Searcher

[A man whose family was murdered by a serial killer becomes a predator who targets other killers]

He never saw it coming.

Never felt a thing. When he awoke, he was tied to a chair. Arms and legs bound tight, no blindfold, no gag, but pain, an awful lot of pain. He could swear he was burned on the right side of his lower back but there was no way he could tell.

He looked around, still groggy. This wasn’t his house. For a second he thought he’d been caught by the cops. That he was in some weird kind of cell, but this wasn’t a jail cell it was some kind of basement, or cellar.

He peered around into the dim gloom for the girl. She was nowhere to be found.

The cellar stunk. It wasn’t just the smell of mold or mildew that so many cellars have. The air was thick and damp with the heavy scent of a zoo or barn...no, a zoo. It was definitely a zoo smell, all wild, with that stench of recent death and ongoing decay.

Something stirred with an animal grunt on the other side of the room, beyond his field of vision. He tried to speak but his throat wouldn’t open. He went to feel his neck, forgetting for an instant his tethered limbs. Someone had wrapped something around his neck! He drifted off again into unconsciousness.


**************** ****************


When he awoke the cellar was brightly lit and he could see clearly a huge wooden, makeshift cage on the other side of the cellar. The smell seemed even more powerful. A disembodied voice asked,

“You awake?”

He looked around, finally catching sight of the speaker on the ceiling over head.

“You cops?” he asked.

“So you’re awake. Good.” Said the voice.

“Where’s the girl?” He asked.

There was no answer.

“Look, my name’s-”

The screeching metallic feedback drowned out his voice and raked his ears. Then a voice boomed “You have no name! YOU’RE NOW CALLED JOHN DOE.”

This didn’t feel like police custody, that much he knew. He decided to try a different tack.

“I think there’s been a mistake here. I’m looking for a girl...a girl I was with...she’s my...ah...my sist-”

“SHUT THE FUCK UP!” Demanded the voice.

“No wait! Really, she’s my sister. Ask her for God’s sake.”

He waited but there was no response. He continued, alternately cajoling, pleading and demanding for the next fifty minutes to no avail.


**************** ****************


James Breem was proud of himself. Three strategically placed video cameras and two parabolic microphones fed every sight and sound from the root cellar into the 12’ by 14’ turret office, high atop the front of his huge, lake front Tudor home.

This John Doe, whom the TV identified as William Savard, was his fifth prize this year, and it was only October. There were three last year and one the year before, bringing the grand total to nine so far.

This was the most tedious part of the process, these first few hours. Amazing how little they understood about their own behavior.


He shook his head; “The strong take advantage of the weak,” he said as if chanting, “but the smart take advantage of the strong.” Then he turned off the monitors and mics and went down stairs to sleep.

Early the next morning he tossed his basketball into a backpack and took his mountain bike down to the courts just outside the village of Chinooga Lake, New Jersey about three miles away.

When he came back two hours later, he showered, dressed and went to the turret to look in on his guest. John Doe was sleeping again. He grabbed a hood and headed for the root cellar.


**************** ****************


John Doe woke up twenty minutes later to find a man wearing a large black hood with two eye slits sitting in front of him. He startled and the hood cocked quizzically to one side.

“Who the fuck are you?” Demanded John Doe.

“I know who you are.” Said the hood, ignoring the question.

“Look, until I know who the hell you are, I’m not saying another fucking thing.”

The hood wiggled a cattle prod in the air and suddenly the pain on the right side of John Doe’s lower back jumped into focus. John Doe recoiled from the weapon.

“I know who you are.” Repeated the hood.

“Really? Then who the fuck am I?” Dared John Doe, sensing bravado his best strategy.

“You’re William Savard, that serial killer they’re looking for. The one who’s been killing prostitutes all along I-78.” Replied the hood.

“No wa-aay man that ain’t m-aaaarrrgh!”

The hood cut him off with a shot to his left side with the cattle prod.

“I caught you in the act of abducting that girl last night. You assaulted her...you’re sister, if I’m not mistaken.”

“So what’s up? You gonna turn me into the cops, or the FBI or something? Going to be some kind of hero and collect a big reward?” Asked John Doe.


