manhattan.”

			“Next of kin?” Haynes asked.

			“Yes, her parents, who both live in Jersey. We are trying to reach them,” Buckley said.

			“Boyfriend? Best friend? Who was the last person to see her?” Haynes questioned.

			“Working on it, Silas.”

			They stepped past the shocked and quiet uniformed officers and into the kitchen, where the true horror awaited. Elaine Simmons lay sprawled on the floor, her eyes wide open and vacant, a gaping hole starting in her chest stretched down to her pelvis. Blood splattered the white tiles, the walls, and even the ceiling, a grotesque mural of violence. A red and yellow rope-like tissue, he guessed was her intestines or bowels, was wrapped tightly around her neck. The intestines had ruptured in a few places, allowing feces to ooze out onto her chest and floor. As Haynes stood looking over the girl, he could see into the cavity and make out the girl’s spine.

			

			“Jesus,” Haynes breathed, his stomach churning. He had seen his fair share of gruesome crime scenes, but this... this was different. There was a calculated cruelty to it, a level of depravity and evil he had only ever seen in Vietnam.

			“Detective Haynes,” one of the forensics guys standing at her outstretched arms said, his voice hushed. “You need to see this.”

			Haynes approached the body cautiously, his eyes drawn to Elaine’s hands. In each one, she clutched a mangled, bloody mass.

			“Half of her heart in each hand as far as I can make out,” the technician explained, his voice barely a whisper.

			Haynes felt the tiny hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. The sheer brutality of the act, the violation of the human body, left him speechless. What kind of monster could do this? What could possibly be the motive behind such a heinous crime?

			He turned to Buckley, his voice firm. “Canvas the neighborhood. Talk to everyone, even if they think they saw nothing. We need every detail, no matter how insignificant it seems.”

			Buckley nodded, his youthful enthusiasm momentarily dimmed by the gravity of the situation.

			As Haynes surveyed the scene once more, a sense of unease settled over him. This wasn’t just a murder; it was a statement. A terrifying display of power and control. And he knew, with a chilling certainty, that this was just the beginning. 

			“I want to know if she was seeing anyone. I want a list of her friends, where she worked, where she went to school—everything!”

			An officer knocked at the door. Both Haynes and Buckley looked up.

			“Detectives, I just got a message from the station to pass on to you—it may be nothing, but apparently, the victim reported her handbag had been stolen from her at the Chelsea markets yesterday while she was having lunch with a colleague,” he said.

			

			Both detectives were still standing in the kitchen. In one movement, they both turned their heads to the right, where a Louis Vuitton bag had been placed on the counter.

			“Did they say what brand and color the bag was?” Haynes asked.

			“Yeah—beige, Louis Vuitton.”

			“I guess that’s how he got inside then,” Haynes said.

			

			Chapter 19

			September 22, 1989.

			My parents, the high-powered Manhattan lawyers, paved the way for me to end up at Harvard. They had their hearts set on me following in their footsteps, but honestly I had no clue what the fuck I wanted. I did well in school, aced all the tests, had an IQ of 150, but I never really connected with anyone. People just weren’t my thing. I excelled at tennis and boxing. Both were individual sports where I had the opportunity to get a victory over someone else. A fair contest. I fucking hated team sports.

			Girls, though, that was a different story. There were plenty of them around, and I wasn’t exactly looking for anything serious. Just fun and games until one of them got pregnant. My parents, always the problem solvers, handled it quietly. They had big plans for me, and a teenage pregnancy wasn’t part of the picture.

			So, there I was, living in a swanky apartment near Harvard, courtesy of my folks. I also had a small studio in New York, all to myself for when I needed to escape life in Boston—my parents knew I didn’t want to stay at their home, so this was a way for them to keep me close without suffocating me. 

			I don’t even remember applying to Harvard, as it was all handled behind the scenes. Harvard Law—the obvious choice for someone like me, right? But I had zero interest. Luckily, money wasn’t an issue. My parents gave me a hefty allowance every month, no questions asked. They knew I wasn’t thrilled about being in Boston, but we had a deal: I’d do my time at Harvard, and in return they’d fund a two-year backpacking trip through Europe after I graduated High School.

			As per the deal, when my high school days ended, I took off and explored pretty much every corner of the European continent. Eastern Europe was where I really felt at home. Prague, Budapest and Bucharest—those cities had a raw energy that I loved. In Prague, I stumbled upon a hidden jazz club in a dimly lit cellar, where the music spoke to me and seemed to seep into my soul. Budapest’s thermal baths were like gateways to another world, where locals and travelers mingled in steamy bliss. And in Bucharest, I explored crumbling palaces and wandered through sprawling parks, feeling like I was stepping back in time. It was magical.

			

			Of course, with a seemingly endless supply of cash and a penchant for partying, I had my fair share of wild nights. Cocaine fueled many of these escapades, blurring the lines between reality and fantasy. I found myself in smoky back rooms with questionable characters, dancing while on acid until dawn in abandoned factories, indulging in every excess imaginable.

			There were nights when I felt like I was on top of the world, surrounded by beautiful people and endless possibilities. But as the sun rose and the effects of the drugs wore off, a sense of emptiness would creep back in—the void in my soul made its appearance again. The people I met were mostly just fleeting connections, faces in the crowd that would quickly fade from memory. And the cocaine, which had initially felt like a key unlocking a world of excitement, now just seemed to numb everything. Nothing compared to the high I felt from that first kill. No drug or experience I could fathom came close to that feeling.

			The constant pursuit of pleasure started to feel hollow. I was getting bored. I longed for something more meaningful, something to anchor me amidst the chaos. But with each new city and each new experience, each new girl I fucked, the feeling of isolation only grew stronger. I craved a deeper connection, but the people I encountered meant nothing to me—easily manipulated and discarded.

			By the time I got to Harvard, my European adventure felt like a distant memory, a fever dream of excess and indulgence. The law books on my desk seemed to mock me, their pages filled with words that meant nothing to me. The thrill of the chase, the adrenaline rush of the kill, that’s what I truly craved. I needed to feel that power again, the control over another person’s life. Killing Emily was the drug I had been looking for. Nothing else in the past two years had ever come close. Sitting in lecture halls full of students started feeling like looking at a menu. I would scan them, their faces, their hair color, body size, and weight. It really was like choosing from a menu, except that only a few items on it appealed to me. I didn’t know why—it wasn’t a choice I consciously made. It just was.

			

			Chapter 20

			September 25, 1989.

			The whole damn city was still buzzing about Emily’s murder. It was like a non-stop funeral, with vigils every other night and support groups popping up like mushrooms after rain. It was almost laughable, the way people clung to each other, seeking comfort in shared grief as if their tears could bring her back—or that she even mattered at all.

			I loved it.

			The newspapers were no better. Every day, a new article, the same old story rehashed. No new leads, no suspects, just a lot of hand-wringing and speculation. The cops were clearly stumped. It was almost too easy. Her parents and younger brothers had appeared on the news numerous times, imploring the killer to turn himself in. The cops were constantly insinuating the net was closing on the killer, and it would be just a matter of time before they were apprehended. I laughed.

			Then there was the rumor. A photograph—or possibly photographs. Left at the scene. My photographs.

			A shiver of excitement ran through me. They were getting closer. Not close enough to catch me, of course, but close enough to make things interesting. I imagined the detectives huddled over the photos, their faces etched with frustration. They were looking for a monster, a depraved killer. Little did they know, the monster was right under their noses.

			I went about my days as usual, attending classes, studying, and socializing. On the surface, I was the perfect student: charming, intelligent, well-liked. But beneath the facade, I was relishing the chaos I’d created.

			I’d eavesdrop on conversations, listening to the theories and speculations. Some thought it was a random attack, a case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Others whispered about a stalker, a jilted lover seeking revenge. The truth, of course, was far more boring. I’d simply chosen Emily, and she’d been unlucky enough to cross my path. I was still not sure what the exact trigger was. Even I didn’t know what it was that drew me to her, but I was determined to understand it further.

			

			The vigils were particularly entertaining. People gathered in the park, lighting candles, sharing memories, singing hymns—pretending to care. It was all so performative, so fake. I’d watch from a distance, a ghost among the living. Their grief was a spectacle, a source of amusement.

