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The night was unusually dark, and a storm threatened to bring its fury to the city. The wind whistled eerily through the eaves of the craftsman style bungalow as a tree limb scraped against a window.

Screech.

Screech.

Screech.

The rain hadn’t yet started falling, but the scent of it hung heavy in the air, choking out the stench of exhaust and pollution. It wouldn’t be long before the first raindrops fell. Lightning flashed in the distance, followed by a sharp crack of thunder that extended into a low rumble and vibrated deep in my bones.

My heart quickened its pace as I peered through the window of the small house. A young woman sat in front of the flickering fireplace, reading a book. I sensed a stirring in my groin, but I wasn’t here for that and ignored it. I grinned as I faded into the shadows to wait for the woman to go to bed. A bolt of lightning lit up the dark sky, giving me a burst of adrenaline. It was the perfect night for murder.

Fifteen minutes later, the interior of the house became as dark as the exterior. The woman had retired for the night. I gave her an additional thirty minutes for the sandman to take her before I added a pair of latex gloves to my wardrobe and jimmied the back door open. I slipped through the opening and eased the door closed behind me. I waited a full five minutes to see if the woman heard me, but the house remained silent except for the pitter-patter sound of rain that just started to fall, the crackling of embers of a dying fire, and the slow drip from the kitchen faucet.

Drip.

Drip.

Drip.

Feeling confident the woman hadn’t woken, I removed a carving knife from a wooden block on the counter and proceeded into the living room, taking my time to prevent the floor from squeaking. A soft orange glow emanated from the smoldering remains of the fire, while brief flashes of light burst through the windows as lightning lit up the sky outside, turning the darkness of night into the brightness of day for seconds at a time. After verifying that the room wasn’t occupied, I entered the hallway.

I knew from having watched the house over several days that the woman’s bedroom was situated at the far end of the hall. I crept down the short corridor, checking each room to verify no one else was in the house.

She was alone. Well, she had been before I broke in. Now it was just the two of us. This was good for me, less so for her.

As I entered her bedroom, another flash of lightning momentarily brightened the room, glinting off the cold stainless steel blade of the carving knife. The woman lay on her side; her face pointing away from me. A sheet covered her body from the chest down and a comforter lay neatly folded in a chair by the bed. She had one arm tucked beneath her pillow and the other sprawled out in front of her. Not an ideal position for what I was about to do, but I would make it work. She appeared to be wearing a nightgown. It didn’t matter, I would remove it before the night was over.

I stepped back into the hall and carefully stripped off my clothes, leaving only my socks and the latex gloves on. I had shaved my chest and groin in preparation for tonight. It would help prevent me from leaving any hair containing my DNA at the scene.

I rummaged through the pockets of my jeans and removed a plastic shower cap. After placing it on my head and tucking any stray hairs under it, I reentered the room.

The thick carpet softened the sound of my footsteps as I moved toward the woman. Sucking in a deep breath, I leaned over the motionless body. My left hand hovered above her free arm as my right hand positioned the knife blade less than an inch from her neck. Afraid she would panic and try to sit up when I woke her, I flipped the blade over so the dull side was facing her skin. I didn’t want to draw any blood. At least not yet. In one quick motion, I grabbed her wrist and pressed the knife against her throat.

“Be quiet and don’t move,” I growled as her eyes flew open, filled with terror.

The woman instinctively screamed as she struggled to free herself from my grip. I pressed the cold metal of the blade against her neck. Her scream cut off when she realized I was holding a knife against her throat. I eased the pressure off her neck and reversed the way I held it, making sure my latest temporary girlfriend saw that the sharp edge of the blade was now pointing at her as I did so.

I grinned when I saw the abject fear in her eyes. It was time to have some fun.

I jerked into a sitting position. Sweat covered my body and I gasped for breath as my heart pounded violently in my chest. I glanced around the unfamiliar room, searching for the intruder before realizing the man had only been a figment of my imagination thrust into my nightmare and wasn’t real. It was another vision brought on by the PTSD I was suffering from. This had been the most terrifying one yet. It was as if I saw everything through the eyes of the attacker. No, that wasn’t a fair assessment. It was more like I had been the intruder. I had felt the man’s excitement and anticipation of the murder and the killer’s thoughts were like my own.

I shook my head to clear the disturbing images from my mind and glanced at the nightstand. The glowing red digital numbers on the faux woodgrain alarm clock told me it was three in the morning. There was no way I could go back to sleep after what I witnessed, even if it had only been a nightmare. I grabbed my solid oak walking stick for protection and went to double-check that all the windows and doors in the cabin were still secure.

Now fully awake, I prepared a cup of hot chocolate and sat at the kitchen table, my computer centered in front of me. Realizing the dream would make an excellent scene in a murder mystery, I booted the laptop up and began pecking away at the keyboard. Apparently my writer’s block was cured, or had at least gone into remission.

I spent the following six hours typing on my keyboard. Initially, I laid out the basic information on the screen before going back and adding every minute detail from my realistic nightmare. From there, I continued the scene in the bedroom before adding several chapters of the events that took place prior to the attack. By the time I was satisfied, my fingers were on the verge of cramping and my back hurt from hunching over my laptop for so long. I leaned back in the chair and read what I had written as I flexed my fingers to loosen them up.

It was my best work yet and far better than my original novel, but it needed more. It was missing the point of view from the detectives who would solve the case. I would work on that later. Right now, I needed to take a shower, fix myself some breakfast, and get on with my day.

The hot water beat relentlessly on my sore muscles as I scrubbed the grimy sensation of dried sweat off my body. The entry wound where I had gotten shot in my thigh had healed, leaving a starburst patterned patch of new pink skin over the hole where the piece of lead bored into my leg. The surgeon had removed the bullet from my thigh, but my muscles were taking longer to heal. I considered myself lucky that it had only been a twenty-two caliber round. If it had been a higher caliber, it would have done considerably more damage. The original pain had long since dissipated, but I still received twinges of discomfort if I put too much pressure on my leg or moved it the wrong way. It was a small price to pay for surviving the third worst thing that ever happened to me.

After drying myself off, I put on a pair of basketball shorts and a V-neck T-shirt before making my way to the kitchen to fix some scrambled eggs and toast. It wasn’t much, but it would keep me fueled for the next few hours.

Preferring not to be cooped up in the small cabin, but not yet ready to take my daily walk to help strengthen my leg muscles, I took my coffee outside.

