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To Ione Friess

"If you want blood, you got it!"

AC/DC


CHAPTER ONE

Ember watched her target through a pair of binoculars she’d found in her mother’s room earlier that week. An old woman, maybe seventy or eighty, with dyed brown hair and a red sweater despite the mid-Autumn heat.

Her target sipped from a teacup as she watched a news program on a flat-screen television. Ember wondered if any of her own recent deeds had been reported…or if they’d been somehow covered up.


Don’t think about it now, her grandma’s voice told her internally. This is dangerous. You could be killed. Focus, Emmie.


She nodded to herself. It was two days until Halloween, but trick-or-treating was tonight since it was a Saturday. Under the bright light of the hunter’s moon, she watched children in a variety of costumes descend the slight hill toward the expensive red house in the valley. Every time the doorbell rang, the old woman got up and carried a bowl of candy to the front door, brightening her expression to a level near parody. She handed out full-size candy bars, too. She was a monster in the flesh, but she didn’t skimp on treats.

Ember lowered her binoculars, looking up and down the street from where she sat in the limbs of a tree across the street. No one seemed out of the ordinary, costumes aside. No hint that Ember had been spotted, nor any sign of patrolling guards around the premises. That would make what she had to do at least that much simpler.


No, she thought. Murder can’t be simple. Don’t think of it like it’s nothing.


It was true. The dead weighed on her psyche every moment she sat up here gathering flies. It was entirely unpleasant, but the killing had to be done, if not for her satisfaction, then for the safety of others. It was justified.

A year and a half ago, she’d been abducted by a group called The Artist’s Gallery, and she’d been coerced into killing another young woman under the threat that a young boy named Crash would be hurt if she didn’t comply. The group had taken everything from her—her loving grandma, her best friend named Julie, her ex-boyfriend—all in the name of driving her to insanity and forcing her to create her masterpiece. She’d been lured into their influence by an ersatz art competition, and they’d gained her trust all too easily due to her desperation to make it big in the art world, coupled with her crippling depression and feelings of isolation.

She wasn’t sure exactly what had transpired during her escape from The Artist’s Gallery. She’d entered a fugue state—The Abstract, she’d called it—and the only clear details she could remember with 100% certainty were killing Avarice, the man who’d coaxed her into taking part in the initial art competition, and a girl named Audrey, who’d psychologically tortured her throughout her time at the organization. She’d rescued Crash and escaped, but not without mental scars and a jaded outlook on the art world.

And then she’d received a strange package with no return address. Inside was a series of files detailing the whereabouts of all the surviving members of The Artist’s Gallery, along with a letter prompting her to take her revenge.


You know what they say about revenge, though, Emmie, warned her grandmother’s voice. Dig two graves.


But she’d dug far more than two graves over the past year and a half. This would be her seventh outing to dispose of the deplorable trash that frequented The Artist’s Gallery and similar settings across the United States. And just like all the other times, she was scared out of her wits. Not of death. Not of being caught. She was afraid of how easy killing was becoming for her and that she’d soon be desensitized to death.

She lived with her mother a little outside of Orlando, Florida, and she’d taken these trips around nearby states under the guise of visiting old friends from college. As far as she could tell, her mother was none the wiser: when Ember got home, fatigued both mentally and physically from what she’d done, she ate dinner with her mom and carried on as if she were a normal young woman still recovering from the trauma she’d faced.

And recovery was slow. The nightmares made sure of that.


Focus, she thought again. She couldn’t afford to be sidetracked. She had a job to do.


When the street was clear of trick-or-treaters shortly after 9 p.m., she shimmied down from the tree with her backpack slung over one shoulder. Ordinarily, she’d have a black hat with her purple hair tucked inside and a surgical mask for a disguise. But tonight, in the spirit of Halloween, she wore a plastic white mask that she’d picked up at a nearby Walmart.

She approached the red front door and knocked, one sweaty hand wrapped around the hilt of a knife secreted in her sweater pocket. She sensed movement on the other side, but the door didn’t open. Instead, all the lights in the house suddenly went out as if someone had pulled a single plug.