The hood looked right then left as if genuinely surprised, “No...NO! I’m going to kill you. You haven’t figured that out yet? I took you for a much smarter young man.” Said the hood.

“YOU”RE going to KILL ME?!” Asked John Doe.

The hood nodded his ascent.

“Ha!” John Doe spat out the laugh derisively. “And who is this man that’s going to kill me?”

“You can call me Searcher.” Said the hood.

“Searcher. What kind of bullshit name is that?” Snorted John Doe.

“I don’t know, it’s a name. If it feels better for you to have one for me, use that.”

“I’ve got a name fo-”

“No, no...later. We’ll talk more later. What I need for you to do, is to remember each and everyone you killed, when you killed them and how and be prepared to explain why you did...what you did.”

“WHAT?! Get the fuck outta-”

The door slammed shut and the hood disappeared. A throaty rasp growled from the cage across the room. John Doe strained his eyes to get a better look at the occupant.

Was it some kind of lizard? Maybe a gator? It was dark and low to the ground, but whatever it was, it sure as hell stank!


**************** ****************


Jim Breem decided he wouldn’t visit John Doe until the late afternoon. He ascended the stairs up to the basement, covered the entrance to the root cellar and decided to do some yard work before heading into town to get something to eat.

While he was out collecting branches on his lawn, Andy Gaines, a thirty-two year old deputy sheriff drove by. He stopped when he spotted James Breem.

Andy knew Breem as an inveterate police buff, always around for all the police functions. It was good for politics. Breem was a County Alderman.

Gaines could see that Breem wasn’t much older than he was. He’d surmised that Breem wasn’t born rich. He’d served with the Navy Seals. Gaines figured that people born rich don’t tend to do things like that.

“Hello Mr. Breem,” Andy called out.

“Jim, call me Jim – please,” replied Breem.

“Sure thing...uh Jim.”

“Thanks Andy, what can I do for you today?”

“Nothing, I was just stopping by. I love this house. Must be great.”

“Great?”

“Yeah! It must be great being rich and all.”

“Oh yeah. Well, Andy, I wasn’t born rich, I kinda got lucky.”

“Lucky?”

“Yeah, lucky. You see, my folks were both killed when I was a kid...eleven years old. I was staying over my grandparents when a serial killer broke in and killed them both.”

“And how does that make you lucky, Mr. Breem?”

“Jim, it’s Jim and that was the beginning of my destiny. You know you always have to give something up for your destiny...Don’t you, Andy?”

“And you had to “give up” your parents?”

“Well, yes, in a sense. You see, I really got into books after that...anything to escape reality. I did pretty well too. In fact, I got into Annapolis and got a degree in electrical engineering.”

“I thought you served in a Seal unit? Guys don’t usually go from the Naval Academy into the Seals.”

“No, I had Seal training, but I served in Naval Intelligence for six years.”

“You got rich in the Navy?”

“As a matter of fact, I did just that. You see, I developed two parts that are still used in every catalytic converter. I still get sixteen cents on every engine with a catalytic converter sold. Nine cents from one of the parts and seven from the other.”

“Wow!”

“In the U.S. alone, there were some 72 million engines sold - that came out to $11.5 million just last year. I’ve done well, Andy.”

“I’d say so Jim,” replied Andy, shaking his head.

Looking at his watch he added, “Looks like I’d better get back on patrol. See ya mist...ah Jim.”

Breem waved and Andy headed off on his rounds.

**************    *******************    ***************

When Jim returned from town around five PM he turned on the local news. Figuring that eighteen hours after the fact, they’d have some sort of story on the girl found at the scene of the abduction. He was right, but she didn’t have much to say.

He watched the girl tell reporters that the last thing she remembered was being attacked by a man she claimed picked her up hitchhiking. She was hailed as the first survivor of the I-78 serial killer. Jim Breem watched and smiled. He put on his sweats and began his evening ritual of ten minutes of stretching followed by twenty minutes on his Stair Master.

While working out, he went over the night before. He’d decided on this truck stop more or less by luck. An educated guess might be a better term. It was busy and big and right in line with the geometric pattern on the map that the killer had either consciously or unconsciously made.

