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The world is a kosmos;

to pray for a change in its arrangements is to pray for its destruction.

Creed and Deed—A Series of Disclosures by Felix Adler, 1880




“Everything crumbles…”

Gabriel Church




Introduction

“Tell me your story,” Christian Maxwell began, wetting his lips and leaning in. He stared at the killer across the table and rested his forearms on the notepad before him, watching how those pale eyes were darting from side to side as he surveyed his surroundings. Even with his look of nonchalant detachment, it’s clear he was a man who lived his life on a razor’s edge and nothing escaped his observations.

Gabriel Church looked back at the writer. His eyes implored, practically begging for good and gory details. The man squinted a bit in excitement for that which was to follow, glassy-eyed in anticipation. His expression was wanting. Gabe had seen that look many times before.

Gabe was reminded of that old saying “Better the devil you know.” Although he barely knew this guy, he might as well be making money off his story as anyone else. Just like the first time he thought of telling what happened, the memories came through as something indifferent and emotionless, and with more afterthought than close consideration.

“Ever been out to the Florida Keys?” Gabe asked. When he only received a nod from Maxwell to his question, he continued absently, “For me it was like driving to the Keys, a few miles over the speed limit on that old US Route 1—you know, the one they called the Highway that Goes to Sea—under fleecy clouds with the fresh coastal winds slapping you in your face, under a vast, unending blue on blue…it is rather freeing.” His hands wrapped around the dusty old cover of the book he was holding, more as an effect than something to read.

With a faraway gaze in his eyes, Christian listened to him speaking. He pretended to jot notes down and concentrating more on that distant expression on Church’s face. Christian let the words take him to Florida, where he imagined the wind slapping his hair, the sun beating down as he rode in the passenger seat of Church’s mental trip along Highway 1. It was going to be a good book when he finished it.

He didn’t want to interrupt the man but couldn’t resist. “It didn’t begin in Florida did it? I presumed it happened elsewhere.”

The killer’s posture changed as he replied. He sat up straight in the chair, his eyes narrowed. “If you think you know where it started then why are we sitting around hashing old news?” His voice was steady and cold and dampness grew under Christian’s pits.

“Because no one has ever asked you for your side of it. Usually a serial murderer doesn’t get a chance to explain why he murders. And I”—pointing to his chest—“want to give you that opportunity.”

“Mighty big of you,” Gabe said as he reclined backward in his chair and stared at him in knowing, mocking fashion. It was as if he was acquiescing solely because it represented an interesting way to spend his idle time… He rubbed his rough forefinger across the lip of the wine glass as a carnal abstraction as he watched Maxwell jot his notes, even though they hadn’t even begun his tale. “Shouldn’t you wait till I start to speak before you scribble down all those pretty words?”

Christian looked up and smiled sheepishly. “It’s just mood stuff. You’ll have to get used to that early on—meaning my process.” He put his pen down and folded his hands neatly to hide his notes. “I’m a little fastidious or obsessive at times.”

“No worries. The same has been said of me.”

The bent smile of a killer reappeared and twisted Church’s face into a mocking evil caricature, sending a shiver down Christian’s spine. He smiled back and returned a look that seemed to place them on equal understanding. It was going to be tough yet totally worth it, he thought. At least after the book was complete. And so he picked up a pen and fell headlong into his task and flashed another imploring gaze in the direction of his sexy study subject then waited.

Gabe recognized the untidy anticipation and reluctantly continued, “Actually, it began in Texas, still we need to go back to where the…umm, desires, I guess is the word, first came into clear focus, don’t we? I mean, you want the full picture, don’t you?”

When Christian didn’t even offer a conciliatory word, Gabe continued. “Before Florida, before Seattle, I had been somewhere else… It was a better place for me because it still held some type of promise. Nothing exactly carved into stone…if you’ll pardon the pun.” Church’s head lolled back as if he were about to break into a hearty laugh.

He was a dangerous, sick man. Anyone could see that. His reference to the markers of his varied victims, as well as his nonchalant manner in describing his affinity to murder, was unsettling, even for someone as akin to pathology as he was. In college, Christian Maxwell was known for a dark sense of humor and an uncomfortably quiet nature. It was off-putting to many of his peers. His so-called friends would jokingly offer that it was going to be Christian who would be famous, more for the salvo of bullets that hit other students from his safe vantage in some random clock tower or rooftop.

The look on Maxwell’s face, as he sat across from Gabe, was pensive as if he was about to interrupt again but questioned the insolence. The killer had nothing but time, and didn’t like breaking his train of thought so early.

“You’re looking like you want to derail the train, my boy. So what’s your affliction, Adelaide? You have some thoughts you wanna share?”

Christian hung his head in shameful anticipation of the words that would follow. His efforts in getting the interview were substantial, and he didn’t want to fuck up before he even got the first few chapters down on paper. He wanted it to linger, to drag out the tale and capture every subtle nuance. He thought the killer might become agitated with schoolboy innocence and enthusiasm.

In truth, Gabe was enjoying the salivating younger man hanging on his every word, like a lover anticipating their next stimulating, wet kisses.

“I’m sorry. I apologize, I do… I just wanted to ask you about the first time you killed?”

Gabe laid the book on the table at his side and crossed his arms. “Patience is a virtue, son. To know the story, we have to go back. Back to before I would gain fame with my exploits.”

Café patrons brushed past their table on a regular basis. Each man and woman who walked by seemed absorbed in their own dreary lives; each one seemed conjoined to a cell phone that was fused to their ear. The killer took a sip of his wine and gestured to the throngs of people around him. “This is why it’s so easy to become a killer,” Gabe offered, waving a hand to indicate the self-absorbed masses at his left and right, “Because no one seems to be concerned with anything but their own mundane lives. None of these assholes have a life that warrants their constant connection to offices and friends. Nothing they have to offer is worthy of their inscrutable attentions. What did Ezra Pound say? ‘Where the dead walked and the living were made of cardboard’?”

Christian looked up from his notes, catching the man staring intently at him.