			One night, I even dared to attend one of the support groups. I sat in the back, listening to the stories of loss and pain. I nodded sympathetically and offered words of comfort. It was a performance worthy of an Oscar. Inside, I was laughing.

			The rumor about the photographs continued to circulate. It became a focal point of the investigation, a tantalizing clue. Even the media started reporting on it. The police released a statement, asking anyone with information about the photos to come forward. I watched the news report with a smirk. They were playing right into my hands.

			

			Chapter 21

			Stacey, 19, Cuban-born and Miami-raised, wasn’t just your average beach babe. Sure, the sun-kissed skin, the infectious smile, and the party-ready attitude were all there, but there was a depth to her that most folks missed. They saw ‘Easy Stacey,’ the girl who always said yes to a good time, the one with a list of friends longer than Santa’s gift list. But underneath, there was a mind that ticked differently, a curiosity about the darker side of life, the whys and hows of human behavior. Hence, the criminology major at Harvard was a choice that made the people she’d meet scratch their heads, and her friends raise an eyebrow or two. It made no sense, but she wanted to be an FBI agent.

			Growing up in the vibrant chaos of Miami had shaped Stacey in ways she barely understood herself. The city exuded vibrancy, bursting with life, a mix of neon lights, spicy food, and a rhythm that seeped into your bones. Her childhood home was a modest casita painted a cheerful yellow, always overflowing with family and the smell of her mom’s cooking. Her mother, Mary, with her endless telenovelas and sage advice, was her constant companion, while her dad, a hardworking mechanic with a booming laugh, taught her the value of a good work ethic.

			High school was a blur of beach days, late-night study sessions fueled by Cuban coffee, and a social life that kept her occupied almost every day of her week. She was the girl everyone wanted to be around, the one who could turn a dull Tuesday into a fiesta. Guys flocked to her, but romance? Nah, that was a complication she didn’t need. Her focus was on her studies, her friends, and the occasional volunteer gig at the local youth center, where she tried to steer kids away from the trouble that lurked on every corner.

			Harvard was a shock to the system. Gone were the palm trees and the familiar faces, replaced by brick buildings, a biting wind, and a sea of unfamiliar accents. The first few weeks were tough. She missed the warmth of Miami, the comfort of her family, and the easy camaraderie of her friends. The academic rigor was intense, the competition fierce, and for the first time in her life, Stacey felt like a small fish in a very big pond.

			

			But she wasn’t about to let a little homesickness and academic pressure get her down. She dove headfirst into her classes, her natural curiosity piqued by the complex theories of criminal behavior. The library became her second home, the stacks of dusty books a treasure trove of knowledge waiting to be explored. She even joined the debate team, her quick wit and sharp tongue a formidable weapon in the verbal sparring matches.

			And then there were the people. Harvard was a melting pot of cultures and personalities, a kaleidoscope of backgrounds and ambitions. At first, Stacey stuck to her Miami crew—the familiar faces a lifeline in this strange new world. But gradually, she started branching out, drawn to the quirky, the intellectual, the ones who saw beyond the ‘easy girl’ facade.

			There was Anya, the Russian chess prodigy with a dry sense of humor and a love for obscure indie bands. Ben, the lanky Texan with a passion for environmental activism and a surprisingly soulful singing voice. And Maya, the fierce feminist from Brooklyn who challenged Stacey’s views on everything from politics to pop culture.

			With them, Stacey felt a connection she hadn’t experienced before. They saw her intelligence, her ambition, the fire that burned beneath the sunny exterior. They debated, they laughed, they explored the hidden corners of Cambridge, and they pushed each other to be better, to think deeper, to question everything. They were equals.

			By the time the leaves started turning crimson and gold, Stacey was no longer just surviving at Harvard; she was thriving. She had found her place, her people, her purpose. She had just started her second year—the homesickness still tugged at her heart sometimes, but it was tempered by the excitement of this new chapter in her life. She was still Stacey, the girl who loved to laugh and dance and soak up the sun, but she was also something more: a scholar, a friend, a woman on the cusp of discovering her true potential.

			

			Her friends would discuss what they thought Stacey would one day be. She might become a renowned criminal profiler, a crusading defense attorney, or maybe even a professor, inspiring the next generation of criminologists. They loved her and knew the possibilities were endless.

			

			Chapter 22

			September 26, 1989.

			In the midst of the Emily chaos, a new distraction caught my eye—Stacey Webster. She sat one row ahead of me in Criminal Law, her long brown hair always falling just over her shoulder. There was a quiet intensity about her, a spark in her eyes that intrigued me.

			It wasn’t about starting a relationship. That wasn’t my style. It was about the hunt, the thrill of the chase. Catching her—owning her. I wanted her to be unaware, just prey in my game. And for weeks, that’s exactly how it played out.

			I observed her for nearly three weeks, learning her routines, her habits. I noticed the way she bit her lip when concentrating, the way she fidgeted with her pen when nervous. These little details, these vulnerabilities, were like puzzle pieces, and I was assembling the picture—committing it all to memory.

			I didn’t rush things. Patience was key. I needed the perfect opportunity, a moment when she’d be alone—vulnerable—in a secluded spot, away from prying eyes. Somewhere I could exert my control—my power.

			During lectures, I’d let my gaze linger on the back of her neck, the curve of her spine. I imagined my hands on her, the feel of her skin beneath my fingertips, her blood flowing through my fingers. Her life slipping away. It sent a thrill through me, a dark anticipation.

			I’d follow her, keeping a safe distance. I knew the route she took home, the coffee shop she frequented, and the library corner where she studied. I was gathering information—building a map of her world.

			One afternoon, I saw her leave the library alone. It was late—the campus nearly deserted. She headed towards a secluded path that cut through a wooded area, which she often used, but not this late in the afternoon. My heart quickened—this was it.

			

			I followed, keeping to the shadows. The path was dimly lit, the trees casting long, eerie shadows. The wooded area was small, the pathway was only about 200 yards long. Stacey walked briskly, her head down, lost in her own thoughts. I could hear her footsteps, the rustle of leaves beneath her feet. I only had a small window to get this done.

			I quickened my pace, closing the distance between us. I could feel the adrenaline pumping through my veins—the hunt was on.

			I emerged from the trees when she was about halfway down the path, stepping onto the path directly behind her. She didn’t notice me at first—her focus elsewhere. I savored the moment, the anticipation building.

			“Stacey,” I said softly, my voice a low rumble in the quiet afternoon.

			She gasped, spinning around. She instinctively clutched her bag to her chest. Her eyes widened in fear as she recognized me. I smiled, enjoying her vulnerability.

			“David? What are you doing here?” she stammered. I was surprised she knew my name.

			I shrugged, taking a step closer. “Just taking a walk. Fancy seeing you here,” I said, smiling widely, trying to put her at ease.

			She clutched her books tighter, her body tense. I could smell her fear—taste it in the air. It was intoxicating.

			“I... I need to get home,” she said, her voice trembling.

			The thrill of the moment coursed through me. This was what I lived for—the power—the domination. Emily was just the beginning. Stacey was the next chapter. I smiled reassuringly at her, lifted the camera to my face, and took the shot. The flash stunned her—she squeezed her eyes shut. I took two steps toward her and swung my left fist, striking her against the side of her head. She dropped to the ground.

			You’re mine.

			

			Chapter 23

			With Stacey cradled tenderly in my arms, I trudged through the dense undergrowth, careful to avoid any twigs or branches that could snag her petite frame. Her weight was almost imperceptible as I carried her with one arm.

			Gently laying her down on the damp earth, I couldn’t help but notice the massive hematoma forming on the side of her head where I had struck her. It looked as though someone had taken a golf ball and forcefully lodged it under her delicate skin. The discoloration spread out like a dark cloud, stark against her once vibrant complexion. I grabbed my Polaroid camera, eager to capture this moment forever.

			As the photograph developed before my eyes, I carefully positioned it next to Stacey’s head and took another one for myself. Just as I had done with Emily weeks ago, I knelt behind Stacey’s head and gazed upon her unconscious form. The tranquility etched on her face was a beautiful contrast to the brutality of her death, which would follow soon. With one hand supporting her back, I lifted her head up and positioned the knife just below her right ear. A rush of warm blood flowed out rapidly at first before slowing to a steady trickle. I reveled in the feeling of it seeping between my latex gloves, savoring every sensation, watching the arterial spray forming a red mist over her body.