It was a beautiful day. The sun was warm, but the temperature remained comfortably in the low to mid-seventies. There wasn’t much of a breeze, but that was to be expected when you’re surrounded by trees.

I eased myself into one of the two wooden rocking chairs on the porch and leaned my walking stick against the small wrought-iron table that sat between them. While sipping my coffee, I reflected on how I arrived at this point in my life.
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Six Weeks Earlier

It was later than I realized when I powered down my laptop. I placed it and the notebook I used to keep track of my characters into my oversized laptop bag. I wished I could have stayed longer since I was ‘in the zone’, but the staff of the café were giving me dirty looks. Glancing at my watch, I realized it was past closing time.

“Sorry, Quinn. Time got away from me,” I said, apologizing to my waitress as I slid out of the booth.

“That’s okay, Bo,” replied the purple-haired twenty-something-year-old as she removed my empty coffee cup from the table and gave the worn formica top a quick swipe with a damp cloth. “How’s your newest book coming?”

“Better than my flirting skills,” I quipped, giving her a wink to let her know I was teasing. Quinn was at least five years younger than me and although I wasn’t interested in pursuing a relationship just yet, it always paid to be nice to people. Plus, Quinn and I enjoyed joking with each other.

“The book’s almost finished, which is good because I’m pretty sure my agent is getting concerned I’m going to miss my deadline. I appreciate you guys letting me hang out here and use this place as an office. Hopefully, the cable company will figure out why my internet keeps going out, and you can have your booth back.”

This brought a smile to her face. “I doubt it. Mine is constantly on the fritz. The last repair guy told me it was like that in most of the town. Apparently, the copper wire inside the cable breaks when the cable lines get old. When it gets cold or windy, it causes the wires to separate enough for them to not work properly. He said short of replacing all the lines in the city, there isn’t much they can do about it.”

“That figures. Well, I’ll see you tomorrow. Have a good night, Quinn,” I replied, giving her another wink.

“You too, Bo,” she said, offering me what I took as a genuine smile.

I felt good as I stepped outside and let the door close behind me; the latch snicking into place as Quinn locked it. As pathetic as it was, that was the closest I had come to being comfortable with flirting in nearly a decade. It felt foreign to me, but in a good way. It was all practice though. Quinn and I had become friendly over the past several months. When she asked if I was dating anyone, I confided in her and told her I hadn’t dated since my fiancée died a decade prior. She took this as a challenge and made it her personal mission to get me back in the dating game, giving me pointers on how to act and what to say. Eventually, this led to our pseudo flirting banter. According to her, the best way to regain my confidence with women was to practice talking to them. So far it hadn’t worked, but I hadn’t given up.

When I was younger, I was friendly and outgoing with an ever-present smile plastered on my face, but that was before a drunk driver killed my fiancée in a car accident three days before our wedding. We had been highschool sweethearts and after her untimely death, I just couldn’t bring myself to date anyone else. Initially, it was because I felt like I would be cheating on her; then it was because I went into mourning after my parents were murdered. Eventually, I just got used to being alone and the thought of finding someone new was too daunting a task to make it seem worthwhile. During that time, I had unintentionally become a recluse and now I didn’t know how to be anything else.

Maybe I should get a dog. I shook the random thought away as I surveyed my surroundings.

The street was dark and deserted. I had walked it hundreds of times, just not usually this late at night. The street lights buzzed and crackled as they flickered to life, struggling for a moment before brightening to their fullest potential. That wasn’t saying much. The lights barely lit a ten-foot radius directly beneath them. Between each one was a fifty-foot gap of shadowy darkness that retained the potential to hide evil.

A shiver crawled down my spine as I studied the sidewalk ahead. I only lived three blocks away and always considered this to be a safe neighborhood. I knew I was allowing my vivid imagination to get away from me. That was the problem with writing murder mysteries. It made me visualize a killer lurking in every shadow, just waiting for a hapless victim like myself to stumble into their path.

“Get it together, Bo,” I told myself as I tightened my grip on my laptop bag and began walking alongside the dimly lit road.

By the time I was halfway home, I had relaxed and was mentally plotting out the next chapter in my novel. That must have been the reason I didn’t hear the man approaching me until it was too late.

“Gimme the bag and your wallet,” a gruff sounding voice growled from behind me as the barrel of a pistol was jammed into my back.

Without thinking about the danger I was in, I spun around, lowering my body while raising my laptop bag in the air. The bottom corner of the bag struck the man wearing a dark hoodie in the shoulder, causing him to stumble sideways as the gun fired. A burst of pain erupted from my thigh as my leg collapsed beneath me. I instinctively threw my hands forward to stop my fall. The laptop bag came with them and I slammed my face into the side of it. It was a better alternative than smashing it into the concrete sidewalk, but it was still painful.

I had momentarily forgotten about the mugger, but he hadn’t forgotten about me. He slammed his foot into my kidney, forcing the air in my lungs to be violently ejected from my body and leaving me gasping for air. I instinctively curled into the fetal position to protect my vital internal organs. This seemed to infuriate the assailant as he shifted the brunt of his attack to my head. I only registered the impact of the first kick. After that, my mind grew hazy. I understood he was still kicking and hitting me because it felt like I was being trampled to death by a herd of wild elephants, but I was too dazed to protect myself.

