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“Mine was a path of annihilation,

like the victims scattered across town.”

Xander Walsh 
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Chapter 1
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THE STENCH RADIATED throughout the loft as the blaring sun shone through the industrial glass windows. White suits skated across the tiled floor, clashing with the suffocating darkness hovering over the apartment.

Life’s fingers pried my legs to move, but I refused. Instead, I stood at the top of the stairs, looking down into the heart of the house.

Death stalked us with its stagnant rhythm. Each note lingered, inviting mankind to peer into the black pit of despair to see its design.

I tried to look past it, concentrating on my reflection in the window, but my heartbeat crashed against its tempo. Lost in its cadence, it trapped me behind steel bars. My soul begged for freedom, but my flesh resolved to dine with misery.

Evidence unit technicians stampeded into the loft. The creaking tires and metal rattling against the tiles broke death’s spell.

I plodded down the steps and parked myself at the main entrance to the living area. A gray sectional sat in the middle. Three vases and notepads rested on the left-hand table.

My attention shifted to the other side of the loft. A lone credenza reclined against the far wall.

Detectives rambled into the room, disturbing the flow of sliding cart wheels and the clicking of cameras. They huddled in the corner, gossiping about me, no doubt.

I ambled to the breakfast nook and fixated on a silver tray with two half-empty glasses before wandering to the green folding chairs encircling the dining table.

A granite-topped island held a ceramic dish full of wooden utensils, a stack of plates, and a terracotta bowl. Everything appeared to be in order. No sign of a struggle.

Chatter from the adjoining room interrupted my concentration. Cameras flashed. Feet traipsed across the floor. Detectives shot glances in my direction.

I stepped around the brick partition, grasped my pendant, and recited her name—Baduhenna.

White suits scattered as I pushed my way further inside. Whispers battered my eardrum. Shuffling evidence bags and shouting from the hallway created a cacophony of madness, but I deafened their cries and focused on the gray pipes traveling along the ceiling.

I followed the round spiral ducts, running the length of the bedroom down the wall, before shifting my attention to the nightstand. A framed picture sat next to a lamp and an alarm clock.

Officers dispersed, retreating to their designated corners, fabricating fresh stories about my past. I smiled as they spun a web of tales—kidnapped as a child, a secret serial killer. Someone accused me of eating children at one point.

I remained fixated on the wall. My eyes traced the liquid dripping from the red letters, spilling over the wooden slat headboard.

Damon sauntered into the room, his arm brushing against mine as he skated past me and slid on his mask. He wrapped his arms around his chest and recited the lines. “Your naked carcass lies sprawled across the bed begging for redemption while your eyes taunt my blade to dance with your tongue.”

“What the hell does that mean?” an officer said. 

“Anyone look inside their mouths?”

Detective Smyth and a few of his cronies peered in my direction. “Aren’t you supposed to be the expert, Xander?” Their laughter faded in the distance as they rounded the partition. 

“I’ll meet you outside.” Damon removed his mask and bolted out of the room. 

Caught in death’s puzzle, I pulled the mask off my face and examined the bodies. One male. One female. On their backs, their arms lay by their sides. Dressed, the woman’s legs were straight, but slightly opened. Her shoes were placed at the end of the bed. 

The man lay naked with his clothes folded and positioned beside his left foot. His legs crossed at the ankle.

I knelt and studied them—the position of their limbs, where her shoes were as opposed to his. “Why are you undressed?” My head tilted as I gazed into his eyes.

Murmurs interrupted my train of thought. A few detectives gawked, fingers pointed in my direction. 

“Detective Xander Walsh.” Coroner Watts skirted around the partition, wearing his coveted smile. “You look like you have a question?”

“I take it you’ve seen the message?”

“Yeah. Interesting start to my morning.” He flipped through his notepad. “His tongue’s missing.”

“Just his?”

“Hers is fully intact.”

“Anything else before I head out?”

“He slit her throat. It was quick. Can’t say the same for him.” He pointed to the man’s neck. “He drained him through the carotid artery. I’m assuming he used some of it to write on the wall, but I can’t be sure.”

“Maybe he took some with him, like a trophy.”

“That’s possible.”

“Is that how he died?”

“It appears so. I’ll know more once I examine the bodies.” He turned and stared at me. “Welcome back.”

“I’m glad someone’s happy to see me.”

“Don’t worry about these guys. Most of them can’t even spell their names. Anyway, we all have demons to fight.”

I nodded before studying the scene one more time. “They were bound.” I pointed toward their wrists as Coroner Watts leaned over the mattress.

“It’s possible.” A technician approached the bed holding a manila envelope. “There’s sticky residue around their wrists.”