He figured a busy spot would afford the killer greater anonymity. He chose this particular girl because she was the only brunette working the truck stop that night. There were three blondes, a red head and a black chick working the area, but all eight of this killer’s victims had been brunettes.

Breem considered how productive his trolling had become. He was surprised how much he’d begun to think like a serial killer himself. Even though he’d already killed eight men, going on nine, he saw himself a hunter rather than a killer.

His luck changed at around eleven-thirty PM, when he saw the brunette saunter over to John Doe’s car. A dance she’d performed eleven times since four PM, five of them successfully. Breem had followed them all to local motels.

This driver was the first one not to head directly to a hotel. Breem began getting a good feeling about this one. The kind of feeling a hunter gets when its prey moves into range.

When John Doe got the girl into his car, he drove to an overlook alongside I-78. This enabled Breem to turn off the headlights of his black Lincoln Navigator, pull off onto the shoulder and sneak up on the couple.

He watched as John Doe slugged the girl. He saw her slump down in the front seat. Then as John Doe got out of the car to move around to the passenger side, Breem fired the first tranquilizing dart, a direct hit. The dart entered through John Doe’s shirt and lodged in his back. John Doe’s body went limp and he fell to the ground before he could completely turn around. Jim Breem moved toward the car and heard the girl stir. He loaded up a second dart and hit her as well. Then, wearing rubber gloves, he cuffed his quarry’s legs and feet and loaded the limp body of John Doe into the rear of his Navigator and covered it with a tarp.


**************** ****************


After his workout, he showered and dressed. At 6:34 PM he grabbed his hood and his cattle prod and headed downstairs. He didn’t make it to the basement before changing his mind. John Doe would keep until tomorrow.


**************** ****************


Jim Breem got up at eight AM and went for a forty minute run. Upon his return, he showered, ate a leisurely breakfast then grabbed the cattle prod and the hood he’d abandoned the night before and headed downstairs. It was six minutes past ten when he entered the cellar.

By ten AM, John Doe had been in the root cellar for almost thirty-six hours. He’d just spent his second fitful night tied to a chair. John Doe was tired and confused but mostly he was scared. If this weirdo in the hood wasn’t some inventive cop’s idea of coaxing a confession out of him than he really was in trouble. He thought about this for a moment and remembered the last thing Searcher said, that shit about being prepared to go over all the killings.

“Fucking cop.” Grumbled John Doe aloud.

A few moments later, he heard the door click open. In walked the hood.

“Ready to talk?” Asked Searcher cheerfully.

“Fuck you cop.” Snarled John Doe.

Searcher raised the cattle prod and John Doe stiffened again. He quickly regrouped and yelled, “I want my lawyer, NOW cop! I WANT M-aaaarrrgh!”

Searcher pulled the cattle prod away from John Doe

“I don’t think you understand this yet, I’m no cop. Get it?YOU’RE SCREWED!”

John Doe considered all this for a moment. “If this guy was a cop, how come there weren’t any other cops around? What kind of place is this? How come this guy never read me my rights?” John Doe was nervous.

“I’ll talk on one condition.”

“You’ll talk no matter what but I’d like to hear your condition?”

“That you talk first. Tell me about you.”

Searcher thought for a moment, then nodded approvingly.

“Alright, you’ve got a deal.” Said Searcher, “Now where should I begin? Oh yeah, I was born December 12th, 1964 to working class parents in a working class neighborhood on Staten Island.”

“Where?” Asked John Doe.

“Staten Island, New York...you know, the forgotten borough? Anyway, I had an idyllic childhood. Good family, happy home, lots of friends and woods to play in.”

Searcher looked skyward as if reminiscing.

“All that ended on March the 10th of 1975 when they were both murdered by Paul Bane-Martin. Mister Bane-Martin killed six families between 1973 and 1976. Did you know that?”

“How come he didn’t get you?”

“I was staying with my grandparents, the weekend he killed my parents. Just two blocks away....Anyway, I finished high school, got into Annapolis and took an electrical engineering degree. I spent the next eight years in Uncle Sam’s Navy.”

Searcher laughed, “You might say the government taught me most of the skills I’d need to revenge my parents. The only thing I didn’t have was the money needed to focus on it and get away with it.

