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Her beauty consumes. A hungry animal, a sighing sated heart. A
million and one metaphors as to how she feeds the growing
obsession.

   Need?

   Want?

   Crave?

   All these things and more as I watch her svelte,
lithe frame traverse the shop, moving with poise and grace amongst
brogue, sandal and boot, the way her paisley top clings to the
small swell of her breasts, the flatness of her stomach, the pert
peach sway of her buttocks, gift wrapped in a tight skirt and the
blackest of woollen stockings.

   “Can I help you, Sir?”

   Her voice is soft, young. The badge on her chest
tells me what I already know.

   Rose Delaware: Sales assistant.

   “That’s good of you,” I say. “I’m looking for a new
pair of loafers.”

   “You’ve come to the right place,” she replies,
giving me the kind of smile that comes with the salary. False - the
product of a training course. I’ve seen it too many times. I own a
mirror after all.

   “What size?”

   “Ten.”

   “Colour?”

   “Burgundy.”

   The colour of long dead blood.

   She nods and walks away from me, heading for the
store room. I watch her, savour her; imagine her body bucking
beneath me as I rob it of life.

   I discretely adjust my trousers with a hand in a
pocket.

   After a few moments Rose is back, her black bobbed
hair is a contrast to her skin, smooth and porcelain pale. My
monochrome muse kneels at my feet, pushing the fringe from her ice
blue eyes, tucking it behind her right ear, where a scar shaped as
a sickle smiles up at me. Inside I return its amity. And wonder if
she weeps when she comes.

   She will, of course. Maybe not at the beginning
when she’s disorientated by the hood and the chloroform. But maybe
when she feels her bonds, tight and secure about her wrists and
ankles. Maybe at the realisation that she is naked, her flesh
goosed by the cool breeze coming in through the warehouse window,
her sex exposed and shaved, nipples so taut they crinkle.  But
weep she will. They always do, at the end, either pleading for life
or begging for death, they always weep. It saddens me for a while,
the sound of it, but then it irritates, gives the unreasoned beast
reason to surface, to feed. And when it begins to chow down, it
doesn’t stop until insides are outside and the bright red splashes
arc in the air like scarlet fireworks sent to the heavens.

   “Would you like to walk in them?”

   I look up. My pretty Rose is standing now, her
smile indifferent. She does not know me. But later she will come to
know me very well, she will no longer be indifferent, she will
whisper my name over and over, blood and semen coating her
throat.

   “Sir?”

   She appears irritated. I like that, a little fire
in which to temper my steel.

   “Yes, I shall walk in them.” 

   I go through the motions, a charade in which the
outside world will see a man trying on shoes, a non-descript man, a
man who has layers of artifice beneath which he hides. An expensive
wig, a moustache that will be shaven off with the same razor that
will later remove Rose Delaware’s pubic hair.

  The same razor that will put a smile on her throat.

   “These will do nicely,” I say.

   I sit back down. My performance done.

   The world is not a stage; it’s a hunting ground
where the clothing of sheep will forever hide the wolf. And this
wolf likes his clothes very much, takes comfort from the false
fleece that allows safe passage through a world where morality
marauds unchecked. 

   “They’re a fine shoe,” Rose says. “The finest
Italian leather. Special occasion?”

   “Yes.”

   I shall wear them tonight where they will be
slick with your blood.

   “Yes, very special.”

   “I’ll pack them for you.”

   With care, of course. Not as the beast will later
dispose of her after he lies sated and spent, bundling his Rose
into bins bags, severed and separate, ready for burial. An arduous
but necessary task, tidying the spoils.

   The spoilt.

   The beast has risen twelve times this summer. The
same in previous years; never greedy, never hurried. Just like the
time spent with my twelve beautiful red Roses. Miss Delaware would
be the last Rose of summer. Today, the beast will sow its seed and
consume the crop. Then, it will sleep.