“What? You think just because I’m a killer I can’t be well-read?” Gabe asked, smiling. Leaning in closer, he rested his wine glass between them, grinning to show he understood that both men shared a common epiphany. He was quickly carving out how they would react to one another: him with nothing but a sardonic grin and Maxwell with a glint of understanding in his eyes.

“The secret to moving so unobtrusively through life without being caught as you commit such horrible crimes is to act like a moron. Just pretend your life is as important as the sacks of shit that surround you. It’s hard to look pomposity directly in the eye. Given any other option, a person will choose to look away just to ignore it.” Turning back to his wine, he said, “It’s all the settling of dust and too many days. You wipe it, and it just gets dirty again. People think their lives mean a good goddamn, but they don’t. If you know this certainty, you can move through the crowds as quietly as a mouse in a barn filled with cats.”

Church’s eyes shone like diamonds as he recalled his life. He was just as happy in telling the tale as Christian was to listen. He drained the last remnants of his wine and handed the empty glass across the table. “To keep talking, I need a drink,” he said with some authority.

Christian took his cue, grabbing the glass and hurrying to the counter. He wouldn’t wait for table service. This was just a high-end café, and a waitress wouldn’t be handy. As he slunk off like a servant to do his bidding, leaving the killer alone at the table, he had forgotten to carry his notepad along. When Christian returned minutes later, he saw his companion scanning his notes, smiling. He was nervous about what Church would say after he had finally written the story out.

“You’ve already outlined some broad brushstrokes of my life,” Church said as he tossed the pad back onto the table and whisked the glass of chardonnay out of Christian’s hand.

“What is your religious stand?” Gabe asked. As Maxwell seemed dumbstruck by the random question, he continued, “Do you believe in God?”

“Err, well, I guess I was raised Protestant, but I haven’t been inside a church since before college. Why do you ask?”

“A faith in God may be an intricate aspect of our time together, one never knows…” Gabe trailed off, distracted by the crash of other ideas racing in his head, waiting impatiently to escape.

“I wasn’t always a killer as you know, and you may want to know what drives the beast before you hear about my first endeavor with murder.”

Christian seized his chair and pulled the legal notepad closer. With a pen in hand, he looked at Gabe: the face of an infamous murderer. Maxwell appeared much like a begging waif; those words “May I have another, sir?” just waiting to fall from hungry lips.

For the next hour, Christian Maxwell wrote furiously as Gabriel Church told his story. The die had been cast in those sixty minutes or so. He was a killer who was regaling his student, all to the creation of a madman and the events of murder. As he spoke, even he saw the transposition from disciple to something more. The look in his eyes was proof—he was breathing in the contagion with every word the killer uttered.




Chapter One

Walking through dreamy memories might be a favored pastime of the old and the weary. For Gabriel Church it was a drain. He pocketed those recollections where they couldn’t be easily found. But now he was sifting through the decay, retrieving them for his obsessive confidant. He enjoyed talking about his life, at least how it ended up during these last few years, and he enjoyed seeing the astonished look on the faces of his audience; however, having to dredge up the past was exhausting. But he understood it was good to begin a story from the beginning. How else might he explain his life, without explaining where he had escaped from? He knew his father was a big part of the equation of what was to become Gabriel Lee Church, so he began with him.

Bennett Church wasn’t a kind man; specifically he wasn’t kind to his children or his wife. His family was forced to receive the brunt of his emotional instability. They accepted their fate with every backhanded swing or disdainful look. The public saw a much different persona in Bennett, and when Gabe arrived at school with occasional blue bruises, black eyes, or tiny scratches, no one could have envisioned just how he got them. “Boys will be boys,” they would say, but the secretive, shameful looks from the Church children should have been ample reason to question what lay before them, exposed, like an open nerve.

“You need to build up your character,” his father would say as he set unreasonable tasks as punishments for the smallest of infractions in his daily routine. When Gabe had been six or seven years old, Bennett found him playing with his tools on the garage floor one Sunday afternoon and lit into him with a vengeance. A man of reason might see that as a potential bonding moment between a father and a son who was obviously emulating the man he admired. A sane man might laugh at the sight of such a small boy playing at the pretense of hero worship or developing strong masculine characteristics. But Bennett didn’t see things the same way most fathers did; instead, he slapped the boy on the back of his neck watching the wrench the boy held go flying from his tiny hand.

Gripping the boy by the nape with a single arm, he yanked him quickly from the concrete floor, pulled the boy’s pants down, and gave him a sound thrashing on his bare bottom. Nevertheless, that wasn’t his only punishment. He forced Gabe to clean the gutters for the remainder of that once lazy Sunday, and the image of that diminutive lad dragging a ladder around that weighed nearly as much as he, and struggling to prop it against the house was saddening to watch. Gabe’s mother had witnessed his punishment from her position at the kitchen window as she was washing dishes. Gabriel glimpsed her eyeing him as he stoically dragged the ladder from spot to spot, pulling gunk and dead and rotting leaves from the trough. His eyes seemed to beckon to her, while instead she chose to look down and focus her attentions on her soap-filled glasses and dirty dinner plates. It was about that time where the boy learned the first of many tragic lessons to come.

Little Gabriel Church may have cried that afternoon; he couldn’t quite remember, but he had stared at a red Popsicle he had pulled from the fridge before he first found himself playing in the garage. He’d forgotten about it because of his whipping and subsequent punishment. He stared at the large red stain as it dissolved into a puddle on the driveway, melting in the oppressive Tennessee humidity. He couldn’t seem to pull his gaze away. It was as if the pooling red had somehow fractured his mind, and he found comfort with that. It may have been but a single moment in time, but it was a moment that would have lasting effects.