“All I wanted was your stuff,” the man muttered to me, as if the attack was my fault for not willingly giving him what he wanted. My mind faded into unconsciousness and everything went dark.​​

~~~
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HOMICIDE DETECTIVE, Trey Pierce, stared unblinkingly at the woman’s bloody body splayed across the bed as he took in the graphic scene. It was one of the most gruesome murders he had investigated since joining the police department more than a decade ago, although he assumed it was the shock factor that the killer had gone to great lengths to leave behind that made it feel that way.

The woman, Alexandra Headley, had been bound at her wrists and ankles before being viciously sliced to ribbons. Almost every inch of her exposed skin had been sliced or stabbed, with the exception of her face. There wasn’t a scratch on it. Even more disturbing was the fact that her killer had taken the time to wash it after the murder and even neatly combed her hair. That was what gave the entire scene the shock factor, going from the peacefully serene beauty of her face to the violent brutality subjected to the rest of her body.

He hadn’t yet determined if the position of the body was making a religious reference by mimicking Jesus on the cross, or if it bore no significance to the killer. His partner, Pete Hargrave, was busy taking pictures of the gruesome sight before the crime scene technicians took over. Like everyone else at the scene, they both wore latex gloves and Tyvek shoe covers to prevent them from contaminating the evidence.

Trey leaned over the body, holding his tie against his chest with one hand as he visually inspected the wounds. Most of them appeared to be shallow, and he noticed tiny reddish colored granules coating her body. They looked like fine grains of sand to him, although he didn’t know what they were. That was a puzzle for the lab technicians to solve.

Based on the shallow depth of the cuts, the perpetrator had tortured the woman for hours before she finally succumbed to blood loss. Other than the bloodied outline of a knife blade on the nightstand, the blood had been contained on the bed, the majority of which had soaked into the mattress.

“It looks like the perp didn’t cut her very deep. He was either trying to keep her alive as long as possible, or he didn’t want to accidentally slice into an artery and get blood spray all over him. Even the stab wounds were made without anger,” he told Pete, who looked at him and frowned.

“What gives you that idea?”

He glanced at the clean walls and ceiling as he straightened his body to a standing position. “There’s no cast-off from the knife. That means he took his time and pulled the knife out slowly. If he had been in a fit of rage, he would have been moving the knife quickly and the blood on the blade would have been flung everywhere. Plus, the wounds would have been deeper. Make sure you get some shots of the walls, ceiling, and nightstand. I’m going to check the rest of the house.”

“You got it, Boss.”

Trey wasn’t really Pete’s boss, although he had been on the force longer and was the lead homicide detective. It was just what Pete called him.

The bathroom door was ajar, and Trey nudged it open with his elbow before slipping inside. Nothing appeared to be out of the ordinary except for a fluffy white towel that lay crumpled on the floor. The other rooms in the victim’s house were spotless and he seriously doubted the victim would have left a dirty towel lying around, especially with a clothes hamper sitting only a few feet away. He made a mental note to have the techs collect it as evidence. The lab might be able to extract some touch DNA from the towel. It was the only lead they had.

In the kitchen, he discovered a stainless steel carving knife missing from the wooden knife block on the counter. He checked the sink and dishwasher, but the knife wasn’t in either one. It was likely the weapon used to murder the woman, but he couldn’t help wondering what the perp had done with it. Had he taken it with him or hidden it somewhere in the house? He would inform the crime scene analysts that the suspected murder weapon was missing. They would conduct a thorough search of the home and the property surrounding the area in case the perp tossed it after leaving.

He walked through the house and noticed that everything appeared to be in its place. There was no indication of a struggle. This convinced him the intruder had surprised the victim while she was sleeping.

The front door, which was securely locked, showed no signs of forced entry. The back door had a few scratches around the latch that looked recent. The intruder might have jimmied it open, and it was reasonable to assume it was how the man gained entry into the otherwise secure residence. He would know more after the evidence had been collected and the body autopsied. Until then, it was all conjecture.

~~~
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THREE WEEKS HAD PASSED since the stranger attacked me and, although I had physically healed from the ordeal for the most part, I had yet to venture outside the security of my apartment. Thank God my literary agent, Kylie Sandbridge, stopped by once a week to bring me groceries and check on how I was doing. Otherwise, I might have starved to death.

Today was the day my self-imposed hermit status would end. I was tired of living in constant fear and I needed to face the terrifying world my once peaceful neighborhood had become. With a newfound sense of courage, I unlocked the shiny new deadbolt on my front door.

Since the mugger stole my wallet, he had my address. Before they released me from the hospital, I sent in a request to my landlord to have him install the deadbolt. Although I doubted it would keep a determined intruder out, it was better than nothing and the extra lock gave me a small additional sense of security, no matter how misguided it might be.

The door opened with an ominous creak and I stuck my head into the hall before looking in both directions. When I was confident there were no boogeymen waiting in the shadows to ambush me, I stepped out, wincing at the small twinge of pain emanating from the bullet wound before securing the door behind me. Using my walking stick to help support my weakened leg—I refused to call it a cane since they were for old people—I hobbled my way down the stairs to collect my accumulated mail from the bank of metal mailboxes just outside my apartment building. 

A couple passed me right after I went outside. They looked familiar, but I didn’t really know them. They were both Hispanic. The man’s hair was cropped short and he glared at me as we passed each other. I don’t think I have ever seen him smile. The woman wore large framed sunglasses and a floppy sun hat. Her dark black hair hid most of her face. They were residents of the complex, and I didn’t give them a second thought as I retrieved the small stack of bills and flyers from my mailbox.

It was when I opened the door to go back inside that my life changed forever. 

“¡Perra! ¡Vas a pagar por eso!” the Hispanic man yelled at me. It was the neighbor I had just seen, except now his face was flushed red with anger and only inches from mine. I didn’t understand a word he said, but knew it wasn’t anything good when his fist impacted my eye socket. Pain coursed through my head as I became dizzy and tears began rolling down my face. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him draw his fist back for another punch, and I ducked to the side to avoid the blow.

My brain snapped back to reality when I stumbled into the building. Terrified, I frantically glanced around, searching for the man who was attacking me until I realized I imagined the entire frightening event. My doctor warned me I might have vivid flashbacks from the attack, only I wasn’t sure that was what this was. I was fairly certain my attacker had been white and taller than my neighbor. Maybe the evil glare the man gave me earlier caused the strange episode, but I wasn’t planning on figuring it out by standing vulnerably in the hall.

I scrambled to gather the scattered envelopes I had dropped and shambled up the stairs, hurrying to the safety of my apartment as quickly as my injured leg would allow. My nerves were frayed from the imagined encounter and even after I secured all the locks on the door, my heart still pounded erratically in my chest.

The bizarre vision had seemed so real that even in the perceived safety of my home; the fear stuck with me like a severe case of herpes. With a shaky hand, I snatched the half empty bottle of Jack Daniels off the top of my refrigerator and took a swig straight from the bottle, spilling a fair amount of it on my shirt. The whiskey burned my throat, but I needed it, so I drank some more. I capped the bottle and left it on the kitchen counter when my hands stopped shaking.

Worried the man might have followed me home, I jammed a wooden dining chair under the doorknob and then closed all the curtains. Still not feeling safe, I climbed into bed and pulled the covers over my head like I did when I was a little boy and thought a monster was hiding in my closet. Eventually, I fell asleep.