			As her heart stopped beating and the blood flow ceased, I knew she was gone.

			At that moment, she belonged to me forever.

			Gently placing Stacey’s head back down onto the ground, I stood up and scanned the surrounding area for any potential witnesses on the nearby pathway. Seeing none, I moved to Stacey’s feet and snapped another picture with my camera, pleased with how strikingly beautiful the vibrant red blood looked against her pristine white jacket. With a satisfied smile on my face, I carefully placed one photograph next to Stacey’s head, where it showed her alive and unharmed, a cruel contrast to her current state. Then, with the rain starting to fall once again, I carefully tucked the before and after photos into the sleeve of Stacey’s jacket for safekeeping. Two more pictures were stowed away in my backpack as I did a final sweep of the area before disappearing into the woods, leaving behind the pool of blood and my victim’s lifeless body.

			

			Chapter 24

			September 27, 1989.

			The news hit the campus like a bomb the following day. Stacey was missing. Vanished into thin air. Considering Emily’s murder just a few weeks ago, the fear was palpable. Her friends were frantic, her family distraught. The whole place was on edge.

			Search parties were organized, combing every inch of the campus, focusing on the routes Stacey was known to take. The police brought in dogs, their noses sniffing out any trace of her. The tension was thick—the silence punctuated only by the occasional bark or the crunch of leaves underfoot.

			I watched it all unfold with detached amusement. The frantic energy, the desperate hope, it was all so predictable—pathetic. I joined one of the search parties in the afternoon, feigning concern and offering words of encouragement to some worried faces. It was a worthy performance. Inside, I was reveling in the drama, the fear.

			As the hours ticked by, hope dwindled. It started raining harder as it got darker, casting an immense feeling of hopelessness across the campus—and all of Boston. The searchers grew weary, their faces etched with despair.

			At four in the morning, a breakthrough. One of the dogs picked up a scent, leading the searchers deep into the woods. They followed, their flashlights cutting through the darkness. I trailed behind, my heart pounding with anticipation and excitement.

			They found Stacey on her back with her eyes wide open—but vacant. Her once vibrant life—extinguished. The scene was gruesome—her body lay in a puddle of water mixed with her blood, which had formed an eerie type of mud. A wave of nausea swept over the searchers. I felt a cold satisfaction. I returned home to rest. I lay in bed replaying the reactions and expressions of the search party to the discovery of her body. I replayed the sensations I felt when her blood gushed out over the white jacket—through my fingers. I didn’t even realize it, but I was stroking myself, remembering the sounds, the feelings, the smells, and the fear I saw in her eyes when she turned and saw me. And that was the moment I climaxed.

			

			Chapter 25

			A crisp early morning breeze in Boston hinted at autumn. It had been raining for a few days now. Detective Casey Bishop, 48, pulled her worn leather jacket tighter as she stepped out of her aging sedan. The precinct parking lot was still mostly empty. She ran a hand through her short, salt-and-pepper hair, a nervous habit she’d never managed to shake, even after three decades on the force.

			Inside, the precinct hummed with the low-level energy of a place that never truly slept. The smell of stale coffee and disinfectant hung in the air, a familiar scent that Bishop had long ago ceased to care about. She made her way to her desk, a cluttered island in the sea of cubicles, and dropped her bag with a heavy sigh.

			Just as she was settling in, the phone on her desk rang. 

			“Bishop here,” she said, balancing the phone between her ear and shoulder. 

			“Casey, glad you’re in,” a male voice said, which brought a smile to Bishop’s face. Detective Troy Franklin, 51, her partner of twenty years and closest friend, was as reliable as the sunrise.

			“There’s another one,” Franklin’s voice boomed through the speaker. “We got a call. Female body, found in the woods out near Waltham. Looks like another homicide—similar to Emily Nolan.”

			Bishop’s smile faded. “On my way,” she replied, her voice taking on the professional tone that had become second nature.

			She grabbed her coat and headed out, her mind already racing. Another life lost—another family shattered. It never got easier.

			***

			Across town, Franklin was already on the move. He’d swung by his house to grab a quick coffee and a change of clothes, leaving a hastily scribbled note for his wife and two sons. They were used to his unpredictable schedule by now, but it still tugged at his heart every time he had to leave before they woke.

			

			Franklin’s cruiser, a battered veteran like himself, roared to life. He merged onto the highway, the city lights blurring past. His thoughts drifted to Bishop. They’d first met as two rookies, full of idealism and ambition at the academy. Over the years, they’d seen the best and worst of humanity, their friendship forged through all their shared experiences, good and bad. They were more than just partners—they were family.

			***

			The crime scene was a desolate patch of woods, the trees casting long shadows in the pale morning light. Uniformed officers had already cordoned off the area, their faces grim. Bishop parked next to Franklin’s cruiser and stepped out, the chill air biting at her cheeks.

			Franklin was waiting for her, his expression somber. “Casey,” he nodded in greeting.

			“Troy,” she replied, her voice tight.

			They exchanged a look, a silent acknowledgment of the task ahead. Together, they walked towards the woods, their footsteps crunching on the fallen leaves. The entrance to the crime scene was marked by a fluttering strip of yellow tape. They ducked under it, stepping into the hushed world of death and investigation.

			

			Chapter 26

			September 28, 1989.

			The stench of death now tainted the woods, usually a place of tranquil beauty. A cluster of uniformed officers stood huddled together, their faces pale, their flashlights casting eerie shadows that danced among the trees in the light falling rain. They were greeted by Dr Lawrence Clay, the medical examiner with whom they had worked countless times over the last twenty years. He handed them both a package containing plastic coverings for their shoes, which they awkwardly slipped their feet into.

			Bishop’s heart pounded in her chest as they approached the body. Stacey Webster, just 20 years old, lay lifeless on the damp forest floor. Her once vibrant eyes were now staring blankly at the canopy of leaves above. A single bruise marred her pale face, and a dark stain spread across her white jacket, signaling the brutal violence that had ended her life.

			Bishop felt a lump form in her throat. She blinked back tears, the senselessness of it all threatening to overwhelm her. These girls, Emily and now Stacey—they hadn’t even had a chance to truly live their lives. The thought of their stolen futures, their unfulfilled dreams, filled her with a profound sadness. Bishop had a daughter of the same age and imagined what it would feel like to be a parent, knowing your daughter’s life had ended like this.

			Franklin, usually stoic and composed, was also visibly shaken. His jaw was clenched, his hands balled into fists. He surveyed the scene with a steely gaze, his anger simmering beneath the surface. His two sons were much younger, but he felt and had the same thoughts Bishop had.

			The forensic team moved around them, meticulously documenting every detail. The flash of cameras, the murmur of voices, the rustle of plastic suits—it all blended into a surreal symphony of death.

			“What can you tell us, Lawrence?” Bishop asked Clay.

			

			“Well, rigor mortis has passed, so I’d say she died twenty-four to thirty-six hours ago. Probably Tuesday evening. The only visible injury at this stage seems to be the large laceration to her throat, and based on the amount of blood pooled on the ground behind her head indicates she bled to death—but I can’t be certain until we do the autopsy,” Clay replied.

			Suddenly, a sickening sequence of two words pierced the morning quiet. One of the forensic technicians, a young man with a mop of unruly hair, lifted Stacey’s head by the chin. Another technician, camera in hand, pointed it at her lifeless face.

			“Say cheese,” he quipped, his voice echoing through the silent woods.

			A wave of revulsion washed over Bishop. She felt her stomach churn. How could they? How could they be so callous, so disrespectful in the face of such tragedy?

			The technician holding Stacey’s head let it fall back with a sickening thud, exposing the gaping wound in her neck. The dark, jagged opening resembled a grotesque, macabre smile. The two technicians burst into quiet laughter, their insensitive disregard for the sanctity of life sending a shiver down Bishop’s spine.

			Franklin exploded. “Get the fuck out of my crime scene!” he roared, his voice laced with fury. “Both of you! Now! FUCK OFF!”

			The technicians, startled by his outburst, stumbled back, their laughter dying in their throats.

			“Lawrence,” Franklin said, his voice shaking with rage. “They have no business being here if they can’t show even a modicum of respect for the deceased.”