Bennett never issued a decree, or commanded any punishment, without watching the outcome. The day of the gutters, he’d pulled out a lawn chair from the garage to observe his son’s progress. But more importantly, to ensure the satisfactory completion of the task. Gabe remembered it well. It had been an aluminum chair with blue nylon webbing; the kind they first sold in the fifties and still sold to this day. Bennett sat drinking a beer and lounging in that familiar old blue lawn chair, and the boy could almost catch a sneer in a corner of each eye. He was too young to understand that look at the time. Yet given his later experiences, he might’ve recognized it later for what it truly was…sadism. There were twisted mechanics in Bennett’s logic. Gabe and his sister, as well as his mother, had been the recipients of that logic, and the ensuing punishments for failure in adhering to Bennett’s strict codes. Not all moments held Bennett’s wrath, some days he was simply quiet and even-tempered. To Gabe, it was like watching a hungry dog that wouldn’t eat… It was only then that you needed to worry.

Bennett would turn out to be a case study in psychosis; his son would study the man with an obsessive duality, equally afraid while utterly fascinated. Bennett’s wife and daughter though never saw that keen understanding masking the man’s true nature. They were fortuitously blind where Gabe’s vision seemed more clearly defined. It would take years before Sissy Church found the strength, or courage, to finally leave her husband, and even then only from the sanctuary of her sister’s place in upstate New York. It wasn’t surprising to anyone who knew her though; the scars were plainly visible and the damage too ingrained in hers, and her children’s psyches. An intangible fabric stretched too thin across the loom and borne from years of untold abuses too numerous to count. Sadly for Gabe and his younger sister, they would never truly learn whether there had lasting effects from their upbringing, because they had nothing to compare it against. It was all the normal they’d ever known. Yet for Sissy it was that persist reminder lingering continuous and unanswered through her mind… “What if I’d only left sooner?”

 

Christian was an educated man. He understood as Church recounted his childhood and the influences that had shaped him. It would never be a single item that made him a killer, and it couldn’t be. There would be too many stimuli and far too many weighty pressures creating a sociopath like Church, but he’d taken notice of how the killer began his tale with the story of his father.

The downtown streets of Seattle began to bustle with evening crowds. The patrons at the Cherry Street Grinder were finishing their coffee and liquors, and the mood transformed from afternoon leisure to the excitement of Seattle nightlife. Church had finished three glasses of wine in the hour or so they sat at a table as Christian scribbled frantically on his notepad, desperate to capture every shade of the man he claimed as his subject. And it was only the beginning. He couldn’t chain the man to a table and hold him prisoner. But there was going to be a great deal he needed to hear before even beginning his draft. Seeing the brooding irritation building in the killer meant he had to keep him entertained without overstepping his role.

“So…when will you be ready to discuss your first murder?” The words fell like stones from his lips. He could see Church was caught off guard—apparently recalling painful memories pissed him off—because when he turned toward his spellbound audience, Christian caught the killer’s expression and another shudder crept down his spine. Someone dropped a utensil somewhere off in the direction of the kitchen, and the sound shattered the indelicate moment. Christian was thankful for the noise, which startled the café dwellers and pulled focus from his question. He caught the lingering scent of freshly ground coffee, and noting the lateness of the day, he had to remember he was in Seattle. Caffeine-swilling, healthy-looking people—the type who thought wearing cargo shorts to a wedding was damned appropriate. But he loved it here. There didn’t seem to be any other city that better suited his relaxed and laid-back attitude. What else could one expect in a town founded by whores and flannel-wearing loggers?

Church had settled back into his chair and crossed his arms again. His light-gray eyes sliced a countenance that Christian could not fathom—it was cold and unreadable. His look could have said a dozen different things, but their emotional void made any understanding a challenge. Watching him, Christian began to see what a powerful hold he might have exercised over more than a few of his many victims. Had he enticed his quarry with his strong features or white smile? Or was it something sinister he wondered; like stalking a wounded gazelle from the shadows he hid inside? There were questions that Christian needed answering, and he only hoped Gabriel Church would allow him another meeting under that great pretense of him writing the life story of a soon-to-be-famous serial killer.

It was as if Church had picked up on the writer’s brooding contemplations and attempted to ease his concerns. “S’all good, little buddy…”

Christian’s thoughts and any explanation for his arbitrary statement trailed off and became absorbed in the sounds of people brushing past in mid-conversation holding coffee cups and wine glasses, like the oblivious sheep they were.

“We can jump ahead if you’re so inclined…but trust the Sherpa, and know we will be traveling back around to the beginning before it’s all said and done.” Church gazed off at some distant horizon and placed a finger on his lips in abstract reflection, as if remembering his first victim was something he had to pull from his memory. And actually he remembered it all too well. Christian sat mesmerized, hanging impatiently for every detail of the story to come.

“My first kill came when I was quite young. My temper was worse back then, and I stumbled around without focus or direction. I have gained a maturity and wisdom to the things I do now, but the first time had been rash and unplanned. I would say it ended badly, but every foal that’d ever fallen from its mama’s womb had to struggle to stand. I guess I wasn’t any different.”

“I was twenty-one and feeling smug and certain back then. I’d been drinking a lot in those days, and my inexperience always led me down the wrong paths. I’d been headed to Fresno. A friend told me about a guy who was hiring, and I needed work. But the drive cross-country didn’t really do me much good. It took longer than it should, and I became distracted along the way. Originally I had told my well-meaning friend I’d meet up with him in Fresno—he was gonna put in a good word for me with the owner. It was some shitty dispatch job at a freight company, but like I said, I was only twenty-one and didn’t have a lot of appreciable skills…unlike now.”

Church quickly grabbed his crotch, surprising Christian. “Ya see, I had a twenty-one-year-old cock and a love of beer. Who’d ever thought I would’ve made it across the country for some fucked up interview before I found trouble…and trouble I did find.”

As Christian scrawled notes, the speed of his writing almost made the words indecipherable. The excitement had prickled the hairs on the back of his neck, and he mentally tried to race ahead during Church’s tale, anticipating the outcome.

“I had stumbled into a bar at some midpoint in my journey. I was in some rundown city just out of Dallas. The drive left me tired and parched, and that shit hole was the first place I came to. I think my intention was to get a motel room, have a bite and shower, and rest up for another long day on the road, but that didn’t work out as planned.”