   But summer comes so fast, doesn’t it? The beast
lies dormant, a bear in a deep dark cave, waiting for the spring.
The restlessness begins at the start of the year. New Years Eve,
that time when a year gone by is wiped clean, alcohol washing it
away along with accrued sin. Yet as others revel, I plan. A new
town, a new city, a new phone book. So many Roses it is always
difficult to choose. But choice is part of the ritual, part of the
awakening. They are always young, always ripe for reaping, and when
my twelve Roses are selected then they are cultivated, ready for
the beast to turn them red.

   “There y’go,” Rose gives me another faux grin. Her
teeth, small and white and perfect, are framed in small pouting
lips. Later they will be smashed out with a rubber mallet and
stacked inside her navel.

   She offers me the bag containing the shoes.

    “Thank you, Miss,” I say taking it from her,
the bag creaking like something in need of oil.

   Then I leave the shop, cross the grey street
teeming with dull figures and find a coffee house. I settle down
for a latte with a duplo espresso and an onion bagel with creamed
cheese. I stare at the shoe shop opposite, my booth a haven from
the hubbub about me. I will leave this place of solace in twenty
minutes. Rose will leave the store in twenty five, her shift behind
her and an evening of unforeseen pain ahead.

   She will walk to her car, a small thing with
metallic blue paint, highly polished with an immaculate interior,
the hallmarks of redundant weekends and a life on her own. And as
she walks to her metallic blue chariot, bouncing a key ring that is
more ring than key, in her delicate hands, I will wait with the rag
and the hood and the promise that tonight will not be a night she
has to spend without company.

   I check my watch, an expensive piece that keeps
good time. My only luxury - keeping good time. For beautiful Rose
it is a commodity that is running out. Like clear water pouring
from a desert well. Soon it will be dry.

   And Rose will be defiled and dead.

   I leave the shop, and make my way west,
pre-emptively following Rose’s route. I sense the tension around
me; see the people moving with purpose across the urban landscape.
I see them as indiscernible shapes, shadows in a fog of obsession.
But I can almost taste their fear. They have purpose, and that
purpose is to go home, the place instinct equates with safety and
comfort.

   The banner headline on the newspaper stand suggests
otherwise.

   White Orchid Kills Again! Woman slaughtered in
her own home!

   White Orchid.

   Somewhere inside the beast stirs. It is not its
time so I pet it, placate it. And for now it returns to its
restless slumber. The city has two predators, yet only one has
celebrity. White Orchid is sensationalist, leaving his work for all
to see. There is no subtlety. The kills are left in their homes,
nailed to chairs, to walls, to head boards. A single white orchid
jammed and blossoming from their open mouths. It is the act of
someone craving notoriety, not the way of someone taking pride in
their work. And like thirsty dogs the press lap it up, giving the
ultimate accolade, a monstrous Monika for the public to whisper
when they are alone in the dark.

   White Orchid.

   I balk at such a thing. It cheapens the craft. And
the MO is slovenly, White Orchid claiming men and women, young and
old alike. No precision. No calibre

   I make my way to the car park. It has three storeys
and CCTV. In the public toilets en route, I remove a layer of
artifice, to expose another. The wig is discarded in the cistern,
the cistern filled with bleach tablets, the horse hair fizzing and
hissing like a huge guinea pig in a sea of fat.  And like the
moth from the pupae, I emerge from the toilets as something
different. Most will see a man, but beneath lurks the monster,
pensive and patient, in tune with the hunt.

   Rose Delaware moves through the car park, the
pillars throw black blocks of shadow onto grey tarmac, her pale
skin turning ashen as she courts the darkness. I become fascinated
by her legs, athletic, yet not too muscular, but supple. It is a
good sign. Her hips may not dislocate as she struggles against her
bonds. These things happen sometimes. It matters not to the beast,
though the screams can be tiresome. They can detract from the
enjoyment of an event, like a wasp at a barbeque. Or forgetting to
bring your favourite knife; the one with the razor’s edge that
opens deep canyons in taut flesh.

   A sound to my right.