I woke a couple hours later in a much better frame of mind. The paranoia that the attack brought on had dissipated. After a quick drink of liquid courage, I thoroughly searched my apartment without finding anyone. I took a deep breath and sank into my recliner, feeling reasonably confident that I was alone. My solid oak walking stick lay on my lap, giving me a small amount of comfort as I stared at the front door. If anyone tried to break in, I would be ready for them.
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It was late the next morning before the sound of someone prowling around outside my door drew my attention. There had been a few false alarms as my neighbors walked past. Each time, I gripped my walking stick until my knuckles turned white and waited for the noises to fade into the distance. This time, that didn’t happen. The footsteps stopped directly in front of my apartment door. I nearly jumped out of my skin when the doorbell rang.

I eased to my feet and moved next to the door with my back planted firmly against the wall. I held my heavy oak walking stick in my hands as if it were a baseball bat and I was Babe Ruth. If someone tried to come into my apartment, I had every intention of putting my little league skills to the test by using their head as a baseball and hitting one out of the park.

“Who is it?” I asked, my voice cracking from the lack of use and the unrelenting fear that gripped my soul.

“Bo. It’s Kylie. Open the door.”

The tension drained from my body as I peered through the peephole, giving me a fish-eyed view of what lay on the other side of the door. As far as I could tell, she was alone. After undoing the locks and sliding the kitchen chair away from the door, I opened it wide enough for her to slip inside. Once she was clear of the door, I quickly slammed it shut and locked it behind her. When I turned around, I noticed her eyeballing the nearly empty bottle of Jack Daniels before glancing around at the clutter that had built up since I came home from the hospital.

“How are you doing?” she asked, worry lines creasing her forehead.

“Okay. I guess,” I lied, limping to my recliner and practically collapsing into it.

She wrinkled her nose. “When’s the last time you took a shower or changed your clothes?”

I shrugged. “It’s been a few days.”

I am very aware that I am not the easiest person to deal with since my mood is constantly shifting. I normally make a concerted effort to be nice, but I wasn’t in the mood to plaster a fake smile on my face and pretend everything was hunky dory.

Kylie scowled at me. “That isn’t healthy. I’ll clean this place up while you take a shower.”

“I’m fine,” I replied, not making a move to get out of my chair.

She rolled her eyes. “No, you’re not. You were involved in a traumatic event, but you can’t sit in your apartment and wallow in self-pity. You have a deadline to meet in case you’ve forgotten.”

“I haven’t, but without my laptop...” I let the thought trail off.

“After your shower, we’ll go out and buy you a new one.”

She glared at me with her hands on her hips until I got up and headed to the bathroom. When I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror, I gasped. What stared back at me wasn’t my reflection. Instead, I saw a pale, gaunt creature with dark, baggy circles under its eyes and untamed stubble on its face. I raised my hand and the thing in the mirror matched the motion. It wasn’t a ghoul; it was actually my reflection. I had let my facial hair grow and my eyes appeared to be haunted. If I hadn’t known better, I would have mistaken myself for a zombie from a George Romero horror movie.

Deciding Kylie was right, I stripped off my dirty clothes and took a long, hot shower. When I finished, I shaved the hairy growth off my face and combed my hair. It was distressing to see the sides of my normally dark brown hair had quite a bit of gray in it. That was a recent development. After thinking about it, I decided it didn’t look bad. It almost made me appear distinguished as long as I ignored my haunted eyes and gaunt face.

After putting on some semi-clean clothes—I hadn’t bothered to do laundry recently so I had no other choice—I limped to the livingroom.

Kylie had opened the drapes and gotten rid of the trash I had let pile up. The place actually looked decent again.

“You look better, although you could probably use some sleep.”

That was the understatement of the year. I hadn’t slept well since the attack, getting only a few hours of sleep each night, which undoubtedly accounted for the dark bags under my eyes.

“Yeah, I could.”

“Well, grab your keys and let’s get this show on the road.”

Fear tightened its grip on me, but I fought against it. I might be scared, but I would be damned if I would let Kylie see the terror that refused to release its hold on me. It might have been a chicken-shit move, but I let her leave first. If someone was waiting for me outside, they would attack her, giving me time to get away.

After double checking to make sure the door was secure and no one could easily get inside, I followed her down the stairs, using my walking stick to help keep some of the pressure off my injured leg.

Our first stop was a local coffee shop. Kylie wanted to treat me to a cup of my favorite brew in celebration of me venturing out into the big, bad world. On our way out the door, a woman pushing a stroller bumped into me, brushing against my bare arm.

A wave of extreme happiness and love overcame me as I stared at a man holding a baby. He wore a beaming smile and was cooing at the child cradled in his arms.

The image vanished as suddenly as it came when the woman apologized. She offered me a quick smile and disappeared inside with her newborn baby.

It had happened so fast; I wasn’t sure what to make of the strange encounter. The more I thought about it, the more I convinced myself that it was my overactive imagination and extreme paranoia that caused the vision. I decided not to mention it to Kylie for fear of her thinking I might be on the verge of a mental breakdown.

Our next stop was a big-box electronics store. I purchased a new laptop, an external hard drive, and several USB flash drives so I would have plenty of places to back up my writing. One of the first things I did after waking up in the hospital was to cancel my credit cards and get new ones issued. At some point, I would need to get my driver’s license replaced, but I wasn’t up to doing that yet.

My body involuntarily tensed when Kylie pulled into the parking lot of the café I had used as my makeshift office for the last several months.

“Are you okay?” she asked, her voice oozing with concern. “We can eat somewhere else if you want.”

I glanced out the window and didn’t see anything that appeared to be nefarious. “No. This is fine.”

I followed her across the parking lot and she held the door open as I limped inside.

“Oh my God! Bo, are you all right? I heard someone mugged you,” said Quinn before the door even closed behind us.

“Hi, Quinn. I’m doing okay. The bullet messed up my leg a little, but the doc said it should be healed enough in a few more weeks that I won’t need my walking stick anymore.”

“I like your stick,” she replied before realizing how it sounded. Her face turned a bright shade of red, almost matching her latest wild hair color as she averted her eyes.

I gave her a wink when she returned her gaze in my direction. “Me too. I’m thinking about keeping it once I’m healed.”

She grinned and stepped in front of us. “Follow me.”

“If you insist.”

I saw Kylie roll her eyes at my pathetic attempt at flirting. I stuck my tongue out at her like a two-year-old and then hurried to catch up to Quinn. To be honest, I wasn’t really flirting. It was just more of mine and Quinn’s playful banter.