			Dr Lawrence Clay glared at the two technicians, motioning to them to leave the scene. The technicians, their faces pale, mumbled apologies and quickly retreated. Bishop watched them go, her disgust mingled with a sense of helplessness. How could people be so cruel?

			She turned back to Stacey, her heart aching. She knelt beside the young woman’s body, gently brushing a strand of hair from her face. “I’m so sorry, Stacey,” she whispered. “We’ll find who did this to you. I promise.” She worked hard to stop tears from forming in her eyes and looked up at Franklin, who did have tears running down his face. The weight of the task ahead pressed down on them. Two young lives snuffed out; two families shattered. And the killer was still out there, lurking in the shadows. 

			

			Bishop knew they were in a race against time, a race to catch a monster before he claimed another victim.

			She stood up, looking Franklin in the eye. They both had an unspoken understanding between them—they would not rest until justice was served. For Emily, for Stacey, for all the potential victims out there. The person responsible for this would pay for his crimes.

			Bishop turned and noted Kieran Charles, a crime reporter for the Globe, staring at the body. “Say Cheese,” she heard him repeat under his breath as he scribbled in his notepad. Then he nodded to himself. “The ‘Say Cheese’ killer.”

			

			Chapter 27

			September 28, 1989.

			When I woke a few hours later, I felt energized. I couldn’t wait to see how this day would turn out. 

			The news and—expectedly—the rumors, had spread like wildfire. The campus was plunged into mourning once again. The fear intensified, the whispers growing louder. The police had launched a full-scale investigation, vowing to find the killer. Someone referred to the murderer as the Say Cheese Killer. It made no sense at the time.

			I watched it all from a distance, a player studying the game board. The grief, the anger, the fear, it was all music to my ears. I attended a vigil that night. 

			The following day, I grabbed an apple on my way out to campus and bought a copy of the Globe with a very intriguing headline.

			***

			The Say Cheese Killer Strikes Again!

			By Kieran Charles

			Boston, MA – September 28, 1989 - A wave of terror has swept across Boston as a second young woman has fallen victim to what is now believed to be a serial killer, dubbed the “Say Cheese Killer.” Stacey Webster, a 20-year-old student, was found murdered in a wooded area near campus, just weeks after the tragic death of Emily Nolan in Strawberry Hill Park.

			Both victims were discovered with a Polaroid photograph of themselves placed near their bodies, their faces frozen in a final, terrified expression. The chilling signature has led authorities to believe the two murders are connected, sending shockwaves through the city, and leaving students and residents alike living in fear.

			

			The once vibrant campus is now shrouded in an atmosphere of dread. Students are afraid to walk alone, even in broad daylight. The university has increased security measures, but the sense of unease remains.

			“It’s terrifying,” said one student who wished to remain anonymous. “We don’t know who to trust, where it’s safe. It feels like the killer could be anyone, anywhere.”

			Detectives Casey Bishop and Detective Troy Franklin, already burdened with the unsolved murder of Emily, are now leading the investigation into Stacey’s death. They are working around the clock, following every lead, but so far the killer remains elusive.

			“We are urging anyone with any information, no matter how small, to come forward,” Detective Bishop stated in a press conference. “We need the public’s help to catch this monster before he strikes again.”

			The entire city of Boston is on edge. Parents are keeping their children close, women are afraid to venture out alone, and the streets are noticeably quieter after dark. The Say Cheese Killer has cast a long shadow over the city, leaving everyone wondering who will be next.

			As the investigation continues, the police are urging residents to be vigilant and report any suspicious activity. They are also advising people to take precautions, such as walking in groups and avoiding isolated areas.

			“We need to work together to stop this killer,” Detective Franklin said. “We need everyone to be our eyes and ears. If you see something, say something.”

			The murders of Emily and Stacey have left a deep scar on the Boston community. Vigils and memorials have been held for both victims, and there is a growing sense of unity in the face of this shared tragedy.

			“We will not let fear control us,” said a local community leader. “We will stand together, support each other, and demand justice for Emily and Stacey.”

			As the city mourns its lost daughters, the hunt for the Say Cheese Killer intensifies. The police are determined to bring this predator to justice, and they will not rest until they do.

			In the meantime, the chilling question remains: who will be next?

			***

			

			Chapter 28

			September 29, 1989.

			The idea to call Linda hit me out of the blue. I found her number in the back of a pair of jeans I’d worn a few weeks earlier. 

			I dialed. 

			Her voice, when she answered, was warm and friendly. We chatted effortlessly, the conversation flowing easily. Before I knew it, I was asking her out to dinner, my motives unclear to myself—did I want to date her or kill her?

			We decided on a cozy Italian restaurant the following night in the heart of Boston, its inviting ambiance promising an escape from the sterile Harvard environment. As I walked towards the restaurant, my mind raced with anticipation. There seemed to be something different about her. I wondered if she would even like me. Would we have anything in common besides our being at Harvard?

			Linda was already waiting for me at a table by the window, a radiant smile on her face. She looked stunning in a simple yet elegant black dress, her blonde hair cascading over her shoulders. I took a seat opposite her, my earlier anxieties fading away.

			Over a delicious meal of pasta and wine, we delved deeper into each other’s lives, our conversation weaving a pattern of shared dreams and hidden fears. It was easy to weave lies into reality. Linda was quick-witted and insightful, her observations laced with a gentle humor that made me feel instantly at ease. I found myself drawn to her intelligence and compassion, her passion for social justice—a refreshing change from the cutthroat ambition of my fellow law students.

			“This is delicious,” Linda remarked, savoring a bite of her lasagna. “But I have to ask, how can you afford this if you’re just a student?”

			

			I chuckled, a wave of guilt washing over me. “My parents are... well-off,” I admitted, choosing my words carefully. “They’re both lawyers, and they’ve always been generous with me.”

			Linda nodded, a hint of understanding in her eyes. “I see,” she said, her voice soft. “And where is it you live?”

			“Just a few blocks away,” I replied. “It’s nothing fancy, but it’s convenient for classes.”

			“I’ve always wondered what the apartments near Harvard are like,” she said.

			The truth was that my apartment was anything but “nothing fancy.” It was a spacious loft overlooking the Charles River, a gift from my parents to ensure my comfort during my studies. But I didn’t want Linda to think I was spoiled or entitled, so I downplayed my living situation.

			As the conversation continued, I found myself struggling to pay attention—I had to look at her directly to take in details spilling from her mouth. She had grown up in Hull, East Yorkshire—a working-class city in England, far removed from the privileged bubble of Harvard. She spoke of her childhood with a mixture of fondness and sadness, her voice tinged with the pain of witnessing the hardships faced by her community.

			Maybe I should just turn and leave?

			“Most of the families at my school lived in poverty,” Linda explained, her eyes reflecting the weight of her memories. “There was so much abuse, so much neglect. I saw girls my age forced into marriages they didn’t want, families torn apart by addiction and violence. It was heartbreaking.”

			I listened intently, pretending to care—pretending to be interested. Linda’s words painted a stark picture of a world I had only ever glimpsed through the pages of textbooks, a world where survival was a daily struggle, and hope was a luxury few could afford.

			“I decided then that I wanted to make a difference,” Linda continued, her voice filled with determination. “I applied for a bursary to study social science at Harvard, with the goal of returning to the UK and helping families in poverty. I want to give them the tools and support they need to break the cycle of poverty and create a better future for their children.”

			Noble.

			

			I was surprised by Linda’s resilience and compassion. She had faced adversity head-on, turning her pain into a powerful force for good. 

			As the evening drew to a close, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of real interest and admiration for her. She had shown me a world beyond the confines of my privileged existence, a world where compassion and social justice were not just abstract concepts, but a lived reality. I knew then that she would not be my next victim. She was the first person I had met in a very long time that I wouldn’t mind being around. This was a rare find.

			Walking Linda back to her dorm, I felt something new. The gnawing emptiness that had haunted me for so long was slowly being replaced by a flicker of substance. But beneath that flicker, a darker thought stirred. Linda’s vulnerability—her innocence—it intrigued me. 

			

			Chapter 29

			October 2, 1989.

			The media circus surrounding the Say Cheese murders was a constant source of entertainment for me. Every news bulletin, every newspaper headline, it was all about me, even if they didn’t know it. I was the ghost in the machine, the unseen hand pulling the strings.