   The chime of the elevator. It has big, dull doors
that peel apart to reveal its innards, a silver car for those laden
with too much shopping or too much fat to use the stairs from the
mall beneath. I skulk into the shadows, use them, become them.

   Movement.

   A figure steps from the elevator car, the doors now
patient and silent. A man, a big man, wearing an expensive suit.
The warm breeze circulating through the car park brings after shave
mingling with the diesel. His scent.

  In his hands, the newcomer carries a box. It is garish,
and has a motif that is too small to see from my hiding place.

   Then he is moving and there is something in his
stride that concerns me.  Each step is different, one
hesitant, the other brisk, as though someone is battling with the
decision on which pace to use. I have seen it before, back in the
early days when I was a novice. Trying to maintain control on the
excitement, trying to keep the beast leashed.

   My heart, a slow calculating thing, picks up pace.
This is no man. This is a predator. And he is here to make claim on
my prize. As he passes me I see the box up close, confirming what I
already know. The motif is that of a flower, a silhouette with
three broad leaves and a coned tuba rising like a vase. The motif
is white.

   A white orchid.

   I nod with resignation, and feel my face contort
into quiet rage.  White Orchid has opted to pluck my Rose from
the Earth. The beast is now awake and has something to say about
it, but it is still chained, unable to be allowed the kind of
liberty that would have it gripping and gouging, stamping and
snapping, with a howl in its throat. Rose is mine. She is the last
of this summer and I will not be denied. This appeases the beast.
It lies down as if to resume its nap, but this time its eyes remain
open.

   I take a breath and do what I do best. I watch. I
calculate. Assess how this will go. White Orchid will not nail my
Rose to a concrete pillar in a city car park. He will subdue her
somehow, and take Rose back to the small flat she has in the city
suburbs. A flat with five rooms and an air of solitude.

   Rose is nearing her car when she sees him. I feel
my muscles pull taut. I can be on him in seconds should he chose to
kill her here. Yet I know that even the sensationalist in him will
not allow for getting caught. It is clear that he enjoys his work
too much to retire so soon.

   Rose looks up and her face, pale and pretty,
changes. Not to surprise or fear. Instead, it smiles, and her eyes
become doe like and coquettish, blinking rapidly as though battling
tears.

   “Hello, you,” she says. Her voice is quiet and
tremulous.  “This is a pleasant surprise.”

   “I just had to see you, Rose,” the man replies. He
has a rich and resonant tone. I’m unsure if this is natural or
enhanced by the high ceilings about us. “I had to see you in the
flesh.”

   “You couldn’t wait until eight?” Her smile is
bright, fuelled by his faux flattery. At least I now know how he
intends to subdue her. Not with violence but with seduction, the
oldest form of entrapment. I relax with the knowledge. He will woo
her; then take her home.

   And I shall follow.

   “You brought it?” she is saying, her head nodding
to indicate the box in his hands.

   “I said I would.” White Orchid offers the box and
she takes it gingerly. “Just in case you didn’t recognise me.”

   “It’s beautiful.”

   “So are you,” White Orchid feigns embarrassment
very well.  “Your avatar really doesn’t do you justice,” he
finishes.

   I watch my Rose flush, her cheeks becoming twin
plumes of fire, increasing in their intensity as White Orchid leans
down and plants a kiss on her brow. I watch her thighs squeeze
together as she fights the tingle that is awakening her sex.

   I stamp on the green eyed monster threatening to
maul the beast within. White Orchid, it seems, is not as I’d
envisaged.

   Rose plays with the box. “Must’ve been tough to get
one of these. I’ll admit I didn’t think you’d do it. I’m sorry I
didn’t believe you.”

   “You don’t know me,” White Orchid replies holding
up a placating hand. “We all have problems with trust, right?
That’s why we use the agency.”

   Dating agency. Slick. My intrigue was growing.
Maybe I’d misjudged White Orchid. No need for harsh chemicals or a
cosh to the neck, just a few kind words to those who aren’t use to
hearing them. No novice here I now realise. Instead a smooth
operator, a sophisticated killing machine. I admire all except his
choice of target.