“I’ve been worried about you,” said Quinn as she moved to the side of the aisle to let another patron pass. “Did the police find out who attacked you?”

I shook my head. “No, I was the only one who saw him, and I didn’t get a good enough look to get a description. The best I can hope for is that he tries to pawn my laptop, but I imagine he’s already sold it online.”

“What about the book you were working on?” she asked as she led us to an unoccupied booth. My usual corner booth already held a young family and wasn’t available.

“It’s gone. I have most of it in my head, so I guess I’ll have to recreate it to the best of my ability.”

The realization I would have to rewrite over ninety-thousand words made me sick to my stomach, and I wasn’t sure if I would be able to eat.

She stood to the side as I slid into the booth. Kylie took the seat directly opposite me.

“That’s awful,” she said as she handed me and Kylie menus, “but I have faith that you’ll get it done.”

“That makes one of us,” I mumbled under my breath. Quinn either didn’t hear me or chose to ignore the comment.

“I’ll give you guys a few minutes to decide what you want while I get you some coffee.”

She didn’t wait for a reply and scurried away as another couple walked in the door.

“She seems nice,” said Kylie, peering at me over the top of the menu.

“Who? Quinn?” I asked stupidly, as she nodded. “She is. She’s working her way through college.”

The couple who followed us into the café were walking by as Quinn led them to their seats. The woman appeared distressed as she stumbled into the back of my seat. The sleeve of her blouse grazed my face as she tried to stop her fall.

An overwhelming sense of sorrow and anguish consumed me. I stared through bleary eyes at a young boy lying in a casket. Soft organ music played in the background as I reached out and touched the child’s cold, lifeless face.

I gasped as the vision abruptly vanished and saw Kylie staring at me with a worried expression.

“Sorry about that,” the man, who I assumed was the woman’s husband, told me as he helped her stand upright, although I really wasn’t listening. “We’ve had a rough couple of days.”

“It’s fine,” I waved them off as I fought to prevent myself from bursting into tears. I had become stricken with grief and didn’t understand why—unless it was related to the vision I just had, but that didn’t make any sense.

What the hell is wrong with me? I wondered as I wiped the dampness from my eyes and tried to focus my mind on the menu.

“Is everything all right?” asked Kylie. Her brows were furrowed, and she seemed genuinely concerned about me.

“Yeah. I just had a moment,” I replied, brushing her off.

She shot me a look that conveyed she didn’t believe me and that the conversation wasn’t over, but at least she let the subject drop for the time being.

The rest of our meal was uneventful. I barely ate half of what was on my plate and just moved most of it around with my fork while I tried to sort out what happened to me. I was relieved when Kylie informed me it was time to go.

When we returned to my apartment, she didn’t waste any time. Kylie barely allowed me to set my purchases on the counter before interrogating me.

“Okay. Tell me what happened at the diner,” she said in a tone that told me she wouldn’t give up until I explained the odd occurrence.

I hobbled over to my recliner and sank into it before meeting her eyes. I could lie and make something up, but Kylie was the closest thing I had to a friend, and I didn’t want to jeopardize our relationship. I ran my fingers through my hair and let out a breath before staring at her.

“I don’t know if I can explain it without sounding like I’m mentally unstable.” Her facial expression didn’t change, so I pushed ahead. “The last couple of days, I’ve been getting these odd visions that are accompanied by panic attacks.”

Frown lines formed on her face as she took in what I said. “What sort of visions are you having?”

Even though I knew she wouldn’t believe me, I explained what happened the day before and then what occurred at the coffee shop and the café.

“So, what do you think? Am I going crazy?”

She remained quiet for a moment while she considered what I had told her. “What happened to you was very traumatizing. It’s not out of the realm of possibility that you’re suffering from PTSD. Have you discussed this with a therapist?”

I groaned internally as I rolled my eyes. Psychologists were mental con artists as far as I was concerned. They simply told you what they assumed you wanted to hear so they could squeeze a few more dollars out of you.

“No, and I’m not sure I want to. I think it’s something I need to work out myself or learn how to control.”

I could tell from Kylie’s expression she wasn’t convinced.

“You need to talk to someone. Sitting here alone with the blinds drawn isn’t doing you any good.”

Although she was right, it didn’t mean I had to like it. Physically, I was mostly healed, other than a few scars and a slight limp from the damage the bullet caused. Mentally was turning out to be an entirely different matter.

“How’s your book coming?” she asked, changing the subject since I was ignoring her.

I pressed my palms against my face and rubbed them up and down to clear my head.

“It’s not,” I told her truthfully, as I avoided meeting her gaze. “I can’t seem to focus, and I lost everything when I was attacked. My laptop, all my notes, and even the backup of the manuscript. I’m basically having to start from scratch. Now that I have a new laptop, I’m hoping I’ll be able to recreate it, but...” I turned my palms upward to let her know I wasn’t confident about getting it done by the deadline.

“You don’t have another copy? Not even on the cloud?” Her voice sounded as defeated as I felt.

“You know I don’t trust the cloud. Someone might hack into it and steal my work. Besides, the internet here isn’t reliable.”

It was an old argument. One we had many times in the past, but now I was regretting my stubbornness. If I would have saved it to the cloud, I would still have a copy of the manuscript and wouldn’t have to start over from scratch. I had lost six months’ worth of work that I couldn’t recover because I didn’t trust technology to keep my files safe from hackers.

Kylie stared at me for a moment before giving her head a slight shake as her facial expression softened.

“You need a change of scenery. Locking yourself away and living in constant fear isn’t conducive to creative thinking. My uncle has a cabin outside of town. It’s a bit remote, but his last tenant recently moved out and it might be a good place for you to get your head straight. You know, a new place and a fresh start with nothing to remind you of what happened. Do you want me to give him your contact information?”

I mulled the idea over and decided it had its merits. Maybe being out in the middle of nowhere might be just what I needed. At least I wouldn’t have to deal with people out there.

“Sure, but I’ll need access to the internet,” I reminded her.

“It’s setup for satellite internet and TV. You’ll just have to get it transferred into your name.”