The younger man looked up from his writing. It dawned on him, at that moment, how deep and resonant the killer’s voice was. He had an unmistakable timbre, which seemed pleasing to his ear, and even though the words were flat and without range, he never had that drone of a long-blowing horn. All in all, it was a pleasant sound. Church seemed to choose his words carefully, like he was practicing them in his mind before they escaped his tongue.

“I never made the motel, rather, choosing to stop in for a cold one at some rustic pool bar, and when I did I spied a group of men playing poker at one of the tables in the back. Musta been a regular game, ’cause they all seemed to know each other pretty well. Now, I’m not a great card player, and I don’t know why, but I asked to join in, and they all agreed. Too heartily, I see that now, but I guess I had money in my pocket I was itchin’ to lose, or it was the cold Budweiser hitting me fast, or that old familiar devil crooking his finger at me, imploring me to sit and play.”

“And so you stayed,” Christian offered as some lame crest to his story, and to illustrate just how enthralled he was.

“Yeah, I stayed, then after a few rounds of cards and beers one of them saw I was winning…and that by God was just sheer luck! ’Cause like I said, I wasn’t good at cards. Then this asshole starts suggesting I was cheating. Looking back, I’m sure none of the guys at the table really thought I was cheating. I suppose it was just backslapping bullshit by drunk fuckers who were used to ribbing each other too much. Still, I was a stranger at their table and being cocky and twenty-one didn’t take too kindly to the accusation. There were words, harsher I suppose than they shoulda been. Then I decided it was time to head out, but only after I raked in my winnings and pocketed the cash. Dammit, I didn’t cheat anyone! I was just a lucky son of a bitch.”

Church looked down at his empty glass and then up at Christian. There was a clear understanding that on the next lull in the conversation the writer was expected to scurry his ass up to the bar for more drinks. Gabe’s look seemed to say “I’m not your sister, and I don’t give it up for free!”

“Of course, I didn’t do the wise thing and drive my beat-up Chevelle to the nearest motor lodge, leaving the distasteful incident behind. No. I sat outside the bar and waited for two more hours, just watching the door. When the big man who’d sullied my character walked out and got into his pickup and then drove down the highway—presumably headed home—he had someone following him.” Church leaned closer to Christian and whispered so others might not hear his story.

“It didn’t take much. It had been barren out there on those no-name rural roads. Running his truck off the road was just good driving on my part. Didn’t give a shit what it mighta done to my car, I was too pissed to care. I tried one of those pit maneuvers the cops are so proud of. His truck barreled off the road and into a tree line, upending nearly a quarter mile of barbwire fence. I’m about as good at driving as I was at cards, just lucky, thoroughly lucky that night, but he was probably three sheets to the wind by then anyway. His head must’ve hit the steering wheel ’cause when I came up behind him, he seemed dazed. I slammed my own car into park and ran to his driver’s side door and flung it open.

He was a big man, outweighed me real good. But he was either too drunk or too dazed to comprehend what was happening. I pulled him to the ground and kicked him square in the head. My boots had steel toes, and the blood splattered, like when we used to shoot up watermelons when I was a kid. I had already grabbed my hunting knife from the glove box and drove it all the way to the hilt, right there into the side of that fat fucker’s neck. If the kick hadn’t done it, the blade did. He wallowed like a sick cat in the grass and weeds on that dark, deserted stretch of road. Eventually he bled out, but not before he received a few choice kicks to the stomach and even one in his nuts.”

Christian stopped writing long enough to look up. “Looking back now, after all that’s gone down, do you regret killing him?”

“Regret’s a powerful word, and I can’t regret it because I hadn’t any feelings either way at the time. I was just being stupid and rash. I mean I should’ve gotten caught on that one kill alone. As it stood, I didn’t. And once I yanked the knife outta that guy’s neck, I sped away contented to leave that shit-stain of a town behind. And I didn’t stop until I was almost to Arizona. Fortunately for me, the county police were too stupid or lax to ever try and hunt me down. In fact, until now, no one else had even heard of that part of my tale.”

Church smiled through sickly grin, as if they were somehow linked by some furtive secret of clandestine lovers who met under the cover of night. Christian only returned his stare unaffected, yet silently wondered about all the things that must be going through the other man’s mind. He had become connected to a murder in some backwoods town in East Texas—one that might be recorded in some dusty banker’s box, sitting forgotten on a metal rack and slapped with a big label, the words “cold case files” stamped on the side.

He felt an odd sensation sitting across the table from someone who freely admitted to murder, knowing that single homicide would start a chain of events that would remain miraculously unbroken by his arrest or conviction. It was equally strange carrying the knowledge that Church and he were the only living souls who knew what truly happened that night, and how that ill-fated poker player had actually died.

Christian would, at the first opportunity, research unsolved stabbings in cities near Dallas during those years when Church could have been in the vicinity. But he failed to reason what he would do if he found a case fitting Gabriel’s details. Would he inform the police? There hadn’t ever been anything more than a gentleman’s understanding between the two men that Christian would record the life story of Gabriel Lee Church. The killer had not asked for his complicity in any crimes, nor had he ever asked for his silence.

This should have alarmed him, because there were always questions hovering in the ether between them: What was his endgame? Why did he want his story told? Did he have some nefarious plan for his biographer? And why had he granted him such unfettered access into his very personal horror movie?

Outside the Cherry Street Grinder, the typical mist of rain began to splatter on the sidewalks and windows. One thing Christian enjoyed about the city was how often it rained. Still, very few true-residents actually carried umbrellas. As one might’ve expected. It was a signature trait of the born and bred native to show a level of unconcern with the climate. For most it was simply an overnight guest who’d outstayed the welcome, yet sadly was showing no sign or desire of wanting to vacate anytime soon. Those with northwest blood in their veins just understood; that Seattle and rain just went hand-in-hand together, like the old lovers they were. It also made it easier to differentiate between the locals and the tourists. You merely looked for the umbrellas or an unnecessary abundance of outer winter wear.

Still, Christian couldn’t help but wonder if after meeting this killer it wouldn’t be his body turning up in some rain-soaked back alley downtown. As he headed away from the café, he smiled through his darkly twisted thoughts, a reminder that he had yet to begin his novel. Who knew, police might find his remains before the book could gain a voice and its direction, long before an editor’s red-pen notes could be scrawled amid the margins.