   I may regret having to kill him. But needs must
when the monster drives.

   “I hope to know you a little more after tonight,”
Rose says; her eyes coy beneath her fringe. The flush is still
there, but fading. She is growing confident in his presence. She is
taking the bait. Soon Rose will be in the trap, torn and
bloody.           

   I take my eyes away from the scene for a few
moments; search the car park for my van. It is dark and
inconspicuous, the plates false, as much a lie as its current
owner, and as such destined to disappear as effectively as the
dismembered remains it will carry later this evening. My ride is
several spaces away from Rose’s vehicle.

   “The table is booked for eight thirty,” White
Orchid says.

   “What if I told you that I’m not hungry?” Rose
replies. I watch as she gives White Orchid a playful, knowing
smile. I see her tongue flit across her lips and the big man leans
down again to push it back into her mouth with his own.

   For a moment I am lost. I see his hands cup one of
her buttocks, caressing it, kneading it until his fingers grow
bored and slip down to the hem of her skirt, his hand a pink, five
legged spider traversing to her thigh, where it stays for a
while.

   Then I hear it, the sound of silky pleasure
escaping from Rose’s throat, her mouth still working on the kiss. A
quiet, subtle sound that will ensure that Rose Delaware will become
another of White Orchid’s trophies. 

   I know that I must stay focused in order to stay in
the game. Otherwise he will claim her. I am mesmerised as the two
finally separate their faces.

   “Shall we go to your place?” White Orchid asks.

   “Can’t we go somewhere else?” Rose’s voice is
breathless with lust.

   But I’m more surprised by White Orchid’s response
to her request. Again he thwarts my expectations. I expect him to
suggest otherwise, to get clumsy and make up some excuse as to why
they should go back to Rose’s cold, emotionless flat.

   Instead he nods. “We could go to my place?”

   “I’d like that,” she says. “Do you have your car
here?”

   “I came by train.”

   “This is my car. Direct me.”

   Rose activates her remote key fob and the door
locks pop on her car. It is a dead sound. I feel it is apt
considering the pending fate of its owner.

   Rose climbs in after putting the box containing the
white orchid onto the back seat. The killing machine called White
Orchid then sits beside her. I see him place a hand on her thigh
just before her door shuts me out.

   The engine fires first time and Rose reverses out
of the parking space. The car waits a moment as the two of them
kiss again, then it pulls away, its tail lights blood red, a
terrible portent of things to come. 

   I have to cover ground quickly if I am to not lose
sight of White Orchid. I’m in my van within moments, but my actions
are not frantic. Despite the increasing clamour of the beast, the
cold computer in my head continues to calculate, plotting what must
be done. Panic will not resolve this matter, only determination and
the absolute certainty that Rose Delaware will have no one inside
her tonight but me. My sex, my hands, my Italian leather loafers,
she will have them all.  

   I begin the hunt.

   I keep my distance, allowing two cars to stack
between the van and Rose’s car, my elevated position keeping the
metallic blue shimmer in sight. I’m aware that at the car park exit
there a “right turn only” sign that will lead Rose into the city. I
won’t lose them; the one way system will be my ally for a good few
miles.

   On the street the night is making itself known,
blackness nuzzles against the city skyline. Street lamps have
woken, their sodium flare in competition with the multifarious side
lights of vehicles clogging the streets.

   Rose is still two cars ahead. I’m adept at being
incognito, a predatory chameleon, fuelled by caution and prowess.
As the traffic thins out I drop back, waiting for Rose’s car to
peel away from the city and into suburbia. It happens within ten
minutes. Now there is only distance between my van and her tail
lights.

   She takes a right turn. Then a left. Buildings are
becoming both sparse and squat. I recognise it as a fledging
exclusive estate, an elite ghetto that faces the river, giving
extensive, executive views.

   The car pulls to a stop at a gated entrance. I pull
over, three hundred yards behind and watch as White Orchid gets out
of the vehicle and types a code into a keypad bolted to the gate
house.