That night, I slept soundly for the first time since the attack.

~~~
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TREY SAT AT HIS DESK and reviewed the two open murder cases. The oldest one was from two months ago. An unknown assailant had attacked the victim, Stacy Greenwood, in her bedroom. She had fought back and even managed to fire her gun before becoming overpowered by the perpetrator and getting stabbed in the temple on the side of her head.

The murderer left the knife at the scene. It was a match for the other knives in her kitchen, meaning the killer used the woman’s own knife against her. They discovered the intruder had cut the electrical cord off the woman’s toaster when they found it lying on the floor just inside her bedroom. Trey surmised the attacker planned on using it to bind her hands together. These were the only connections he could find between her murder and Alexandra Headley’s untimely death a month later, other than neither woman having been sexually assaulted. It was a flimsy connection since whoever attacked Stacy Greenwood might have planned on raping her if she hadn’t fought back as hard as she had, but Trey didn’t believe in coincidences. Besides, his gut seemed convinced the same perpetrator had committed the two murders, even though he couldn’t find anything concrete to link them together. Trey had always trusted his gut and saw no reason to change that now.

They found scuff marks on the sill of an open window. He concluded this was how the perpetrator had gotten in, although the back door had been left wide open. That was probably the intruder’s exit path. The attack apparently hadn’t gone to plan and the man fled in a panic.

There was no evidence at either location that led them to a suspect. Nothing left at either scene had come from outside the residences. No hair or fiber evidence, and no fingerprints. It was as if a ghost committed the murders, although he was still waiting on the DNA results from the damp towel he had discovered on the bathroom floor at the Headley residence. Unfortunately, DNA testing took time and that was the one thing he didn’t have.

The only oddity was the pinkish-red granules on Alexandra Headley’s body that he thought might have been sand. They turned out to be common table salt, stained red from absorbing the victim’s blood. Analysis of the blood inside the woman’s injuries found it saturated with sodium and higher than normal quantities of iodine. A large amount of iodized table salt had dissolved and combined with the blood. He had returned to the crime scene and only found one salt shaker that was almost full. Either the killer brought the salt with him, or he scavenged it from the woman’s own home and took the container with him when he left.

They had eliminated all the usual suspects. The boyfriends, exes, family members, and coworkers had all been ruled out for one reason or another. That only left someone the victims didn’t know, or at least didn’t know well.

He couldn’t find anything linking the two women together. They didn’t work or shop at the same places. They had no common friends and lived in completely different areas of town. The phone tips the public provided hadn’t panned out. Some of them were flat out made up and came from people seeking attention or wanting to be a part of the investigation. The ones that seemed credible led nowhere. Both cases had gone cold.

As much as he detested the idea, they would have to wait for the killer or killers to strike again and hope they made a mistake.
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Chapter Four
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Three weeks later, I found myself sitting in the cabin, staring at the blank screen of my word processing app on my computer. Since the attack, a horrible case of writer’s block had settled in my brain, and I couldn’t seem to shake it.

It should have been easy. An entire book was locked away somewhere in my head. I had written it during the preceding six months, and I shouldn’t have had an issue with recreating it, but I just couldn’t seem to concentrate. Frustrated, I slammed my new laptop shut in disgust and decided to take a break. A walk in the woods might help clear the cobwebs out of my head.

Because I hadn’t replaced my driver’s license and wasn’t comfortable driving, I had an Uber drop me off at Kylie’s uncle’s cabin earlier that morning. I was too terrified of having one of my visions while sitting behind the steering wheel and crashing into someone, like the drunk driver who killed my fiancée years ago had.

I hadn’t bothered unpacking. Instead, I immediately set up my writing area on the old 1950s-style kitchen table. It had a horrible green laminate top that was well worn, but the surface area was large enough I could use one end as my desk and the other end as a dining table.

The place came furnished, which was good because I planned to keep my apartment in the city. The only things I brought with me were some of my clothes and my laptop. Kylie had stocked the place with food before I moved in.

Although I didn’t need to rely on my walking stick as much anymore, I found it comforting and carried it almost everywhere I went. My limp hadn’t gone away completely, but the doctor assured me it would once my muscles fully healed and regained their strength. I couldn’t wait. Limping around made me feel like a decrepit old man.

I followed a well-traveled, winding dirt path through the trees. I took my time, enjoying my first peaceful walk since that terrible night nearly six weeks earlier. About a quarter mile from the cabin, the path opened onto a meadow. As I emerged from the trees, the sun glinted off a small private lake, forcing me to squint my eyes.

An older aluminum rowboat lay upside down on the ground near a rickety-looking dock. Two weathered wooden Adirondack chairs sat near the far end of the decrepit structure. My heart skipped a beat when I noticed a man sitting in one of them. He had a fishing pole propped up beside him in some kind of homemade holder. When I took a step backward to flee to the safety of the cabin, my foot landed on a stick. It made a cracking sound as it snapped in two, echoing loudly in the peaceful setting. The man turned and our eyes met.

“Howdy! You must be the new neighbor. My name’s Gus,” said the man, smiling at me as he gave me a friendly wave.

Put on the spot and not wanting to look like a freak, I returned the wave. “I’m Bo.”

“Well, Bo. It’s nice to meet you. Come and join me for a spell,” he replied, motioning toward the empty chair. “Did you bring a fishing pole?”

I gave my head a shake as I slowly approached the man. “Nah, I don’t own one. I was just taking a walk, checking to see what was out here.”

Gus appeared to be in his late sixties or early seventies. He didn’t seem to have any weapons with him other than his fishing pole, although a small cooler sat near his feet that might potentially conceal a gun or knife.

The dock didn’t look safe to me. The entire thing canted at a slight angle and it was missing a few boards, but the sketchiness of it didn’t seem to bother the older man.

He chuckled when he sensed my hesitation. “Don’t worry. This thing has been here longer than I have,” he said, stomping his foot solidly on the dock. “It’ll hold ya.”

I held my breath as I tentatively stepped on the wooden structure, using my walking stick to test the strength of the wood with each step. I tapped it on each board, checking for hazards like a blind man entering an unfamiliar room.

“You want a beer?” asked Gus as I eased myself into the chair, hoping it wouldn’t collapse as it groaned in protest beneath my weight.

“Sure. Why not?” I replied, watching him warily in case he wasn’t as friendly as he appeared.

He must have noticed my unease. “You’re a mite skittish around new folks. That can be a good thing as long as you don’t let it control your life.”