Chapter Two

Christian was born into a family with proper history and substantial wealth. This made him stand apart from most of his peers in public high school. None of that truly bothered him though. Not even when he was teased and ridiculed because of every quality which made him different instead of all those similarities actually shared. He would occasionally hear the tittering remarks as he passed: that odd boy who everyone suspected would end up being someone firing a rifle into the commons. Glinting gunmetal sparks from the safety of the university clock tower, or hidden amongst the kudzu of a secluded grassy knoll.

College would be easier, he told himself. He simply had to learn more patience. It crafted his personality early in his academic career and made him seem cool and reserved, like a studious professor, instead of another everyday kid struggling to obtain his first PhD. That alone was enough to ostracize him, and he was often reminded how it could’ve been far worse. Because he knew he at least still had his looks. How much more difficult high school could’ve been if he’d been a pudgy, pock-marked loner with a bully target on his back like a kick-me sign.

Most students would recall the image of Christian Maxwell carrying an armload of books through the common areas, occasionally dropping one and having to stop and reposition his stack before hurrying off to wherever students like him traveled to. People would tell the stories later, and as each one did, they became infinitely closer to Christian socially than the actual truth allowed. Everyone wanted to be famous, if only by affiliation. No one understood the full distance of miles between Christian and the usual crowds. If they did, they wouldn’t say, or they hoped anyone hearing their tale wouldn’t make the connection.

He was bookish at times, although he considered it scholarly. He appeared morose by his silence and still demeanor, but to him, it was just observation. His grandfather, who’d been more like him than any other member of his family, always offered the best advice, ultimately becoming the strongest influence over how the boy would turn out. Christian remembered him saying once that it was more important to watch others for a long while before you approached them. When you did that, you learned their personal strengths and flaws and were better informed of their character before you were formally introduced. Although he’d only been a boy when he heard that, he took it to heart, foolishly believing it gave him a social advantage, when in reality it just made him seem a little creepy to those who didn’t know him.

One might assume high school was a tougher road for such a socially awkward boy, but it was actually his time spent at the university. Cruelty comes in many forms, and as Christian was already considered odd by some, it drove a wedge hard into his soul as he ventured into his own maturity. Sitting in his dorm room, staring out to the quad, he used to watch couples cross mowed emerald lawns, hand in hand, and he would hate them for being in love and for having someone so close to walk with.

Nothing much had changed since then, although right now, even though he was alone, excitement coursed through him at the thought of seeing Church again. By the time Christian had left the Cherry Street Grinder, he’d already arranged for his next sit-down visit with Church. It was decided. The next meeting would be in two days’ time at a downtown hotel that Christian would rent for just that sole purpose. The writer was never to ask his subject what he did between their sessions, a key fact that Church seemed adamant about, and for the writer at times a little unnerving in itself. It was Church who had set the conditions for their meeting, and he had suggested it with a sly twinkle in his eyes. To Christian it sounded dangerous and sinful, like arranging some adulterous, clandestine affair. The prospect of having unrestricted access to the killer was rousing. Without interruptions and outside distractions, there was no telling what secrets the man would divulge.

Brushing past the quirky tourists and the closed farmers’ market booths, Christian maneuvered his way along busy streets. He could barely contain his excitement as he headed home. He wanted to race home and jot down some questions. He would have to be subtle as he interjected them into Church’s stories; he couldn’t risk unsettling the narrator and possibly losing the interview.

Church’s question of God flashed into his mind. So random, so alien that someone like him would ask such a question. How could a murdering sociopath have an interest in religious conviction? Christian had realigned his earlier principles of an all-knowing father some years before. It was another reason he never crossed the threshold of any church. The question of his morality coming from a sadistic killer simply irritated him. In Christian’s view, we were a species that could not help but destroy our own gods. We were a race of pagans once and believed in many deities. We were heathen and eventually learned to discard those beliefs for the one true son of God. Now even that faith was falling by the wayside. Every religion became a castoff eventually; we found our spiritual side uncivilized, unholy, and savage. So we just shook it off like a dog drying his fur from the rain. Then we moved on; we calibrated our convictions and then changed our idols. We were nothing if not predictable.

But hearing the killer’s input that a belief in God was intrinsic to their time together was surprising. From the beginning, he wasn’t sure what he could expect from his time with a murderer, but his question on God wasn’t something that he could’ve guessed. As if to awaken him from a dream, someone rocked his shoulder as they passed, bumping him, and startled, he caught the wafting aroma of marijuana smoke from the walker who’d passed him. It was Seattle, and not uncommon to see the health-conscious urbanites who always appeared more part-time hippies or seventies rebels just beyond the edges.

Christian was only a couple of blocks from his condominium by then, and just in time. The mist was getting heavier and his hair was beginning to plaster to his head even beneath the protection of the awnings of the stores he passed. He didn’t seem to mind it though; it simply made him appear like any long-term native of this glorious wet city.

He’d always had a fascination with human psychology. It had nearly become his profession, but the thought of sitting behind a desk, listening to others spew out and whine about their lives, had been less of a draw. Creative writing had been his true calling, so after graduation, he’d started working for a high-end publishing house. His double majors in arts and humanities and psychology had given him an edge over much of his competition, although his vice president status was more honorary than from years of service.

It was his affinity to the dark and mysterious reasoning of the brain that drew him to Church and, of course, by sheer twisted chance of life. He couldn’t think of anyone more qualified than him to write the story of a killer, and do so in the murderer’s own words. It had been done before; it was old hat in psychological terms when interviewing a subject for a thesis or field study. There were many students who sat across from a killer to gain insights for a paper they intended to publish. But no one had done it with a killer who had yet to be captured or convicted. This was his signature and his alone. He had the good fortune to speak to a serial killer about his crimes before the police even located him. It put him in a precarious position with the legal system, but it was a risk he was willing to accept.