Shit, Ember thought, mental alarms blaring. She turned and looked toward the front yard, expecting to find someone creeping up on her with a raised weapon. There was no one behind her, though. Nor could she see anyone in the vast neighboring yard.


She thought about abandoning the mission. For all she knew, the woman had seen her coming down from the tree and was now calling the police. They’d arrive, and she’d tell them…what? That she’d come to kill an old woman who was part of an underground society specializing in murder as an art form? She’d driven four hours across state lines to get to this overprivileged neighborhood, and now she felt like running home with her tail between her legs.


No, she thought. I’ve come too far. This woman dies tonight.


Then she heard gunshots from inside the house. One, then two, then three shots, each lighting up the windows from behind white curtains. She jumped, looking for a place to hide before a bullet could find her. But all went silent again.

She heard footsteps on the other side of the door, slow and purposeful. Then the door swung wide open, and she saw the old woman’s silhouette standing there with a pistol in her left hand. With her free hand, the woman swept off Ember’s mask.

“You’ve finally come,” the woman said, sounding neither surprised nor scared. Rather, she sounded exhausted, as if she’d spent all day anticipating this moment. “Come inside, please. I’ll put another pot of tea on the stove.”

Ember didn’t budge. She looked past the old woman into the house and saw only blackness. She drew the knife quickly, meaning to ram it into the old woman’s soft, wrinkly neck. The woman turned and leveled the gun at her.

“Please don’t make this difficult. I’ve just shot and killed my live-in servants of fourteen years, and the arthritis in my hand is acting up. Come inside, now.”

Ember decided she didn’t have a choice. She’d slipped up somehow, and her plan was ruined. She could lash out with the blade and maybe do some damage before being executed, but it would do no good. The old woman had the upper hand, and being that this was undoubtedly the end, all Ember felt were the cold fingers of fear crawling up her spine.

The woman stepped aside, gesturing impatiently with the gun. Ember dropped her knife and walked into the dark house toward her doom. The woman closed the door behind her.

“Mind where you step,” the woman said. “I believe poor Mr. Robinson’s corpse is just to your left. Give me just one moment, dear.”

Suddenly, all the lights turned back on when the old woman flipped a switch, and Ember recoiled at the sight of a dead body lying across the hallway. Blood pooled around him, and Ember saw the grisly brain matter expelled from an exit wound in the back of his head. A broken dinner plate’s scattered shards lay beside him, and a full course of spaghetti and meatballs was spilled alongside the blood.

“My butler,” the old woman explained. “A friend of my son’s, actually. Nice man. Always quick with a joke as he lit up a smoke, as the song would say.” She made a sound approximating laughter, but it had a cold edge to it. “Poor boy didn’t know what he was getting himself into when he took this job. Is that on your conscience or mine?”

“Yours,” Ember said. “Along with everyone else you’ve ever killed or watched suffer.”

The woman nodded. “Ah. I suppose that’s right. It’s why you came to kill me, after all.”

The woman stepped over the corpse and led the way into the enormous living room. The space was two stories high, with a red mahogany banister overlooking it. The walls were adorned with art pieces of various sizes intermingled with a taxidermized deer head and a row of hunting rifles. The woman’s profile hadn’t said anything about a husband, so Ember assumed the weapons belonged to the woman. Perhaps she’d been a hunter in the past. From the way the woman kept her gun trained on its target, Ember doubted she’d lost confidence with firearms, arthritic or not.

“Take a seat,” the woman invited, gesturing toward a white couch. Blood was sprayed across the cushions, and Ember assumed there was another corpse behind the furniture. “I’m going to go put the kettle on the stove. I have an assortment of tea bags you can choose from.”

“I don’t want tea.”

“Ah. Worried I’ll poison you, huh? Smart girl. But if I wanted you dead, I’d simply shoot you in your pretty little face. Fine, no tea for you, then. But I think I’ll still enjoy a cup if you don’t mind.”