“Alright. I’m headed to the station. Call me when you have something.”

“Will do.”

I walked out of the room, exited the loft, and bolted toward the stairs.

Neighbors gathered in the stairwell, slowing the flow of traffic. Officers shoved them away, yelling for them to get back into their apartments. 

I pushed through the crowd as the onlookers scattered into the main hall. A few ran into their lofts, escaping the madness, but most lingered in the walkway, backs pressed against the wall, watching evidence being carted out of the building. 

I hurried out the front door and stepped down the single brick step. The sun reflected off the bright yellow ‘Welcome to Winston Estates’ sign, forcing me to squint. 

A group of officers stood at the helm of a mob forming outside, shoving a few pedestrians who were forcing their way through the crime scene tape. More occupants sprinted up the sidewalk, demanding entry.

The television station van skidded into the lot across the street, parking beside the local gossip mill. They jumped out of their vehicle with cameras ready and scurried onto the road, bobbing and weaving between cars as drivers beeped their horns. 

Damon sat on the hood of his car stalking them, his eyes ping-ponging from the street to the sidewalk. 

The reporters darted past him, thrusting their microphones in Captain Jansen’s face.

“You left kind of fast.”

“Didn’t sleep well.” Damon grasped onto the styrofoam cup and sighed. “Even the coffee tastes stale.”

“You and Jackie alright?”

“We can’t seem to get our shit together.”

“You two will work it out. You always do.”

He slid off the hood of the car and smiled at me. “What about you? You’re back. Some of us missed you.”

“What’s wrong? My replacement wasn’t good enough?”

“You’re the only one I’ve been able to mesh with.”

“Aw, that’s so sweet. You’re definitely getting a Christmas card this year.”

“Wow, really?”

An officer handed me a photograph.

“What is it?” Damon said, peering over my shoulder.

“The poem.”

“Poem? Is that what we’re calling it?”

“For now. Maybe it’ll lead somewhere.”

We got into the car, sped out of the parking lot, and turned onto Birchwood Boulevard. A group of women ran across the street, trying to beat the changing light, while horns and skidding tires clashed with the chirping birds and music blasting from the truck behind us. 

Damon rolled up his window to mask the sound, but it didn’t help. Instead, our vehicle vibrated against the concrete.

We inched closer to the funeral home and a little past the corner of Millwood Street before traffic came to a crawl. People ventured out of their homes, rushing to their neighbors to find out what happened. I rolled down my window, sticking my head out to get a better look.

The tow truck operator hauled a blue car, indented on the right side, onto its bright yellow flatbed. He secured the tires, jumped into his vehicle, lifted the bed, and sped down the street.

The truck in front of us crept forward. We followed behind, watching officers question the driver on the side of the road. He staggered back and forth as they put him in the police car.

The rest of the ride was uneventful. A couple argued on their lawn. Children boarded the school bus. A few cars turned into the parking lot of Latte Madness for their morning fix. 

I cringed at the thought. Coffee never enticed me. I preferred iced tea—unsweetened.

Damon beat his hand on the steering wheel, bobbing his head as the radio blasted from another vehicle. “I love this song.”

“Well, we all have our vices.”

He laughed as the car turned down the alley, music fading in the distance. “What do you think about this case?”

“I don’t know. I’m not much into poetry, but I’m assuming there’s a hidden message somewhere. Otherwise, the theatrics are pointless.”

“You don’t sound enthused.”

“Are you?” 

“No.” Damon pulled into the lot and shut off the engine. “Are you ready?”

My lips parted, but no words escaped. I stared out the window, contemplating whether I was ready for the forthcoming onslaught.
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I SAT AT my desk, staring into the black screen while whispers crept over my shoulder. They couldn’t believe I was back. Neither could I.

A part of me begged for freedom. A sanctuary to run to, but that wasn’t my fate. Mine was a path of annihilation, like the victims scattered across town. A never-ending row of mangled bodies and blood.

All the begging in the world couldn’t help me escape Birchwood, Kentucky—a small city nestled between Owensboro and Paducah, swamp land. Bodies washed up every few days. Some were dumped by outsiders, but most were killed by locals.

The town’s history was as shrouded in mystery as the pile of unsolved murders accumulating in the storage room.

I was born and raised in Owensboro—home—I missed home, but I had to leave. My designation—Louisville. I remained there for a few years before death’s hand reached for me.

I had two options. Stay and fight a broken system, or save myself. My desire to survive won, so I packed up and hitched a ride to somewhere— nowhere. It didn’t matter. I needed to get out from underneath the dark cloud that cloaked me. My madness guided me straight to hell—Birchwood, where death forever lingered.