His attraction to the actual crimes, and maybe even his fascination with the killer, had overcome his rational mind. He’d wanted to be the first to talk to someone so unique…and his interest seemed more than academic. As he turned a key in his lock and entered his modest loft, an explosion of overhead light illuminated his living room. He hadn’t entertained in a long while, and the area was used more as an office these days. At the far end of the living room was a whiteboard sitting on a precarious metal tripod. Black notes scribbled with a marker lined the length of the board and sat in tidy columns covering a majority of the blank void. Next to the whiteboard was newspaper clippings pinned to the wall, some haphazardly across older more crinkled clippings covering an area nearly an eight-foot perimeter. There were hundreds of articles that were either pinned, taped or tacked for viewing. It spoke to his obsessive nature that Christian had located so many newspaper clippings from so many newsprints about homicides throughout the US.

College had taught him the value of research, and Christian loved research. He had used every medium at his disposal. There were online articles that he had printed out and hung next to print clippings. There were photocopied excerpts from books he’d gotten on loan from the library, and they too were scattered along the wall. He dropped his notepad on a table by the whiteboard and slung his coat over the back of a nearby chair. That familiar table was where he ate his supper and paid his bills, but mostly it was where he read, researched, and clipped articles about any news accounts that interested him and seemed somehow connected from the same original root.

He had done the impossible—he had located a serial killer before the authorities. His responsibility was clear. He should notify the police and wait for the story to break in the numerous news mediums he loved. But that wasn’t going to happen. He was going to get the story at the source before attorneys and prosecutors rebuffed him and doors slammed shut in his face. He had found Gabriel Church. He was not going to stand shoulder to shoulder in a throng of reporters and biographers and beg for his exclusive story. He was going to get it first, and to hell with the others. This was his accomplishment, and no one would take it away from him.

Christian reasoned that if he had contacted the FBI with his research, they would have considered him a loony. They, no doubt, had their share of psychics and crackpots along the way of their investigations. Plus, he didn’t know how many murders they had linked to a single killer. He had made that connection because he was clever and could see the single strokes in the broad canvas…probably better than most. He could see how the crimes held a union, a tiny correlation to other murders, but mostly because of the type of victim and the seemingly random nature of the killings themselves.

It hadn’t been an easy task assembling the facts. He had scoured multiple newspapers across the continent, and all in his free time. He’d collected a database of horrors. And it was only possible after the advent of the World Wide Web and the ability to track any minute detail of whatever one decided to hone one’s gaze upon. For his part of the research, it was in the murders. A string of bodies regularly occurring across the nation which hadn’t been inspected closely enough to define any individual connection to a single killer. He had become so skilled in the gruesome hobby that he could train his focus to a spot on a map of where he suspected the next body would surface. Based upon the last homicide, he might be able to put a thumbtack into the Rand McNally that he also had pinned close to the whiteboard. On that map, and in that vicinity of that thumbtack, would be the next death; a murdered victim would be unearthed. He was more right than he was wrong.

It was easy to see the locations and patterns, but his aim was even straighter; he could actually distinguish the profile of the next victim. Something no agent of any FBI task force had done in this case. Christian remembered the exact moment that realization exploded in his mind. He remembered uttering “Fuck!” as he stood back with a recent newspaper clipping of an unsolved homicide from the city of Sedona, just outside Flagstaff. The article recorded the death of a beloved high school principal whose body was discovered in the weeds of a remote industrial park. Christian read the story, which bordered too closely to an obituary due to the small city newspaper and even smaller-minded reporter. He’d been about to tack the clipping to the wall alongside its brothers and sisters, and he recalled how just days before he had envisioned the next victim, and this James Peterson, now deceased, fit that image in his mind.

He’d pulled up a chair and sat before his knees gave way under their failing support. He’d remained silent, staring abstractly at his “murder wall” just to absorb it. The repercussions had not been lost on him. He had picked the victim type because of what he suspected he knew about the killer, and this meant the two were thinking similarly. It seemed it had been a random guess but one that had inevitably become a reality. He had successfully crawled into the mind of a killer and could tell, with some certainty, who would be murdered next. That insight was chilling.

On that particular evening several weeks before, his obsessions became something very real and tangible. He was a man sitting in a chair in Seattle, Washington, while in another barren red state hundreds of miles away, an unknown serial killer was hunting humans. It was as if a secret had been revealed, and an immediate trail of light spanned half the country and shot from man to killer and linked them by a tether. Unknown to him, at that exact moment, a killer’s head turned as if a draft of wind had blown in from some unknown source to distract him and sent a tiny shiver down his back.

Even from behind the safety of his locked condo doors, he’d felt those tiny spiders crawling up and down his spine. He wasn’t a fool, and he’d purposely taken a wayward path home, stopping several times to make sure he hadn’t been followed. He understood that he didn’t need a serial killer to be acquainted with his zip code. But Church’s eerie presence seemed to invade his privacy and unnerved him in the quiet of his room. He felt like he’d been fighting the perception he was sitting on the edge of a knife, but he pushed back his fears and decided to open his laptop and pull up information on nearby hotels in the downtown area. There were quite a few since Seattle had a popular tourist trade for good reason. Choosing the Mayflower Park Hotel because of its old-world charm, he retrieved his cell and opened his wallet for a credit card. He wanted a room on one of the higher floors. The picture of he and Church sitting beside a high-rise window and watching the beautiful skyline of the city appealed to him, but he didn’t know why.

After reserving a room, he grabbed his notepad and began jotting down some questions for his subject. He became mired in his thoughts and fixated on his future date with Gabriel Church but was brought back home when he felt a rumble in his stomach and realized he hadn’t eaten in many hours. A typical occurrence, he thought, since he knew just how obsessive he could become with his projects. It wasn’t uncommon to miss meals over deadlines, or forget social engagements when a topic or a theme pulled his concentration. The entire course of his last few months were testament to that with the wall of newspaper clippings and a growing favorites list in his computer’s files.