The woman walked out of view into what Ember assumed was the kitchen.

Ember didn’t sit as instructed but instead peered around the corner, expecting the woman to be pointing the gun at her from a distance or perhaps alerting someone else of her presence. Neither guess made much sense, but she treated the woman as unpredictable. There was no telling how people like her operated.

“My departed husband came from old money,” the woman said from the kitchen. “His parents owned a rather successful insurance firm, and the money got passed down to him when they moved on. We put all the money into stocks, though I admit I have no idea how any of that business works, only that we struck lucky.”

Ember continued looking around the room. A large black urn sat on the fireplace mantle, along with a variety of framed photos. Wedding pictures from decades ago, images of youths, presumably grandkids, smiling at the camera. She wondered where the woman kept her prizes from The Artist’s Gallery—artwork made by doomed men and women, photos of their last moments alive as they struggled to create greatness. She imagined a hidden room in the basement, some dark closet space where the woman would frequently sojourn to stare at those pieces with fond remembrance.


Will my photo be added to that collection? she wondered.


After her escape from The Artist’s Gallery and all this time hunting down those who’d harmed so many people, was it all about to come to an abrupt close?

Ember heard a teapot whistling minutes later, startling her from her thoughts. The woman returned with a steaming cup in one hand.

“Here we go,” she said, sitting down across from Ember. “Nice and hot chamomile. Helps put my mind at ease before bed. It’s been my nightly ritual since I was a little girl around your age.”

“Super interesting,” Ember said.

The woman waved a hand. “I know. You came here to execute me in cold blood, not to hear me ramble on about days passed. I suppose you’re the one who killed the Ashmores last month in their beds, aren’t you? And the Carlson couple two months before that?”

Ember didn’t answer. Both occurrences haunted her nightmares, but especially the latter. She’d slit Mr. Carlson’s throat in his sleep, but when he awoke, choking on his own blood, Mrs. Carlson had gone for the gun in their nightstand drawer. She’d been spry for her advanced age, and even as Ember leaped onto her back and took her to the ground, the woman had fought back, kicking and screaming. Ember had stabbed her eleven times, and the woman begged for her life before finally dying. Mrs. Carlson had deserved her fate, but her final moments were permanently seared into Ember’s brain.

“Yes, you prefer murdering people in their sleep,” the woman continued. “A shame that I’m a night owl, I suppose. I’m not judging you, don’t get me wrong. And you’re smart enough to use a knife rather than a noisy gun, even if it gets your hands a little dirty. Not that we have to worry about noise in this neighborhood. You can rest assured of that. I pay a lot for my privacy.”

The woman looked at the gun in her hand. Then she set it down on the coffee table between them. Ember stared at the weapon, too far away to reach out and take it.

“What’s your name, child?” the woman asked.

“Why do you want to know my name?”

“Because you’re going to kill me, and I feel I deserve to know.” The woman nudged the gun closer to Ember. “Pick it up. You’re in control now. Don’t worry.”

Ember didn’t touch the firearm. She sensed a trick of some sort. Was the woman simply stalling for time until others arrived? She doubted the gun was even loaded anymore. The woman could’ve easily taken the bullets out while in the kitchen, preparing to lull Ember into a false sense of security.

The woman frowned at her hesitation. “My name’s Claire. Though I suppose you already know that. Tracking us all down like this at our homes means someone’s been helping you, feeding you information. To what end, I can only speculate.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

The woman only smiled again. “I assume you’re a survivor of The Artist’s Gallery. Out for blood, as it were. I can only imagine how broken you must feel inside. God only knows what went on in your mind, electing to come here alone with only a blade. You must be new at killing.”

“I killed an entire audience of you fuckers before I escaped.”

“Did you, now? Yes. I remember hearing about the Cleveland incident. So, you’re the girl who got away. I heard it was an electricity issue that did it, but that’s neither here nor there.” The woman sipped her tea and gestured to the gun. “Pick it up. Check the magazine, if you’d like. I won’t stop you.”