“Well, the government came through again. I was able to develop patents for two little improvements for catalytic converters. One was just a design feature that allowed for greater heat dissipation and the other was simply using a new alloy that withstood the heat better, to build the O-rings out of. I get 8 cents apiece for every one sold. That’s sixteen cents for every catalytic converter sold.”

“Do you know how many catalytic converters are sold every year?”

“Nope.”

“Neither do I, but my accountant sure does. In the U.S. alone there were some 72 million engines sold...that’s over eleven million bucks right there.”

“You’re telling me that you started killing people in 1988 and you haven’t been caught.”

“No, not at all. First I’ve never killed people and secondly, I didn’t start this endeavor until 1997. From 1988 until then, I studied and I planned. You need more than just money to do this, you need skills.”

“What kind of skills?” Sneered John Doe, sensing he’d been insulted.

“Well, first of all, the skills to hunt down people like yourself. That’s no easy feat, no easy feat at all. Then of course the skills to elude the authorities. I’ve studied the behaviors of both groups extensively. I know my subjects and I love my work. So that’s pretty much me...and you?”

John Doe pretty much figured he was dealing with a madman, possibly a killer. Instinctively he cajoled him.

“We have a lot in common!”

“Really?” Replied Searcher sounding very interested.

“Yeah, good home, fun childhood. I hated school but I did pretty good on exams. I dropped out of high school. Did a stint in the Army...and hated that even more. Went back to community college a few times but never finished a degree.

“I wandered around the country for a few years taking all sorts of odd jobs. I hate working for people. I don’t like takin’ shit off no one.”

“Ever kill any animals when you were a kid?” Asked Searcher.

John Doe laughed, “Yeah lots. I killed strays and squirrels when I could catch’em when I was young, but before I dropped out of high school, I was killing neighborhood pets. It was fun. Hu-hu-ha. I’d even help the neighbors find them. Me acting all sad. Hu-ha-hu! You too huh?”

“Me? No never.” Said Searcher, his eyes narrowing.

“I only did it every once in a while.” Said John Doe, quickly minimizing the actions he thought offended Searcher. “It wasn’t all the time or anything.”

“So what’s it like for you?” Said Searcher.

“What’s what like?”

“Killing...K I L L I N G.”

“I don’t know, it’s fun.”

“I mean what’s it feel like?”

“I don’t know. I can’t describe it.”

“Is it the power?”

“Hmmm... Yeah!” Said John Doe hoping to hook into what Searcher wanted to hear. “It’s like total power man, total control. You’re standing over that helpless bitch and she’s crying and begging for help. I love that moment man.”

“Why?”

“Cause in that moment, I feel like I’m God. I can give life, I can take it. I can make them cry, make them beg...make them do anything. In the last minutes of their lives, I am their life.”

“So you’re saying that in that moment, even an impotent, pathetic little coward, like yourself feels...powerful?”

“I’m always powerful!” Yelled John Doe, “I can relive that feeling anytime I want man. I AM POWERFUL!” John Doe saw Searcher’s eyes widen and dance. He realized he’d taken a wrong tack.

“Look friend, I’ve got nothing against you...and you can’t have anything against me, I mean...you could, uh, I mean, you should just let me walk man. Let me just walk away.”

“First, you’re not my friend and second, my parents. My parents are what I have against you.”

“But I didn’t kill your parents.”

Searcher shook his head and got up to leave.

“No wait. I’ve been around. I mean if you’re thinking of killing me right here, in your own house, you’ve got a lot to learn. I could teach you a lot. You know it ain’t easy to dispose of a body. They have all sorts of new gadgets to detect hidden, even buried bodies.”

Searcher stood and turned toward the door, “Thanks for the offer but I’ve never had a problem disposing of a body.” He nodded at the cage across the room and stepped to the door. Then he turned just before he reached it. John Doe smiled.

“I think we’re done here.”

John Doe looked incredulous, “You’re gonna kill me now?”

“Not me, him,” said Breem pointing toward the cage. “What is that? A gator?”

“No, actually it’s a Komodo Dragon. Two actually. Got them as babies while I was stationed in the South Pacific. You wouldn’t believe how hard they were to get into this country. Thank God for military cargo.”