   My eyes scan the walls circumventing the luxury
incomplete apartments. It is token, more statement than a valid
means of protection. It can be scaled easily, and I prove this once
the tail lights have crossed the threshold and the gates have
clicked shut.

   On foot I follow, keeping to the deep shadows cast
by the buildings about me. There are few lights in the windows of
the four storey buildings. Not all it appears yet have occupiers. I
see Rose’s car park up outside one of the smaller apartments. It
has only two floors and is mostly dark; the sign outside suggesting
that it is part apartment, part show home. I guess this as White
Orchid’s cover. The consummate salesman making the ultimate deal. I
hunker down and wait; my breathing slow, steady. A light comes on
in a ground floor window, a rectangle of yellow, quartered by its
frame. I move quickly, time is now a more pressing enemy. I make it
to the foyer, a small space furnished with a small sofa and an
abandoned reception desk. In future times I’m sure it will manned
by a man on the minimum wage, now it is but a show piece, a façade
that, like the perimeter wall, offers little security.

   The computer in my brain has already identified a
means of escape once I have secured my Rose, saved her from one
kind of death only to introduce her to another. Her car will become
the Trojan horse, I will subdue White Orchid; the beast making
short work of him. Then Rose will be grateful, will come to me and
then in a moment of trust, I shall make her mine. She will move
from apartment to car boot and then to the van, where the night can
truly begin.

   The corridor ahead has four doors, two embedded in
each wall. Three of the four have “for sale” labels slapped upon
surfaces of rich mahogany. The fluorescents overhead are hidden
behind ornate, frosted glass, but the light is low wattage, casting
a gossamer motif on the walls and floor.

   In the stillness I hear the delicate tinkle of
glass and a loud thump. It is a sound I can place in an instant:
the sound of a body hitting the floor. And it has come from behind
the door without a label.

   White Orchid works fast. Again I have misjudged
him, the beast inside curses me for my complacency.

   I stride towards the door, hoping beyond hope that
my Rose isn’t too damaged. My palm encapsulates the brass handle
just as the first scream slices through the air.

   It is high pitched, the sound of someone in great
pain, no, not pain; agony. I can hear another noise, the rhythmic
metallic chime of hammer against nail.

   White Orchid is working hard on Rose. The beast
within can no be contained no longer, it knows its prey is in
danger of being wrestled away, sullied and spoilt.

   I lift a foot. It meets mahogany, the force of the
blow taking the door off its frame with a harsh, splintering
crash.   

   Inside the apartment all the lights blaze. There is
opulence here, leather and crystal and chrome. But all pale in
significance next to the blood. It has pooled in plate sizes
patches, seeping into the lush white carpets.  It splashes
against the walls like some macabre abstract painting. Even the
beast is quelled by its beauty, and the sight of the thing in the
room. The thing that was once a person, but now nailed to the
floor, through the wrists, the feet, the groin.

   It’s mouth remains open, the scream no longer high
pitched since vocal chords have been expertly severed so that only
a bubbling hiss remains rising into the air as a fine red mist. And
the white orchid is now out of the box and jammed in the things
mouth.

   The beast salivates, but the computer calculates.
Then it draws its conclusions.

   The thing nailed to the floor of the apartment
isn’t Rose Delaware. It is White Orchid. But no sooner do I realise
this I also recognise that I have once more misjudged the other
predator holding this city in its maw.

   My red Rose is White Orchid.

   I cannot help but smile with the knowledge of it,
even as a shadow falls across me, and I feel the needle sting of a
hypodermic in my neck and my muscles collapse under the influence
of a powerful anaesthetic.

   My red Rose stands over me, still beautiful, yet
now I see her for what she truly is: brutal and brilliant. Soon I
shall begin screaming as she gives me her love. And through it all,
my Rose does indeed weep. But her tears are not that of sorrow or
regret.

   They are the sparkling jewels of pure and absolute
joy.

END
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