Warily, Ember leaned forward and grabbed the gun. She didn’t know anything about firearms other than you point them at what you want dead. But the weight of the gun told her it was likely loaded. She pointed it at the woman, who nodded in satisfaction.

“Good. Now the fun’s really beginning, isn’t it? I can see your trigger finger shaking, but I can tell you want to fire a bullet straight into my head. Wanting it and doing it are two entirely different things, I’m afraid.”

“Maybe I’ll take your kneecaps first,” Ember threatened. She turned to look at the art on the wall. “How many of these are from The Artist’s Gallery? How many people did you watch suffer?”

“Oh, dozens of artists,” the woman said toward the floor. “Painters, musicians, novelists. But none of what you see here is from those adventures. I burned those artifacts long ago. Couldn’t stand looking at them any longer.”

“Liar.”

“I’m afraid not. Those days are far behind me. A past life I neither regret nor celebrate. Don’t get me wrong; I haven’t turned over a new leaf or found Jesus. It was a high point in an otherwise boring life. But all things come to an end, I suppose. I simply grew bored of it.”

Ember stood. “This isn’t an interview. I don’t need your life story.”

The woman—Claire—waved a dismissive hand. “By all means, shoot me any time you’d like. I’m not stopping you. I’ve been ready for this since I saw you climbing that tree outside an hour ago. If you care for a tip for future hunts, I’d advise against being so indiscreet.”

“Why didn’t you call the cops if you saw me?”

Claire splayed her hands. “The same reason you didn’t call the cops rather than hunting us down like an intrepid butcher. Because I’m broken beyond repair, and I’m ready for this moment. Are you?”

“You think I won’t do it?”

“I think you will. I think every bit of innocence has been stripped from you since your escape. When you look in the mirror, do you even recognize yourself anymore? I think not. And whoever’s currently pulling your strings knows just how broken you are. You’re their efficient little tool, picking us off one by one.”

Ember stood and walked close enough to put the barrel of the gun to Claire’s head. “I’m tired of listening to you talk. Your next words better count.”

“Your hands are shaking, dear. Maybe it’ll be easier if you shoot me from behind.”

Ember did, indeed, feel her arm quaking. Something about it didn’t feel right, standing here in front of an old woman who was ready to die.

Claire frowned and shook her head.

“Why am I so different from the others to you?” she asked. “I deserve this. You’d be doing the world a favor, and, if you don’t mind my saying, I’d much prefer being executed by a little girl over spending the rest of my life in prison. Do it.”

Ember wanted to. She wanted to kill this woman and everyone else like her. Make them pay for their crimes with blood. But she couldn’t. She felt a tear running down her cheek.

Do you even recognize yourself when you look in the mirror?

Claire pushed her lower lip out as she stood. “Give me the gun. Let me put a bullet in both our heads and end our suffering.”

“Sit down.”

“Give me the gun. I can do it.”

“Shut up.”

“Let me just—”

Ember pulled the trigger, and the top of the old woman’s head suddenly became a hole as red brain matter sprayed across the couch and the painting behind her. She cried out in surprise at her actions, tears rolling freely now, and she pulled the trigger again twice, missing the first time and hitting the woman’s chest with the second bullet.

The woman didn’t fall right away but swayed on her feet as if not realizing she was dead.

Then, the body fell forward onto the coffee table, collapsing it into a mess of glass, blood, and wood.

Ember stared at the fresh corpse. Dropping the gun, she fell to her knees. She watched blood pool across the carpet, and she thought back to the first time she’d spilled paint as a child. Her dad had consoled her. “We all make mistakes,” he’d said. “The key is learning from them.”

She had no idea what she’d learned from any of this. The hole in her heart was still there, bigger than ever, and her memories of The Artist’s Gallery still mocked her. She thought of her slaughtered grandmother, her murdered ex-boyfriend, and her best friend, who’d been executed right in front of her. None of them were coming back. She was accomplishing nothing by being here.