Breem headed for the door again, then stopped,

“Oh yes, I’ve got something else for you.” Said Searcher leaning forward he pulled out a syringe and injected John Doe with 5 grams of Sodium Pentethol.

“Shhhh, I want you to relax.” Soothed Searcher, “Later on I’ll want you to tell me everything.”

*************    *********************    **********

Six hours later John Doe woke up shrieking in agony.

Both his hands and both feet had been deep fried in a boiling greasy oil. All four extremities were charred black with deep, raw gauges of dark red coursing through them. Flaps of blackened skin hung off both hands, his right foot had split open along the top and his darkened left foot had doubled in size.

John Doe vomited half from the pain, half from the smell of his own burnt hair and flesh.

Searcher strode into the room and grinned.

“Incentive.” Is all he said as he gave John injections in each arm and leg.

“Nerve block. So we can talk.”

John gagged then sputtered, “You cr-crazy muthafucka. You’re gonna die. I don’t work alone. I’m gonna have your ass k-killed.”

“Look John, we need to talk. You need to talk. Really, while you still can.”

John’s reddened eyes glared at him.

“I can remove that nerve block John. Believe me, I can and I will.”

John’s head fell forward and he began to weep.

“Now John, how many have you killed?”

John Doe paused a few moments, then looked up wearily, “The girl last-”

“No, the girl you were with last night is alive.”

“Six...I think...yeah six.”

“Good. Now tell me what you liked most about the killings.”

“I already told you, the power.”

“No, I told you that. Don’t you remember?”

“Man I don’t know what you’re looking for.”

“Sure you do. I mean it must feel pretty good. You keep doing it.”

“I guess...I-” Said John Doe breathing hard, “I like the fear.”

“Yes, you can almost taste it can’t you?”

“It’s a rush. It makes me feel so damned strong to see someone else so weak.” Said John Doe between labored breaths. “It’s like an electric current surging through me.”

“You can almost taste that fear. Kinda makes you tingle.” Said Searcher, “The hair on the back of your neck and on your arms stands up.”

“Yes...YES!”

“Your dick gets hard and you can just feel all their energy transfer to you.” Said Searcher, his voice booming, “You literally grow bigger as they shrink before your eyes. Their fear...their terror is your energy.”

“Yeah that’s it...that’s IT!” Cried John Doe, “You can get like an addict for that feeling. Especially with the way this world always puts you down, making you feel small. You know?”

“Hmmmm. What were their names?” Do you remember?”

“Most of’em.”

“So, who were they?”

“Nobodies. Truck stop whores is all.”

“They all were between 5’4” and 5’6” with slim to medium builds, dark hair and brown eyes.”

“Oh yeah, that.”

“What? Did they remind you of your mother or something?"

”You dick!” Sputtered John Doe. “My mom had red hair. Besides, you forgot their most important feature, they all wore too much make-up, like whores. They were whores!”

“What were their names?” Asked Searcher.

John Doe hesitated and Searcher taunted, “I can name them all, can’t you?”

“Their names never meant much to me.”

“Come on, name as many as you can.”

“Alright,” said John Doe, “but I’ll need more of that nerve blocker. I think it’s wearing off.”

“It’s not wearing off. This shit doesn’t wear off. It works for a certain amount of time and then stops working all at once.”

“Well, I think I need more.”

“No you don’t, you still have time. So don’t waste it. What were their names?”

“OK, I think the first one was named Anne Rindell.”

“Yes that’s right.” Said Searcher.

“I kept her watch but mostly I remember her because of the TV. I saw them do a story on her and I thought, ‘Wow! They’re talking about something I did.’ It was an amazing moment. Even though they weren’t talking about me...I kinda felt like they were. Know what I mean?”

“Searcher smiled dryly and nodded.

“The next one was called Brenda Fells. I know because I kept a locket of hers. On her ID, it said her family was from Essex Fels New Jersey. Isn’t that weird?”

“I forgot the third one’s name, she didn’t even have a watch on. I took an ankle bracelet of hers but it wasn’t inscribed, so I forget her name. The fourth was a whore named Terry Brecht. She put up the most fight of any of them. I forgot the fifth one’s name too. The sixth one, the one before last night was Helen Marks. Hmmmf...Helen Marks.” He repeated.