Obsession wasn’t Christian’s only flaw; he was fastidious as well. His residence remained immaculate with every coffee-table book stacked and fanned at his exact preference. Dust was never allowed to rest for long on his tables or knick-knacks and every pillow was fluffed, just so. He kept a clean home however cluttered his mind was at times. If dinner was necessary, then a shower was as well. Regardless that he’d just arrived home, he decided on a quick rinse, and then he would grab a plate at one of his favored spots. Chinese sounded good to him and then maybe a quick drink at a pub on his way back home.

One of the things that he’d noticed during their conversation was how well rested Church appeared, while he carried a beleaguered, somewhat harried look about him. Christian wondered if murder could be considered a form of relaxation. There was a serenity oozing off the killer, a peaceful confidence that made sense. It gave the impression that all was right in Church’s world. As Christian skimmed the menu at the Kuai Crimson Palace, he found his usual fare uninteresting, while reminiscent images of Church fingering the lip of his wineglass seemed unable to be pushed from his brain. Eventually he decided on a Masala chicken bowl for his dinner and a side of pork dumplings and a glass of iced green tea. It might seem odd to have iced tea from a Chinese restaurant, but the whitewashed American cultural palate of oriental cuisine was too predictable.

He had spent time in the south, where tea only came sweet and filled with ice cubes. He didn’t consider himself adventurous with food necessarily, but he’d enjoyed many meals from every corner of the globe via the sprawl of diverse cultures spanning the streets of downtown Seattle. He lived alone and didn’t enjoy cooking, so spending time in every café and restaurant along the boulevard near his loft had occupied many of his evenings.

He ate with friends on occasion, but his social life had become stagnant and ordinary. He had never found that innate desire to be coupled, or even be a part of any social clique. It was a curse he bore but one he had acclimated to years earlier. Christian’s life circled around work and his personal interests and studies. Even after graduation, his nose was frequently buried in one too many books or he was strolling independent bookstores and literary cafes for that next great addition to his library. He was well suited to his profession and was able to speak with a modicum of knowledge on Seattle’s literary world from every angle. He knew up-and-coming authors, he knew the best bookshops, he knew the trends of publication, and deftly maneuvered the waters like a skilled merchant seaman.

But the positive aspects of his life were painted with dark oils. The same studious traits that should have made him popular crafted a socially awkward loner. His ability to converse with comprehension was also the trait that made him laborious to others in his field. Although physically attractive, well-educated, and trained with fine skills, he was too frequently left off the guest lists for cocktail parties or five-course dinners. Christian Maxwell had a lot to be thankful for, and held a clear understanding of most things that surrounded him, but he couldn’t see his loneliness…that old adage of the forest for the trees.

Clever people can often be extremely ignorant of their own weakness, and although Christian was cognizant of his love of books, and his sometimes-antisocial behaviors, he couldn’t join enough pieces of the puzzle together to show the picture—the image of a sad and lonely man. It was impossible to make that connection because he had never understood how others truly saw him. His biggest flaw might’ve been his oblivious nature, or his inability to see just how insulated his life had become.

We all weave the patterns of our lives by our actions, and possibly by the desires we maintain to be with others similar to ourselves. Christian had made himself inaccessible to others; he’d forged the walls he intended as protection, which sadly only held him captive and distant from those who could’ve loved him. The real tragedy wasn’t the compilation of brick by brick construction, but the fact that Christian never even saw the wall.

Sitting in a Chinese restaurant drinking tea and eating dumplings alone, he couldn’t imagine any another existence. He had found some comfort in reading the backs of menus while he shoveled in forks of shredded pork, content in strumming a newspaper while he filled his belly… It was woefully normal to be so alone.

 

By contrast, Gabriel Church didn’t like to be alone. It would seem more logical that a nomadic killer with deep scars of psychosis would be accustomed to his own isolation. Who else could relate when your mind was blatantly fragmented and scattered to the floor…when you were surrounded by those who suffered the same humanities as the rest of us…while you were bereft of those same compassions. Emptiness locked in an endless cavity that nothing could seem to fill.

However, he was a social creature. He liked the looks he received from others and being a benefactor of someone’s salacious desires. Gabe was a confident killer; he understood the sexuality he exuded. He would break a tiny grin as he walked down the streets and observed pretty secretaries or dental hygienists turn their heads to watch him walk away. Graced with a full head of dark-brown hair flecked with an occasional sexy strand of gray, even he knew he had won his good fortune in the looks department. He had a physique earned from years of hard toil and maintained by his infrequent visits to the gym at any local YMCA. His chest was broad and defined, and he enjoyed thrilling the female staffers and patrons of any establishment he visited. He liked the image of pulling his shirt off and wiping the sweat from his glistening chest with the bundled garment. He was more metrosexual than he cared to admit.

But bodies were merely bodies to him; his real strength came in his personality. It was a honed craft of knowing when to smile and look away with a mischievous glint dancing through his eyes. It was something he’d mastered, one he found great success with. He knew when wetting his lips looked sensual and inviting, and when it looked ridiculous. His ability to acquire bedmates would have been legendary had he stayed in one place long enough. Instead, he had chosen a life on the road and the repeated sexual conquests of a man with nothing to lose and much to offer.

He’d even noticed men staring at him at the workout facilities and gyms; ones whose eyes lingered for too long on him as he ran through his routines. It seemed the males had lost their ability to smile or speak as they gazed longingly in his direction. He had seen that expression many times, and although he was heterosexual, he didn’t mind another appreciating his form or the adoration plastered to hungry, lust-filled faces. When you were as strong and confident as he was, those limp-wristed faggots who trailed him across the gym floors and dawdled at the shower doors were merely a distraction and proof his efforts were valued.

He currently questioned whether his biographer was queer. The look of this “Christian” was suspect. But he didn’t care. It was nice to have someone positively dripping with excitement at his every word, someone whose expression seemed to indicate the sun rose and fell at his feet alone. If he’d been uncomfortable with his writer, he’d never have agreed to the interviews. But his stories would get told, his vision clearly revealed, and his words and ideas tossed out into the universe. Maybe his life had been preordained to this one single act of defiance? Maybe by confessing his sins before God and the universe, and doing so before he was forced to, he was celebrating his final “Fuck You, World!” moment.