You can walk away now, her grandmother’s voice said. Put down the burden, Emmie. You don’t need to carry it anymore.


She really didn’t know who she was anymore. The old woman had been right, and she was irreparably destroyed inside.


CHAPTER TWO

Bret stood in the corner of the dark basement, wiping blood from his serrated steel blade onto the right leg of his jeans. He scratched the light scruff on his face with one gloved, blood-covered hand, smoothed back his jet-black hair, and smiled at the man tied to a chair before him.

Two severed fingers sat on the floor beside Bret’s prisoner, and the twin stumps on the man’s left hand continued to trickle blood onto the floor. The captive person’s wide green eyes stared at Bret beneath a messy mop of tangled brown hair. The back of his head was covered in crusted blood from where Bret had bludgeoned him with a metal bat two hours ago, rendering him unconscious long enough for Bret to carry him from his fifth-floor apartment down to the trunk of his idling black 2018 Ford Mustang. He’d passed an old lady in the claustrophobic yellowish hallway, and he’d simply smiled at her and said he was taking his drunk friend home. Whether she bought the lie or not was none of Bret’s concern; no one would know he’d been at the apartment complex. He was an invisible man with few distinguishable features, and in his two years of killing, Bret was yet to be caught.

He looked his prisoner in the eyes, relishing the look of terror on his face. The man tried to speak from beneath the double layer of duct tape wrapped around his mouth and head. In the movies, now would be the moment for Bret to deliver a grand speech, telling the man why he’d been brought here and offering platitudes about good versus evil. But that just wasn’t his style. He preferred silence as he worked.

The basement was vast, and only a pool of light from the bulb overhead illuminated both men. Bret liked to think his past seven victims watched from the darkness just beyond the pool of light. He never heard their terminal screams—they, too, had been gagged with duct tape. But he imagined them cheering his present deed, finally finding atonement for their transgressions. Strangely, he was helping these people by delivering them to Death’s door. They’d been sick in life, and their maladies had needed curing.

The floor and walls of the spacious basement were covered with thick sheets of plastic. Bret had been anal-retentive about cleanliness since childhood. He even carried a small bottle of hand sanitizer in his pocket, which he used liberally throughout his long days working at a McDonald’s across town. People at work called him weird, but only in a teasing way. He was actually friends with many of them despite being five years or so their senior. He supposed this was because he looked a lot younger than his twenty-five years. He wasn’t popular by any means, but he was well-liked enough and knew how to appear innocent and unassuming.

He picked up a circular saw from the floor and plugged it in, revving the blade a few times as he walked toward his captive. This next part was going to be messy.


Holding down the prisoner’s left leg with one hand, he pushed the active blade easily through the bare ankle, feeling a sort of catharsis when the man’s back arched, and he tried to scream in agony. He smelled the coppery scent of blood and the acrid, sulfurous odor of bone[JC1] as the saw completed its path. Grabbing the dismembered foot from the floor, he tossed it over his shoulder before starting on the right leg.


He hummed as he worked. It was a melody of some indie-punk band he’d heard on YouTube earlier that day. The Meat Curtains, maybe?

He had no idea whose basement he was in. That was one of his rules: total separation from the murder site. All he knew was that a single man in his thirties lived here and that he was gone for the week on a business trip of some sort. He would come home to find a completely spotless basement, and he’d be none the wiser of what had transpired here.

He worked on his prisoner’s eyeballs next. First, he took a series of pins from the sleeve of his black flannel shirt and inserted them around each eyeball, keeping them pried open. Then he dug the tip of his blade beneath each orb and dug them out, puncturing them in the process and creating a stream of viscous goo. When he was done, he let the broken eyes hang from their tendons while the man continued to thrash about, tears mixing with the blood. Bret smelled yet another foul scent—the man had shat himself.


You can’t rape what you can’t see, Bret thought. And you can’t chase after poor, unsuspecting women without feet to stand on.