			I’d heard the rumor about the forensics guy and his sick joke. “Say Cheese.” It was perfect, a chilling moniker that captured the essence of my work. The media ate it up, the public was terrified. I couldn’t have scripted it better myself.

			***

			Police Seek Public’s Help as Fear Grips Boston

			By Claire Southfield

			Boston, MA – October 2, 1989 - The city of Boston remains on edge as the investigation into the “Say Cheese” murders continues with no significant breakthroughs. Detectives Casey Bishop and Detective Troy Franklin, leading the investigation, are appealing to the public for any information that could help identify the perpetrator responsible for the deaths of Emily Nolan and Stacey Webster.

			Both young women, 19 and 20 years old, respectively, were found murdered in secluded areas near their college campus. The existence of chilling Polaroid photographs left at each scene, capturing the victims’ final moments, has now been confirmed by the Police Department, believing this is the killer’s signature. Detective Bishop has also confirmed it’s very likely both murders were committed by the same killer, solidifying the belief that a serial killer is at large.

			

			The murders have cast a dark shadow over the city, leaving residents and students alike feeling vulnerable and afraid. The once vibrant campus is now a somber place, with many students expressing their fear and anxiety.

			“It’s hard to focus on anything else,” said a student who wished to remain anonymous. “We’re constantly looking over our shoulders, wondering if we’re next.”

			Detectives Bishop and Franklin are urging anyone who may have seen or heard anything suspicious in the vicinity of the murders to come forward. They are particularly interested in any information regarding individuals who may have an unusual interest in photography or who have displayed concerning behavior.

			“We need the public’s help to catch this killer,” Detective Bishop stated in a recent press conference. “Even the smallest detail could be crucial in our investigation.”

			In response to the growing fear and concern, the police have increased patrols in and around the campus and surrounding areas. They are also working closely with the university to enhance security measures and provide support to students and staff.

			The murders of Emily and Stacey have united the community in grief and determination. Vigils and memorials continue to be held, and there is a growing resolve to bring the killer to justice.

			“We will not let fear win,” said a community leader at a recent gathering. “We will stand together, support each other, and ensure that those responsible for these heinous crimes are held accountable.”

			Despite the lack of significant leads, Detectives Bishop and Franklin remain committed to solving these cases. They are utilizing all available resources, including forensic analysis, witness interviews, and surveillance footage, to piece together the puzzle and identify the Say Cheese Killer.

			The investigation is ongoing, and the police are confident that with the public’s help, they will bring the perpetrator to justice.

			Anyone with information is urged to contact the Boston Police Department immediately.

			

			***

			Amid the chaos, I’d managed to squeeze in a second date with Linda. She was proving to be a delightful distraction, and her bubbly personality and naïve trust were refreshing changes from the grim reality of my other life.

			Over dinner, she’d suggested I meet her friends, Jane and Pete. “You’d love them,” she’d gushed. “They’re so much fun!”

			I smiled and nodded, my mind already racing. New faces, new opportunities. The thought of infiltrating another social circle, of weaving my web of deception, sent a thrill through me. I continued to follow the news religiously, analyzing every detail, every theory. The police were still floundering, grasping at straws. They had no idea who they were dealing with.

			Linda called me one evening, her voice bubbling with excitement. “Jane and Pete are having a party this weekend,” she announced. “You have to come!”

			I feigned enthusiasm, assuring her I wouldn’t miss it. I hung up the phone, a smile playing on my lips. The party was the perfect opportunity to meet her friends, to expand my network, to plant the seeds for future endeavors. It was an opportunity for me to seem normal—to fit in.

			

			Chapter 30

			October 7, 1989.

			It was our third date—a house party near Harvard Square, hosted by her friends. I was looking forward to it, not in the way most people would, with butterflies and anticipation, but with a cold, calculating interest. It was another chance to spend time with Linda, to observe her in her natural habitat, so to speak. To see how she interacted with her friends, to gauge her vulnerabilities, her weaknesses.

			Walking up to the house, the thrum of music and muffled laughter spilling onto the street, I felt a flicker of something akin to nervousness. Not the usual kind, mind you, but a thrill of the hunt. What if her friends didn’t like me? What if they saw through my carefully constructed facade? It was a challenge, a game, and I was ready to play.

			Linda, radiant in a flowing summer dress, squeezed my hand reassuringly. “Don’t worry,” she whispered, “they’re going to love you.” Her trust in me was almost comical. It was so easy to manipulate her, to pull her strings.

			The party was in full swing when we arrived. The living room was packed with dancing bodies, while others spilled onto the balcony, drinks in hand, the city lights twinkling below. Linda led me through the crowd, her hand never leaving mine. A gesture that would have warmed a normal person’s heart. For me, it was merely an observation.

			We found her friends in the kitchen, gathered around a makeshift bar. “Everyone, this is David,” Linda announced, her voice ringing above the din. “David, this is Jane, my best friend, and her boyfriend Pete.”

			Jane was striking, with long, auburn hair and piercing green eyes. Her smile was infectious, and I managed to take in her fantastic smell as I leaned in for a hug—the look she gave me when I retreated from the hug told me we would see a lot more of each other. Pete, tall and lanky with a mop of unruly brown hair, exuded a quiet confidence. We shook hands, and I felt like I would be able to make good use of him in the future. I filed these observations away, potential pawns in my game.

			

			We spent the rest of the evening chatting and laughing, the initial awkwardness quickly dissolving. We discovered a shared love for music and movies and a good debate. Jane was doing a fine arts degree, hoping to be a curator in a famous gallery one day. Pete, on the other hand, was a tech whiz. I mirrored their interests, their passions, their dreams. It was all part of the performance.

			By the time we stumbled out of the party, the first rays of dawn painting the sky, we were all thoroughly intoxicated. Linda leaned against me, her laughter echoing in the quiet streets. Jane and Pete, their arms slung around each other, walked ahead. I observed them all, noting their weaknesses, their vulnerabilities.

			Back at my apartment, the world seemed to tilt and spin. Linda collapsed onto the couch, her giggles morphing into soft snores. I gently covered her with a blanket. I couldn’t believe how easy it was to manipulate her, to gain her trust.

			As I lay down next to her, dawn was casting a soft glow across the room, I felt a sense of satisfaction. Linda stirred in her sleep, her hand reaching out to find mine. I intertwined my fingers with hers, the warmth of her touch feeling good, but otherwise meaningless to me.

			I knew, with absolute certainty, that I could spend a lot of time with her without getting bored or needing to kill her. I felt nothing for her but a cold curiosity, a fascination with her innocence. As I drifted to sleep, her head resting on my chest, I wondered how far I could push this game, how much I could take from her before she realized she was nothing to me. My mind drifted to my recent killings and the thrill of the hunt, but I decided I needed to lay low for a while. The massive police and security presence on campus and throughout the city had forced me to take a temporary break.

			

			Chapter 31

			October 12, 1989.

			Four friends in their twenties found their faces splashed by the bright lights of Times Square, painting them in a wild mix of colors. They laughed, their voices mixing with the city’s crazy symphony of car horns, street musicians, and the constant buzz of people. Their youthful energy filled the air, fueled by freedom and the promise of a night they could make their own.

			A man watched them from the edge of the square, his eyes narrowed as he followed their movements. He blended into the shadows, as unnoticed as the pigeons under the giant billboards. 

			Marcus watched them raise their glasses in a toast to a birthday, their laughter echoing through the square. He noticed their closeness, the easy jokes, the silent bond that connected them. But his attention was on one of them, a young woman with hair the color of copper and eyes that sparkled like emeralds in the city lights. Her name was Madison, a name he’d picked up from their conversation, a name that had become a constant thought in his twisted mind for the last few days.

			As the night went on, Marcus stayed a silent watcher, his eyes glued to Madison. He watched her dance with her friends, her laughter pulling him deeper into his obsession. He noticed every move she made, every look, every little change in her expression. He was a predator stalking his prey, his senses sharp, his instincts ready.

			When the group finally decided to call it a night, Marcus followed at a safe distance, his heart pounding. He trailed them through the maze of Manhattan streets, his eyes never leaving Madison’s retreating figure. He was a reflection in a dark window, his footsteps as silent as the shadows around him—a contrast to the loud laughter and enjoyment the group of friends were enjoying.