I took the ice-cold beer and cracked it open. “Sorry. Something happened to me not too long ago, and I’m still working on getting past it.” I glanced around and frowned. “Where’s your tackle box?”

Gus grinned, and that’s when I noticed that his fishing pole still had its line wound up on its spool. I realized he wasn’t even fishing, and my nerves immediately went on edge.

“The truth is, I hate to fish. Well, to be more accurate, I hate cleaning the damn things. I just come down here to spend some time alone. The wife gets cranky when I’m home all the time, so this is my way of keeping her happy.”

“So you fake fish? What does she say when you never catch anything?” I asked, still feeling a little leery about the whole situation.

He shrugged. “Nothing. She hates to clean fish as much as I do, but if either of us admits it, there’s no reason for me to leave the house.”

“I suppose that makes sense in a weird, convoluted way.”

“It works for us. After I retired, I almost never left the house. Vera, my wife, got annoyed because I was always under her feet and she didn’t have any time to herself like she was used to. This was the compromise I came up with.”

I found myself relaxing as I drank my beer, listening to the old man talk. “So, you sit out here drinking alone every day while doing nothing?”

“Sometimes. It’s a good place to clear my head, plus Trey used to come sit with me before he moved away.”

“Trey?”

“Trey Pierce. He’s a good man.”

“Trey Pierce? The guy who plays football for the University of Michigan?”

Gus smiled as he crumpled his empty beer can. “No, not that Trey Pierce. The guy I’m talking about used to live in the cabin you’re in now. He’s a homicide detective. He lived here for three years or so after his divorce. The daily commute to the city got too much for him, so he finally bought himself a place in town.”

My cell phone beeped. It was a reminder that I had a Zoom call with my therapist in an hour. Kylie finally convinced me to see one with the caveat that I could do it online. I had no desire to venture deep into the city where anything could happen to me.

“Thanks for the beer, Gus,” I said, handing him my empty can, which he promptly crushed between his liver-spotted hands and placed in a small plastic grocery bag. “I have a meeting I need to get to. Will you be here tomorrow?”

“I’m here every day unless it’s raining. During bad weather I’m relegated to my garage, but it doesn’t have the same view,” he replied with a grin.

I used my walking stick to support most of my weight as I got to my feet before shaking his hand. “It was nice meeting you.”

“Come back anytime. I enjoy the company.”

“I’ll do that,” I told him as I turned to leave.

It took me a little while to get back to the cabin, mostly because I was dreading the Zoom call. This would be my third online meeting with the therapist, and so far she hadn’t told me anything I didn’t already know or suspect. In her well-educated opinion, my visions were a result of PTSD, and I needed to face what happened to me and work through it. She even suggested I take prescription medication, but that was where I drew a line in the sand. It was the one thing I refused to do.

Thankfully, the satellite company had connected the internet before I arrived, and I quickly logged into the meeting with my therapist, Tallulah Morningstar. She was of native descent, originally from the Choctaw tribe in Oklahoma, but she had left the state for a reason I wasn’t privy to. From what I could tell from our video conference calls, she was a heavyset woman with long black hair and dark brown eyes.

“Good afternoon, Bo. How are you doing? Have you experienced any more visions since we last spoke?”

At least she didn’t waste time on pleasantries.

“No, but I made a list of the visions like we talked about. There doesn’t seem to be a pattern that I can find. Let me email you the spreadsheet, and you can tell me if you see something I don’t.”

She had asked me to keep a journal of them. The time, place, what I saw, how I felt, and things along those lines in the hope we could discover what triggered them. I attached the Excel file I was using to track them to an email and sent it to her. She printed it out and spent a few minutes reviewing its contents.

“Well, Bo, the only consistent thing I notice is that they only happen when you’re not at home. Probably because the attack didn’t happen there.” She frowned as she tapped her finger on the paper. “This one’s different.”

“Which one?” I asked as I looked over the spreadsheet.

“The one on the twenty-third. It says you were overcome with a sense of elation and saw a man holding a baby. The rest of them have been negative in nature.” She glanced at the camera and I felt her eyes bore through the computer and into mine.

“Yeah. The whole thing only lasted a second or two. Kylie took me shopping, and we stopped by a coffee shop on our way back to my apartment.”

“Bo, did you recognize the man?”

I shook my head. “Other than the one time when I saw my neighbor beating me up, all the people in my visions have been complete strangers.”

Tallulah leaned back in her chair and steepled her fingers in front of her. “Bo, there is one other thing they all have in common.”

I hated that she kept using my first name. It was a common tactic car salesmen and therapists used to connect with their clients. I just found it annoying. Obviously, she was talking to me because I was the only person on the Zoom call with her. I shifted my focus back to the conversation at hand.

“What’s that?”

“Intense emotions, Bo. Things like fear, sadness, happiness, anger, and disgust.”

I raised an eyebrow. “So, what does that mean?”

“Your mind is trying to find a balance. A way to regulate the suppressed emotions from the attack.” She leaned closer to the camera until her face filled the entire screen. “Bo, have you been using the coping techniques we talked about?”

“I’ve been trying, but it’s hard to do when the attacks happen randomly. It’s not like I get a warning they’re coming and have time to count to ten or do breathing exercises.” My voice rose slightly because I was getting annoyed. I took a deep breath and tried to get my body to relax.

She nodded as if she understood. “Bo, I think there might be something in your past other than the mugging that you’re not dealing with.”

While this was true, I didn’t know if I wanted to discuss it with someone I barely knew. It had been a painful time in my life and reliving it was the last thing I wanted to do. My facial expression must have given away my trepidation about bringing it up, since Tallulah raised an eyebrow at me and stared intently into her camera.

“I don’t think my past has any bearing on my current situation,” I told her, trying to shift attention away from the uncomfortable subject.

“Bo, if you don’t tell me everything, I can’t properly ascertain what the root cause of your issues might be.”

A lump formed in my throat. She was right and I knew it. I steeled myself for the rush of emotion I knew was coming and began to speak.

“I was supposed to get married a month after my high school graduation. Three days before the big day, I met my fiancée at her job when she got off work. We had dinner plans, but she didn’t want to take separate cars since she planned on having a glass of wine with dinner. I was following her to her apartment so she could drop off her vehicle when a...” I choked up but forced myself to continue, “a drunk driver blew through a stop sign and T-boned her car. I saw it happen. She was trapped in the mangled wreckage, and there was nothing I could do except hold her hand and talk to her. I told her to hold on, but she died before the fire rescue team showed up.”