Not that the man would have an opportunity to try either option. He was going to die here tonight. By sunrise tomorrow, his body would be disseminated to six different locations around the city in heavy-duty plastic bags.

Clean-up was always a pain in the ass. In movies and television shows, dismembered body parts were carried around as if they were lighter than feathers, particularly the head. In reality, severed limbs were heavy, and the man’s torso alone weighed over a hundred pounds, even if Bret took the time to remove its innards and transport them to an entirely different location.

He circled the prisoner, pondering the man’s deeds and how much he deserved to suffer before the sweet release of death. He’d already served five years in prison for the sexual molestation of two boys in the first-grade class he taught—both victims were autistic and unable to tell their tale on the stands without the help of their therapists. But his time in prison didn’t account for the other students he’d probably abused. Nor did it make up for the series of rapes in his apartment building.


You didn’t count on a visit from me, did you? Bret thought, pleased with himself. You’ve had God’s eyes on you for quite some time, though. And now, it’s time for punishment.


He decided to take the man’s hands next. Finger by finger. Joint by joint.

Bret grabbed the garden pruners from the floor.

Then his phone chirped in his pocket. He took it out and sent the caller to voicemail. Seconds later, the phone rang again.

“Dammit,” he groaned quietly. He wiped his hands on his pants and answered: “Hello?”

“Bret Kelly,” a man’s voice said. “I must insist you stop what you’re doing momentarily and give me your full attention.”

“And who’s this?”

“The person watching you.”

Bret straightened his back subconsciously. He looked over his shoulder at the sole basement window, over which a red curtain hung. Getting up onto his toes, he peeked outside and saw no one. There wasn’t even a single car out on the curb.

“Colder,” the man said, chuckling.

Bret looked around the space, searching for any hiding spot he hadn’t scoped out when preparing the room. He found none.

“Warmer,” the man said. “Red hot, even.”

Then Bret saw it in the corner of the room, faintly blinking—a white light that was barely visible. It was vaguely shaped like a large cricket, the sort of hidden camera he would’ve easily overlooked.

“There you are, Mr. Kelly,” the man said.

Bret heard the faint sound of applause from the other end of the call. Chills ran up his spine. He rushed to his tools and grabbed a crowbar, raising it overhead as he approached the apparatus.

“I wouldn’t do that,” the man warned.

Bret paused. “And why’s that?”

“Because my associates and I are currently parked outside 515 Park Lane. Your mother’s quite beautiful for forty-two, you know.”

It took only a moment for the threat to register with Bret. He lowered the crowbar, racking his brain for options. He found none. In the blink of an eye, he’d gone from hunter to victim.

“Who are you?” he asked, fighting to sound confident. “You’re not the police. You would’ve arrested me by now.”

“That’s quite correct, I’m afraid. You’ve put on a splendid show so far, Bret. I’d like you to continue before we speak any further. Do what you do best. But first, be a good boy and put me on speaker.”

Bret obeyed.

He heard the man sigh wearily.

“Mr. Maxim,” the man addressed Bret’s captive. “You’ve been a naughty boy over the past few years, haven’t you? I daresay you deserve the wrath visited upon you. Bret, would you please remove the tape from Mr. Maxim’s mouth?”

Bret was hesitant, fearing screams that could alert neighbors to his prisoner’s plight. But he was at the caller’s mercy. He thought of his unsuspecting mother, probably sitting in front of the television watching her programs. He had no choice but to obey. He unwrapped the tape from around Maxim’s head, ripping away bits of his goatee in the process.

“Help!” the man screamed at the top of his lungs. He repeated this cry several times in quick succession, and Bret half-expected cops to swarm the room at any moment.

“Sublime,” the caller said. “Now, Bret, I want you to knock his teeth out with the crowbar in your hand.”

“Why?” Bret asked. “What are you getting from this?”

A brief pause. And then: “Artistic fulfillment. Now do it, or I’ll send one of my men in to remove your mother’s toes.”
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