			

			They entered an unremarkable apartment building, their laughter echoing in the stairwell. Marcus paused outside, his breath coming in ragged gasps. He’d followed them to their home, a place where he could learn more about Madison, a place where he could start a new game.

			But fate had other plans. As Marcus watched, Madison came out of the building, keys jingling in her hand. She gave a casual wave to her friends, then disappeared down the street, her footsteps fading into the night.

			Marcus’s heart skipped a beat. This was his chance, a perfect opportunity to get Madison alone, to make her his. He followed the young woman, walking faster as the distance between them closed. He would have preferred more time to study and research her, but sometimes fate throws you an opportunity too good to pass by.

			She led him to a brownstone in Chelsea, a neighborhood known for its artistic vibe. She fumbled with her keys at the front door, her movements clumsy in her drunken state as she tried to find the right one. Marcus watched from the shadows, his anticipation growing.

			Finally, the door swung open, and the young lady went inside, the sound of the lock clicking shut echoing in the empty street. Marcus waited a moment, then crept forward, his eyes scanning the windows for any sign of movement—he saw nothing. He pictured her in her apartment, alone and vulnerable. The thought sent a thrill through him, a dark excitement that quickened his pulse.

			Marcus circled the building, scanning for an entry point. He spotted a fire escape at the back, its rusty rungs beckoning him like a challenge. With the agility of a cat, he ascended, his movements swift then slow to remain as silent as the rusty joints would allow.

			At the top, a window stood slightly open, curtains dancing in the breeze. He peered inside, his heart pounding with a mix of anticipation and excitement. There she was, Madison, her copper hair cascading over her shoulders, emerald eyes gleaming in the soft lamplight. She was engrossed in a magazine, her face serene and unaware of the danger lurking just outside.

			Marcus observed her, captivated by her beauty and innocence. A surge of possessiveness washed over him, a primal urge to claim her as his own. He meticulously surveyed the apartment and the surrounding area, ensuring she was alone. Satisfied, a confident smirk tugged at his lips. He knew he could execute his plan without a hitch.

			

			He gently pushed the window open, the faint creak swallowed by the city’s collection of sounds. He slipped inside, his movements as silent as a whisper. Navigating the hallway, he made his way to the kitchen, which opened onto the living room where Madison sat, her back to him, flicking mindlessly through TV channels. Perfect.

			He peeked around the corner, confirming she remained oblivious to his presence. Taking a deep breath, he closed the distance between them in one swift, silent motion. In a split second, he had her in a powerful headlock, his grip squeezing tight. She tried to scream, but only a muffled gasp escaped her lips. He held her there—one arm under her chin squeezing tightly, cutting the flow of blood and oxygen to her brain—the other over her mouth, ensuring no sound other than a muffled squeak would escape. 

			He relished her struggle until she finally went limp.

			Satisfied, he turned the lights off and dragged her unconscious body down the hallway, assuming the last door led to her bedroom. He entered and placed her on the bed, his dark eyes gleaming with a twisted sense of triumph.

			The city lights flickered outside, casting long shadows on the walls. The sound of a siren wailed in the distance, a mournful cry that echoed Madison’s unspoken terror. But no one heard her scream—no one came to her rescue.

			In the heart of the city that never sleeps, a young woman’s nightmare was just beginning. Marcus had found his prey, and he wouldn’t stop until she was his—body and soul. He craved her.

			

			Chapter 32

			October 12, 1989.

			The rush was intoxicating. Marcus would take his time with this one, but he had to hurry right now. He removed his backpack, placed it on the bed, unzipped it, and grabbed the duct tape. Quickly, he ripped off a strip and put it over Madison’s mouth. She was still out cold.

			He used rope to tie each wrist to a bedpost above her head, then made sure he secured her ankles in the same way at the foot of the bed. The streetlights illuminated the room perfectly. He was excited. He looked over his prey and knew he would take a significant step in his internal growth tonight.

			Marcus wanted her to be awake for this. He moved closer to her head and slapped her across the cheek three times. She stirred and tried to cough, but the tape stifled that. Her eyes burst open in fright. She rapidly looked around the room and found him standing beside her. She tried to scream, but again, it was muffled. 

			“Don’t worry, Madison, this will all be over soon,” he assured her in a very calm, monotonous voice. She tried to scream again and he slapped her. “Don’t do that, Madison,” he scolded. Marcus then tore a larger length of tape and put it over her mouth—just to be safe. 

			The metallic rattle of the front door lock startled him. 

			His adrenaline surged through his veins like a jolt of electricity as he grabbed the taser and knife he’d stashed in his backpack, and soundlessly slid down the hallway, his shoes padding softly against the cold hardwood floor. He slipped into the study, a room adjacent to the front door, and crouched low, his breath shallow and rapid. He could hear Madison trying to sound the warning from the bedroom. He made a mental note that she would pay for that.

			In the dim reflection of the window, Marcus made out a lone figure struggling with the keys. A wave of recognition washed over him—it was one of the guys from Madison’s party earlier that night. The man was clearly intoxicated, his movements clumsy and uncoordinated. Twice, the keys slipped from his grasp, clinking against the door with a jarring sound that echoed through the silent house when they landed on the floor. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, he managed to slot the key into the lock.

			

			Marcus retreated further into the study, his muscles coiled and ready. He heard the door swing open, followed by the soft thud of it closing. Footsteps, heavy and uneven, approached his hiding place. Marcus crouched lower, his grip tightening on the knife handle. 

			A wave of exhilaration washed over him as he relished this moment, the thrill of the hunt, the anticipation of the kill. The man, oblivious to the danger lurking in the shadows, stumbled past the study door. Marcus waited, his senses hyper-alert, not concerned about the noise Madison was making—sure this man wouldn’t comprehend the sound or its meaning.

			As he passed the entrance to the room, Marcus sprang into action. With the stealth of a cat, he stepped behind the man and pressed the taser to the back of his neck. Marcus pressed the trigger and sent a jolt through the man’s body, who crumpled to the floor. He then pulled the man by both feet down the hall into the room where Madison was tied up. She saw Marcus drag the man in and tried to scream again, breaking down in hysterics. Her body was convulsing, her head shaking from side to side, strange muffled noises coming from her mouth and tears streaming down her face.

			As fast as he could, Marcus put tape on the man’s mouth and tied his wrists and feet together, securing the hands to the top right leg of the bed. He pulled the rest of the man across the floor, the length of the bed, and secured the ankles at the bottom right leg of the bed. Marcus smiled.

			This is going to be fun.

			

			Chapter 33

			October 12, 1989.

			Marcus looked across at the photographs displayed on the makeup table. A few were wedged in between the mirror and the frame. One was of Madison and this man who was lying unconscious on the floor. Marcus plucked the photo from the mirror and turned it around. It read: Maddy and Craig—with a love heart.

			Craig.

			“Is Craig your special someone, Madison?” Marcus asked playfully. She stared blankly at him. “I think Craig is going to have a super time tonight,” he said, smiling. He picked the backpack up and removed the thick plastic coveralls, latex gloves, and shoe covers. He put it all on as carefully and quickly as he could—all the while, Madison watched.

			Craig began to stir. It sounded like he needed to vomit. He wriggled around a bit, unsure where he was and why he couldn’t move freely. Marcus walked up to where he was lying and kicked him very hard in the midsection, breaking what felt like at least two ribs. Craig let out a groan and what sounded like vomit inside his mouth. He started flailing around violently, trying to get free, trying to breathe. He was choking. 

			Marcus knelt close to Craig’s face. His uncomprehending eyes were open, looking to Marcus for help, but Marcus merely watched with interest, then smiled—an evil smile that sent more panic through the man. Craig tried to scream, and breathe, and swallow—all at once. None of it was working. Madison was again trying to scream, and it sounded a lot like the word help. Craig’s body started convulsing—his lungs trying to force him to breathe in, which he eventually did. Vomit filled his lungs, likely creating a sensation in Craig that felt like his chest was on fire. He gave a series of short, sharp convulsions before going still—and silent. Marcus stabbed the sharp knife into Craig’s temple to be sure he would remain still.

			

			That was easy.

			“Oh, Madison…” he whispered. “Madison…” A little louder. “I think your boyfriend is dead—sorry.” 

			He stood up and showed her the bloody knife.