He had watched others of his ilk, those who’d been unlucky or stupid and found themselves spilling their guts for detectives on the opposite side of an interrogation room table, eulogizing about their crimes and blaming an unjust society or a vengeful God. Gabe wasn’t that laughable or foolish. His sins would be openly decorated by his lack of remorse, and his misdeeds would find their own very personal voice, long before some nameless reporter could upend his plans and become some fucked-up ventriloquist for his personal ideology. It was a wise decision to allow Christian Maxwell to write his story. Besides, this day to day existence was becoming rather mundane. Even killing was beginning to lose some excitement.

It had been over a month since he committed a murder. And that last time had even failed to arouse his cock, as it had in those earlier days. He had run aground with the idea of murder—the tensions were no longer as crisp, and the sensation of every stimulus wasn’t as powerful. He remembered those first few adventures; how the air had become electrified around him, how the scents that reached his nostrils were intense and familiar. He remembered pulling his blade or holstering his gun and smelling the pine from a nearby preserve, or the stench of a landfill rising from many miles away. Even the air itself carried recognizable aromas from vast distances. He remembered the tingle and itch of his flesh, remembered how every gust of wind brought every arm hair to stand at attention. It was a drug he allowed himself to drown in, and it was the greatest ecstasy he knew.

Lately, Gabe had been drawn back to his childhood, wanting to chronicle it as some explanation for his crimes. But he wasn’t a writer, he knew that. That’s when the idea was first formed to bring in his autobiographer. He had spent countless hours pulling back painful memories to have that corporeal gift of story in which to offer Christian. Because his occupied thoughts waylaid his mind, other thoughts of murder were back-burnered…and whether he would ever know it or not, Christian had done his own part in the prevention of murder. Without any concise understanding of his own influence, Christian had saved a life.




Chapter Three

The FBI had clear definitions for the types of serial killers: Medical Killers, Organized Killers, and Disorganized Killers. It was easy to break them down into subcategories such as Thrill Killers, Spree Killers, Mass Murderers, and Lust Killers. For Gabriel Church, the pigeonhole slots didn’t fit his particular mold. He killed with organization, but he spent marginal effort on planning. He killed for lust but never sexually assaulted or tortured any victim, and actually, sex played only the smallest role in his impulses. He killed across the board; different sexes, different races, and all ages. There was never a favored distinction of victim, nor did he ever seem tied to a Modus Operandi, as detectives or profilers might say. He was opportunistic. He used whatever was handy; a rope, a gun, a knife, or whatever tool or implement happened to be close at hand. His victims were only chosen by a single intangibility, by an iridescent white light that seemed to draw his interest.

It came without warning, without the twitchy need of a meth head in need of a fix. He didn’t fight the urge to kill, as did so many other plagued killers. He didn’t hear voices, he didn’t have a deep-seated hatred, and he wasn’t out to make any political stand. He killed because he could. And his enjoyment was linked to the ease in which he killed and the good fortune of not getting caught.

There had been one man, a single person with the bad luck to come across Gabe in a convenience store, of all places. As Gabe had walked toward the double doors of that 7-Eleven, the white light emanating from the man at the counter nearly dropped him to his knees. The figure was obscured in the radiance of white heat, and Gabe had to catch himself before he stumbled and gave the appearance of being struck by an inspired vision. He gulped in air and forced a congenial smile on his face as he looked straight ahead while passing. He hoped the man hadn’t noted his surprised expression though he couldn’t be sure.

He had just paid the clerk for gas, so he sprinted to his car at the pumps to refuel quickly, hoping he could get enough gas in the tank before the man exited the store and became lost to him. He got close, but as the man walked out of the store, Gabe was forced to stop pumping and leave the fuel paid for, but untapped. Cramming the nozzle back into its slot, he jumped in his car and followed the man and his vehicle, as if it were just the smallest of coincidence that they were heading in the same direction.

Gabe trailed the man for a time, ending up at what he surmised was the white-lighter’s home, a modest box of nondescript banality. He had to follow the man, to see if that radiant light ever dissipated. When it didn’t, he knew this was the one he needed to kill. But nothing Gabriel Church did was easy. He had to survey the man’s movements and activities just to ascertain who lived there in that crappy paint-peeling shit hole with him. When he was confident that he knew his target would be alone and had chosen his entry point into the house, he left to get supplies and then waited for the dead of night.

He broke into the home via a window in the rear of the house. It wasn’t difficult; the single-paned window and rotting sash and frame construction proved no deterrent for thieves or killers. The man had a dog, as did most folks. In preparation of this he had picked up two items; a week’s old online order of prescription strength Seconal which he always maintained a ready stash, and at the store, he purchased a beautiful raw T-bone steak. God this is a fucked up country, he’d thought as he ordered the drugs with a credit card in his own name. Having tossed the steak out onto the fenced lawn just an hour before, he then made his controlled, leisurely stroll into the man’s backyard. He jimmied the window open with nothing more than a screwdriver. It took all of five minutes. When he entered the house, he became his own shadow, moving through unfamiliar surroundings with confident poise. He did enjoy this part of the undertaking.

To his advantage, the floors were covered in carpeting—he needn’t worry about the boards creaking as he slipped down the hall. He passed one wall covered entirely with cheaply framed photographs: a family’s life captured in black-and-white and Kodachrome. Each picture seemed sappier than the last, he thought. And with a disdained curl of his lip, he surveyed all the smiling faces and unfettered bonds displayed therein. It only served to remind him how few Church-family vacations at the beach had been, how scarce the camping trips or long drives through the national forests.

He passed tiny empty bedrooms and a room used for either an office space or storage, because it was stacked with cardboard boxes and debris from many years in the same ratty dwelling.

When he found the man’s bedroom, he could hear the sounds of heavy, restful breathing emanating from inside the stranger’s room. Gabe wasn’t armed, save for the screwdriver he’d pocketed in his jeans. He rarely carried weapons. The sport came in the chance of misadventure and the risk of getting caught. He stood in the doorway of the man’s bedroom, hidden by shadows, but not so much that a waking man wouldn’t see him standing there if he just focused his gaze.
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