Tears streamed down my face as my mind returned to the horrific and senseless scene. The airbags hadn’t deployed for some reason, and her face had slammed into the steering wheel, shattering her jaw and eye socket. The collision had been on the driver’s side, causing her door to buckle, breaking several of her bones and pinning her in place. The only saving grace was that the impact knocked her unconscious, and she passed away without ever waking up. The doctors told me she likely never knew what hit her, although that did little to help me deal with the pain of her death.

“I’m sorry to hear that. It must have been traumatic for you, Bo.”

Instead of replying, I stared at the computer screen and let the silence draw out, subtly letting her know I didn’t want to talk about it.

“When did you start dating again?”

I scowled at her. That was none of her business.

“You did start dating again, didn’t you?” she asked, not letting me off that easily.

The only thing I could do was shake my head, since my throat had tightened up and I could no longer speak.

“What was your fiancée’s name?”

“Brittany,” I replied, almost choking on the word. I hadn’t spoken her name more than a dozen times since her death. It was still too painful, even after a decade had passed.

“Bo, do you think Brittany would want you to go through life alone?”

Emotions I thought were locked tightly in my mind began rushing to the surface. She would have wanted me to move on, but I couldn’t.

“It’s not that simple,” I growled, getting angry at the forced intrusion into my personal life.

“Bo, it was a long time ago. I think she would be okay with it. If your positions were reversed, wouldn’t you want her to be happy and live a fulfilled life?”

I wiped the tears away and pushed my feelings back into the little box in my head where I kept them locked away. “I’ve tried, but I just can’t. Not yet.”

“If not now, when?”

“Can we talk about something else?”

There was a minute of silence as she waited for me to break it. That wasn’t going to happen.

“All right, Bo. We’ll come back to this another time. Is there anything else I should know?”

I sucked in a breath and let it slowly leak out of my mouth. “Almost two years after...” I shook my head and then forced the words out, “after Brittany died, my parents were murdered. The police chalked it up to a home invasion gone wrong. I was away at college and wasn’t there to protect them. They never caught the person who did it.”

“I’m sorry for your loss, Bo. That must have been very difficult for you. It sounds like you’re blaming yourself for not saving those you loved.”

I glared at her. It was a stupid statement. Of course I blamed myself. If I had driven in front of Brittany, she would still be alive. As for my parents, I should have been there. If I had been, maybe I could have prevented their deaths.

“You realize there was nothing you could have done even if you’d been there. In all likelihood, you would have become another victim,” she told me as if she had read my mind.

I refused to answer. Tallulah decided not to push the issue and changed the subject.

“I’m glad to see you’re getting out of the house more. That’s a step in the right direction, although I’m not sure living in the middle of nowhere is the best option. You should try to be around more people. Shutting yourself away from the world isn’t the answer.” When I didn’t reply, she continued, “Keep working on the things we’ve discussed and continue with the journal. I’ll send you a reminder before our next session, which will be on Thursday at three o’clock.”

“Sounds good,” I lied, disconnecting from the meeting as quickly as I could, relieved I wouldn’t have to speak to her again for another week.

Tallulah forcing me to bring up my past had rattled me. I hadn’t dated since Brittany’s death. It was something I was working on with Quinn. Even though we both denied being interested in dating each other, she proposed I practice flirting with her since I hadn’t done it in a while. I was slowly regaining my confidence, but wasn’t ready to take the leap and ask someone out. Not that there was anyone to ask. The world had changed, leaving me behind when everyone started using dating apps. The apps felt impersonal, as most users were primarily only interested in casual sex. That wasn’t my style. Perhaps I was old-fashioned, but I didn’t care. It was what it was, and I had no intention of changing.

Frustrated and not in the mood to write, I gave the cabin a thorough inspection. The entire place was probably less than eight-hundred square feet, a little smaller than my apartment, but adequate for my purposes. It was rustic in design, with rough-hewn oak boards covering the walls and sanded pine floors.

The living room and kitchen were open concept and took up the entire front half of the cabin. A large stone fireplace with a chunky mantle made from a thick slab of oak took up most of one wall. It looked as if it hadn’t been used in the last dozen years. Before I started a fire in it, I would have to get it inspected to make sure it wouldn’t burn the cabin down.

The utilitarian kitchen sported open-faced cabinets with faded gingham-patterned cloth curtains hiding the contents. A short hallway off the living room led to the rear of the building. On one side were two sparsely furnished bedrooms that each contained a full-size bed, a single nightstand, and a dresser. Across the hall was a bathroom that was serviceable and a utility room that held a washer and dryer that were at least as old as I was. They were harvest gold in color and reminded me of my grandmother’s appliances when I was a little boy. Tucked in the corner sat an ancient hot water heater. A small linen closet sat between the bathroom and the laundry room. Other than the full-width wooden porch on the front of the cabin, that was it for living space.

Thankfully, the cabin had been connected to the power grid and a large propane tank at some point in its history. As far as I could tell, the sewage ran to a septic system, and the water was from a well. The cabin was perfect for what I needed, especially since my nearest neighbor—according to Kylie—lived more than a quarter mile away. I assumed that was Gus and his wife.

By the time I unpacked my bags and fixed something to eat, the sun had retired for the night. I was too mentally drained to work on my book, so I verified that the doors and windows were locked and went to bed, choosing the back bedroom since it was closest to the bathroom.

I was asleep within minutes.

~~~

[image: ]


TREY HAD JUST LEFT the scene of the most recent murders. This time it was a double homicide. Clinton Hutchinson had apparently come home to find a prowler in his house. He had gotten into a fight for his life and had come out on the losing end. The intruder had stabbed him multiple times in the chest and abdomen before using a table saw to practically cut him in half—lengthwise. His girlfriend, Esmeralda Valero, had suffered a less gruesome but equally similar fate.

Pete had requested the day off for personal reasons. Although he hadn’t gone into the specifics of why he needed the time off, Trey suspected he wanted to spend the day with his wife in the hope of salvaging their relationship. This left Trey to work the scene by himself. He still could have called in his partner, but they were both working hard to solve the string of murders, and there wasn’t anything Pete could do that he couldn’t. Besides, the man needed to spend time with his family so he didn’t end up divorced like Trey.

The responding officer found the female victim on the bed. Unlike the other victims, she still wore her nightgown—a man’s large t-shirt. She had apparently woken before the killer had a chance to tie her up and strip her naked. The victim had sustained multiple stab wounds on her back and another on her neck. These appeared to have been done in anger, as the violent motion of the knife had cast blood spatter onto the walls and ceiling.
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