			Madison attacked that last sentence with her entire body—her entire being. She tried to get her throat and voice into the fight, she tried to get her wrists out of their constraints, she tried to free her ankles and break free—all the while convulsing her entire body into what she hoped would eventually be a shape that would grant her freedom. It didn’t work. Marcus watched her courageous fight, amused. He had never taken the time to appreciate the comedy and the drama of a kill before—not this way. He enjoyed invoking fear in Madison, so he hunched back down to Craig’s head and removed his right eye with the knife. He stood back up and showed Madison the eye. He smiled as she made a high-pitched sound, thrashing about. 

			Marcus laughed.

			Aware that he had been here longer than initially anticipated, he realized he needed to get this done and get out.

			“Okay, Madison. Let’s see… how should we do this?” he asked rhetorically. “You see, I think I have broken your heart tonight. And I have no doubt I broke Craig’s heart tonight. So… I’m thinking…” he trailed off. He took a step back, surveying the scene before him.

			“Yes, two broken hearts. Let me show you one of them,” Marcus said as he kneeled next to Craig. Madison tried to scream again, lifting her head off the bed to see what Marcus was doing. She saw his right arm raised above his head, holding a big knife, and she squealed as he drove the knife down hard into Craig’s chest. Blood splashed up into the air—Marcus cutting and prying and separating tissue and bone. He raised the knife again and brought it down hard on what sounded like wood, but she must have known it was bone.

			A sickening, squelching sound filled the room as Marcus grabbed hold of Craig’s heart and used the knife to cut it free. A few moments later, he stood up triumphantly, holding Craig’s heart out before him.

			

			“So, this is what a broken heart looks like, Madison,” he said. He watched her reaction. There was none—she had gone numb. Marcus imagined that at some point, the realization must kick in that you will not get out of a situation like this alive. There was often hope, just a tiny bit of hope. But even that would fade away eventually. 

			Marcus wondered if she was at that stage yet. Then made sure of it as he took a bite from Craig’s heart, chewed it in front of her, then swallowed it.

			

			Chapter 34

			Marcus leaned back down to Craig’s corpse and cut his abdomen open. As he had done previously, he started pulling the intestines out of Craig’s body, then lifted what he could in his hands and delivered it to Maddison. He lifted Madison’s head and wrapped the intestines around her neck three times, then leaped up onto the bed, straddling her. She tried to fight like a bucking bull but could not get him off. He was still holding Craig’s heart in his hand. She shut her eyes tightly, not wanting to confront the scene before her.

			“Oh, Maddy,” he teased, then waved Craig’s heart in front of her face. She twisted her head from side to side while squeezing her eyes shut, again trying to resist, with no effect. It was surprisingly only then that she pissed and defecated herself. The smell filled the air.

			“Oh—did you do a poopoo?” Marcus asked. He smiled. He breathed in the air, relishing every scent and sensation in the room. It was filled with the smell of sweat—tears—vomit—urine—shit—blood—and fear.

			Marcus grabbed his knife and cut Madison’s top away, revealing her bra. He placed the tip of the blade under the middle, between her breasts, and sort of flicked at it, slicing it in half. The bra fell away, leaving a clean slate for him to work on. Madison had started crying. She knew she was not going to get out of this alive. All hope had gone—and Marcus knew this. He felt it.

			“Open your eyes, Maddy,” he said coldly. She didn’t. He wanted to see the look in her eyes when he did this. He reached up, pulled her left eyelid down as far as he could, and held it tight. She tried to shake her head free from his grip.

			“If you don’t keep still, I’ll end up slicing your eyeball, which won’t be fun for either of us… hold still!” he said.

			He ran the blade tip along the top of her eyelid, below the eyebrow, then removed it completely. He did the same to the other eyelid. She now had no choice but to watch him. She tried to blink—an automatic reaction, but without eyelids, it looked comical.

			

			He held his knife in the classic stabbing grip and brought it down hard onto her breastbone. The knife split the bone in a sickening sound, sending what felt like an electric shock through her body. Her back arched, and she tried to scream. He could see her throat trying to make a sound, but nothing came of it. Marcus maneuvered the tip of the blade into the gap he had created, then twisted the knife horizontally until the remainder of what was holding her chest cavity in place broke. It let off a loud popping sound. He was careful not to pierce a lung this time. Madison’s head fell back—her eyes filled with pain. Marcus then ran the blade slowly down her belly.

			He snapped his fingers in front of her eyes to make sure she was still alive. He did wonder if she had passed out from the pain, but obviously couldn’t close her eyes. He slapped her lightly on the side of the face until he was sure she was still alive and conscious.

			“Look, this is going to fucking hurt like a bitch,” he said jokingly, sadistically.

			Maddison let out a deep groan as Marcus pulled her intestines out and flopped the wet, bloody mess beside her and got off the bed, leaned down next to Craig’s body, and wrapped Madison’s intestines very tightly around Craig’s neck. He then put his gloved left hand into the cavity he had created in Madison’s abdomen and felt for her heart. It was easier this time; he knew what he was looking for and what it felt like. He spread his fingers around the organ, between the arteries and tissue holding it in place. He felt it beat in his hands as Madison’s eyes started flickering from side to side, her mind unable to deal with the pain she was feeling. Marcus moved closer to Madison’s face, concentrating on the eyes. He started pulling at the organ. Madison’s eyes continued to flicker, then locked on his. Her pupils were visibly dilating. He pulled a bit harder—she let out a whimper, similar to when you have the wind knocked out of you. The tissue then separated. Her head fell to her left side, but she maintained eye contact. She was gone.

			

			Marcus pulled hard at the heart to free it from any other tissue keeping it in place—then it was done.

			He cut Craig’s wrists free and spread Craig’s arms out above his head. He did the same for Madison. Marcus cut Craig’s heart into two pieces and placed each half into one of Madison’s empty hands. When he picked up Madison’s heart, which he placed next to her head, he took a bite—chewed it—swallowed it. She would be with him forever. He cut the heart into two pieces and placed each half into Craig’s empty hands. This was indeed a work of art.

			

			Chapter 35

			Marcus walked down the hall back to the window he had entered through. As he did, he passed a hallway table with three birthday cards, starting with ‘Dear Maddy’ and various phrases saying, ‘Happy twenty-third birthday.’

			So, it was Madison’s birthday night out.

			Marcus had let himself out of the apartment as stealthily as he’d entered, ensuring he’d left nothing behind. He ran a mental checklist: backpack, knife, duct tape, gloves, plastic coveralls—all accounted for. With a ghost-like retreat, he slipped back into the shadows of the cold night and headed for his one-bedroom loft on W 14th Street in Chelsea. The incriminating evidence—all the blood-soaked items and his spare shoes—were tucked away in a heavy-duty plastic bag, carefully concealed within his backpack.

			The cool air hit him as soon as he exited the building. New York held a particular charm in winter, a certain romanticism amidst the harsh cold. But Marcus was immune to such sentimentality. The city was now nothing more than his playground—his hunting ground, and its inhabitants mere prey in his twisted game.

			His victims were usually carefully chosen. It wasn’t about revenge or personal vendettas—those required emotional investment, something Marcus was incapable of. It was about the hunt, the thrill of the chase, the power he wielded over another’s life. He selected his victims based on their vulnerability, their predictability, and their ease of manipulation. Or sometimes, just a spontaneous urge.

			Marcus, back in his Chelsea loft, switched on the late-night news. The familiar drone of the anchor’s voice provided a backdrop as he made a quick phone call. He arranged for an ‘escort’—for a transaction he’d made countless times before. It was a simple, efficient way to satisfy his urges without the complications of a relationship or the risks of picking up a stranger in a bar.

			The news anchor’s face filled the screen, his expression grave. “Tonight, we bring you an update on the terrifying string of murders that has gripped Boston in fear. Two young women, both Harvard students, have fallen victim to the so-called ‘Say Cheese Killer.’

			

			The report cut to footage of police tape fluttering around two peaceful parks, now crime scenes. “Emily Nolan and Stacey Webster were found murdered more than two weeks ago,” the anchor explained, his voice somber. “Both victims suffered the same fate: their throats were brutally slit.”

			The screen displayed photographs of the two vibrant young women, their smiles now a haunting reminder of their stolen futures. “The killer’s calling card,” the anchor continued, “is a pair of photographs left at each scene. One photo shows the victim moments before their deaths. The other photograph taken moments after death. Both young women died as a result of their throats being cut—which is why the killer was given the moniker of The Say Cheese Killer.”