“You did well.” Smiled Searcher. “The third girl you killed was Mary Sorensen and the fifth was Tina Hodges.”

“Oh yeah...Tina Hodges. I remember that name now, but I still don’t recall Mary So-Sor-”

“Sorensen.” Said Searcher

“One more thing, did you rape them before you killed them?”

“No way! I wouldn’t fuck any of them. They were all filthy.”

“Hmmmm.” Considered Searcher. “Did you kill them all the same way?”

“Yeah, pretty much all the same. I’d drive to a secluded place, off the side of the highway and pretend I wanted oral sex. When they’d move closer, WHAM! I’d slam in the face. Then I’d wrap a short rope I had with me around their necks and choke’m out. Two of them died from that even though that’s not how I wanted to kill’em.

“Once they were unconscious, I’d drive up to an old hunting cabin that my brother owns way up in Sullivan County New York. There I’d take a chain saw and dismember them.”

“While they were alive?”

“Of course! Well, four of’em anyway. That was the fun part, watching them beg for their lives. They’d promise me anything and everything. Telling me how they could make me happy.” John Doe coughed. “I’d cut’em up, then burn their clothes and scattered all the body parts except the heads in various landfills and wetlands I knew of. The heads of course I took back to where I grabbed them.”

“Why the fuck’d you do that?!”

“I dunno. To prove I was smarter than them cops, I guess.” 
Searcher shook his head.

“So how’d you catch me?” Asked John Doe.

“I’m a better hunter than most. I studied you John. Not you in particular but your type.”

“And what type is that?”

Searcher waved dismissively. “Thankyou for your honesty John.” He said as he got up to leave.

“No wait!” shouted John Doe.

Searcher turned his head.

“Don’t do this man. I’m you, man! I could just as easily be you.”

“No you couldn’t John.” Said Searcher whirling around. “You slaughter cows and sheep. Anyone can slaughter domesticated animals. I kill lions and crocodiles - I hunt predators."

“Man, I’m no lion.” Said John, attempting humor. “Killing me is more like killing a hyena.”

“And so it is.” Answered Searcher.

The nerve block wore off and John Doe’s pain roared back to life.

“Goodbye John.”

As he reached the door, Searcher stopped. Still facing the door, he said, “I’m going to do you one more favor John Doe.”

“Plea-Please man!” Wailed John, “Just lemme go...jis le-lemme go.”

Searcher turned around and walked over to him again, ran his hands along John Doe’s face almost tenderly, before hooking his thumbs inside the bridge of John’s nose, driving them deep into John Doe’s eye sockets and scooping John’s right eye right and his left eye left.

“So you won’t have to see this,” whispered Searcher.

John Doe howled as Searcher strode toward the door leaving John Doe’s eyes on the floor by his feet.

Breem ascended the stairs to his turret office and turned on the monitors and mics. In the root cellar, John Doe still screamed. “A man cries without eyes,” muttered Breem as he stood near the window.

A moment later he pressed a button just above his desk and the door to the cage opened. Two Komodo Dragons, one about 9 feet long and 500 pounds, the other, larger, maybe 11’ long and 600 pounds raced out of the cage toward their meal. With its first bite, the larger lizard ripped a huge hunk of flesh from the inside thigh of John Doe’s right leg. Then the fetid jaws of the smaller one ripped into his prey’s lower abdomen. By this time John Doe only made gurgling sounds as the huge lizards continued to shred his body.

Just under a minute into the ordeal, the larger creature bit John Doe’s head, nearly severing it. Breem turned away from the monitors. It would take the beasts all of two days to entirely consume the carcass.


Searcher stared out the windows overlooking sun-dappled Chinooga Lake. He quietly observed the diamonds dancing on the waves. Jim Breem breathed deeply as if to succor the splendor of a moment completely at peace.


**************** ****************


Stan Franzin stopped to pick up the hooker under the elevated train tracks of Jerome Avenue in the Bronx. As the girl, a chubby Hispanic, hopped into his car, he sneered, “Fifteen, right?”

He looked her over unappreciatively and thought, “Poor kid doesn’t have a clue what’s in store for her.”

As he pulled away from the curb a black Lincoln Navigator, its head lights still off, pulled out behind him.


He never saw it coming.
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