			The broadcast then transitioned to a press conference outside Boston Police Headquarters. Detectives Bishop and Detective Franklin addressed the assembled reporters, their faces etched with frustration. “We are working tirelessly to apprehend this individual,” Detective Bishop stated, “but we need the public’s help. No detail is too small.” Franklin added, “Someone out there knows something. Please, come forward.”

			The scene shifted to the Harvard campus, where a palpable sense of fear hung in the air. Students walked in groups, their eyes darting nervously around. A young man interviewed by the reporter spoke of the anxiety that had permeated campus life. “We’re all scared,” he admitted. “It feels like anyone could be next.”

			The report then focused on the emotional toll on the victims’ families. Emily’s parents, their faces etched with grief, spoke of their daughter’s dreams and aspirations, now cruelly cut short. Stacey’s mother, her voice choked with sobs, pleaded for someone to come forward with information. “We need to find who did this,” she cried. “We need to stop him before he hurts anyone else.”

			The news report concluded with a chilling reminder that the Say Cheese Killer remained at large. The anchor urged viewers to stay vigilant and to contact the authorities with any information, no matter how insignificant it might seem. As the broadcast ended, the image of the two victims lingered on the screen, a harsh reminder of the killer’s depravity and the urgent need to bring him to justice. 

			

			Twenty minutes later, the buzzer echoed in the apartment. Marcus checked the peephole—habit dictated it. It was the escort. He smoothed a hand over his perfectly styled hair, a pointless, automatic gesture, and unlocked the door.

			

			Chapter 36

			She was… efficient. That was the first word that came to Marcus’s mind. Not unattractive, but her attractiveness was assembled—like a well-designed building. Good materials, solid, but nothing that would stir anything within him. Perfect. Stirring was messy. Marcus preferred things clean, sterile—controlled. Most importantly, she had red hair and green eyes.

			“Marcus?” Her voice was neutral, professional. Another point in her favor, he noted mentally.

			“That’s right,” he confirmed, stepping back. “You’re… Roxy?” He’d already forgotten the name provided. It was utterly irrelevant.

			“Yes.” She stepped inside, her eyes taking in the minimalist space. Marcus watched her—not to gauge her reaction; he couldn’t have cared less about her opinion of his décor—but to assess.

			Her gaze settled on him for a moment, a flicker of… something… in her eyes. Appraisal, perhaps. Or maybe the practiced neutrality slipping for a second. It didn’t matter to Marcus. He offered a tight, mirthless smile.

			“Drink?” Marcus asked, already knowing she’d decline. Professionals usually did.

			She shook her head. “No, thank you.”

			“Right. Then shall we…?” He gestured towards the bedroom, eliminating any preamble, any pointless small talk. They both understood why she was there. The transaction was clear.

			She followed him, her heels clicking with a soft, almost mechanical precision on the hardwood floor. The sound was oddly satisfying to Marcus, a precise rhythm in the meticulously controlled environment he’d cultivated. The bedroom, like the rest of the apartment, was deliberately sparse. A bed, a dresser, a single, starkly modern chair. No unnecessary clutter.

			Marcus indicated the bed. “Make yourself comfortable.” The words were a mere formality, an empty courtesy he didn’t feel. Comfort was irrelevant. Compliance was the key.

			

			She sat on the edge of the bed, her movements economical, practiced. She began to unbutton her blouse, her fingers moving with a practiced ease. Marcus watched, detached, as if observing a specimen under a microscope. The mechanics of her body, the way the fabric yielded, the pale skin underneath… it was all data to him. Input. Nothing more. He felt no stirring of desire, only a cold, analytical interest.

			Once she was undressed, Marcus began to issue instructions. Simple, direct commands. He wanted to see how she responded, how far she was willing to go—boundaries of her professional compliance. It wasn’t about pleasure, not for Marcus. It was about control. About the absolute certainty that his will would be enacted, without question, without hesitation.

			He told her to lie back, spreading her legs. She obeyed instantly. Marcus examined her, his gaze cold and analytical. There was no arousal, no flicker of desire in his eyes. It was purely an assessment of the… landscape. The terrain he would be navigating, exploring without any emotional investment.

			He started slowly, methodically. Touching, prodding, manipulating her body. Her skin was warm and smooth. He pressed a finger against her clitoris, feeling the slight give of her flesh. No reaction. Perfect. He wanted a blank canvas, a surface upon which he could impose his will.

			Marcus moved his hand lower, exploring the contours of her body with a clinical detachment. She remained passive, her breathing even, her eyes fixed on the ceiling. It was as if she had disassociated—retreated to some inner space where his touch couldn’t reach. 

			He began to use his mouth, licking and tasting her. Again, no reaction. Her body was simply… there. A physical object to be used. 

			Marcus moved between her legs, positioning himself. There was no tenderness, no gentleness in his movements. It was a purely mechanical act, a joining of bodies with no emotional connection whatsoever. He felt the pressure, the friction, but it registered only as a physical sensation. No different than pressing his hand against any inanimate object.

			He controlled the pace, the rhythm of his thrusts. Slow, deliberate movements. He thrust harder and deeper into her, drawing a moan from her and a flinch as he hurt her.

			

			He felt the tightness around his penis, the slick wetness of her. He increased the pressure, pushing deeper with each thrust. 

			After a while, he instructed her to turn over. She complied without a word. Marcus examined her back, the curve of her spine, the smooth expanse of skin. Again, he started slowly, touching, exploring. He wanted to feel the texture of her skin, the firmness of her muscles. He ran his tongue along her spine, tasting the faint saltiness of her skin. He pressed his fingers into the muscles of her lower back, feeling them tense slightly under his touch. He moved lower, tracing the curve of her buttocks with a detached curiosity.

			Marcus spread her cheeks, exposing her anus. He examined it, his gaze clinical, devoid of any shame or hesitation. He pressed a finger against the tight ring of muscle, feeling it resist, then yield slightly. He inserted the tip of his finger, feeling the warmth, the tightness. She let out another moan.

			He lubricated his fingers, and then slowly, he pushed one finger inside her anus. Then a second. He moved them slowly, exploring the internal texture. Her moans became more frequent—and louder. He added a third finger, stretching her further. He felt the internal muscles clench, then relax.

			Marcus withdrew his fingers and positioned himself again. He entered her from behind, slowly, feeling the resistance, then the give. He pushed deeper, filling her completely. The sensation was different from before, tighter, more encompassing.

			He began to move, slowly at first, then increasing the pace. He gripped her hips, controlling her movements. He felt the muscles of her buttocks clench and release with each thrust. Her moans became very loud. He watched as his cock thrust in and out of her, tearing the delicate skin. She was bleeding, which made him thrust even harder. He continued, varying the pressure, the angle—hurting her as much as he could.

			As the two hours drew to a close, Marcus felt a sense of… completion. Not satisfaction, not pleasure, but simply the ending of a task. He had asserted his will, and it had been obeyed without question.

			He climaxed inside her ass, then withdrew—the movement as devoid of emotion as everything that had preceded it. He watched as she dressed, the pain he had inflicted causing her movements to be delicate. 

			

			She stood, ready to leave. Marcus handed her the envelope containing the agreed-upon payment. 

			“Thank you,” she said, her voice quivering slightly.

			“You’re welcome,” Marcus replied, the words empty.

			She turned and walked out slowly and awkwardly, her heels clicking on the hardwood floor. The sound faded, leaving a silence that felt… clean. Uncluttered. Just the way Marcus preferred it.

			He looked around the apartment, his gaze settling on the bedroom door. The space felt… unchanged. As if nothing had happened. And in a way, nothing had. It had been an exercise, a test. A confirmation of Marcus’s control over his environment, his life, and the people who entered it, however briefly.

			Marcus felt nothing. No remorse, no satisfaction, no lingering desire. Just… emptiness. An emptiness that was familiar, comfortable, and utterly devoid of human connection. That, above all, was the most familiar feeling to him. The most normal. The most… Marcus. The control, the precision, the utter lack of messy emotion—that was the space where he existed. And for those two hours, that space had been perfectly, flawlessly, reinforced. Now the space was empty, and it was clean again. Order was re-established.
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