Death wasn’t my only problem. The dark cloud came with me, hovering over my temple, battering my flesh every chance it got. Memories haunted my corpse as I traveled day to day, month to month, year to year.

My mother’s face etched into my bones peeked through, forcing me to remember the pain—the desperation. Her end came too soon. Mine, not soon enough, but I didn’t want to die. I never did. I just wanted to escape.

My hands trembled as my fingers clamped around the hematite stone. The coldness calmed the fire kindling inside. I closed my eyes. A wave of peace washed over my worn carcass, but my weary mind danced with darkness, entangled in damnation’s never-ending spell.

I chanted the words my mother taught me when I was young. “Baduhenna, guide me over life’s tempestuous terrain where demons hide, disguised as flesh. My eyes behold your beauty, your strength. Become my protective shield as I battle the evil piercing death’s veil.”

Silence fluttered around me. My mind journeyed to my youth—sitting by the river, skipping rocks with the other children while the adults congregated by the maple tree.

“Have you heard?”

My eyes shot open as Damon’s chair skidded across the tiled floor. “Heard what?”

He placed a pile of folders next to my keyboard. Loose sheets of paper slid out as he banged into my desk. His hands flurried around, stacking the files.

My eyes drifted from the table to his disheveled hair peeking underneath his baseball cap. I clutched onto my stone. My lips moved, but no words fell. I sought guidance, but not for myself, for Damon.

The chair squeaked. The desk stopped vibrating. Calm returned, but his gaze burned my flesh, scolding me. He understood the prayers were for him.

I offered a smile to ease the awkwardness between us. It worked. It always did.

“They found her.”

“Who?”

“The poet. It’s a woman.”

“Woman?”

“Yes.” A deep voice and dry cough crept closer. Captain Jansen leaned against my desk. His blue eyes darted around the office, watching detectives sprint from the printer to their desks. “She’s on her way in, so you two get ready.”

Damon ambled to his desk, dragging his chair behind him. “That was fast. I’m not sure why, but I was expecting it to be a man.”

“Women are vicious killers.”

“Ouch. I see why you’re still single.”

I grabbed my jacket and the case file folder and headed into the hallway. A mob of detectives pushed their way up the vestibule, their eyes scanning the open offices before landing on me.

Damon rushed into the hall with his notepad, crashing into me as a few officers squeezed past us. “Excuse you!” Damon turned in their direction. “Manners.”

“Fuck you, Damon!” a detective said.

“What’s up his ass?”

“His ex, probably.”

“Who’s his ex?”

“The woman with red curly hair who’s always cussing him out.”

“Damn! I thought that was his mother.”

I laughed as we rounded the corner and ventured down the hall leading to the interrogation room. There she stood. Her loose curls fell over her light brown skin. She unbuttoned her blazer and placed her hands in her matching pants pocket.

“Can you believe she wrote those poems?” Damon leaned into me. “I mean, look at her.”

“You don’t think women are capable of murder? Check out her suit color.” I chuckled as Damon squinted down the hall. “Burgundy is the color of power and ambition.”

Damon’s nostrils flared. “Where do you get this shit from?”

“I read a lot.”

“Maybe a little too much? I’m not disagreeing with you about women killing, but I don’t see it with her.”

“Look past what you see.”

“You think she’s into some twisted shit?”

“She’s a poet, not a mass murderer.” Captain Jansen handed me a sheet of paper.

I scanned the page, noting the accolades she received for her poetry.

“She came prepared. Brought one of the top lawyers in the state—Carter Machol, The Shark.”

Captain Jansen cleared his throat as Mr. Machol escorted her into the interrogation room. “She’s here to answer some questions, so take it easy in there. She has an alibi for last night.” He placed his hands on his hips. “And don’t piss Carter off. We need all the allies we can get.”

Damon and I walked into the room. I set the file on the table, sat across from her, and studied her demeanor—forearms on the desk, fingers clasped together. “Mr. Machol.”

“Detective Walsh.” Mr. Machol adjusted his tie and suit coat. “Glad you’re back.”

“Miss Dawson, thank you for coming in.”

“You’re welcome. I must clarify that Karlee Dawson is my pen name. My legal name is Charlotte Biddercombe.”

“Wow!” Damon flipped open his notepad and tossed it on the table. “That’s a long name for a book cover. Do you have a preference?”

“Miss Dawson is fine.” She adjusted herself in the chair as Damon reclined against the back wall, and I read her the Miranda Rights.

“What do you do for a living?”

“I’m a full-time author. Mainly poetry, but I also write short stories for magazines and ghostwrite.”

“Ah! What have you ghostwritten?” Damon asked.

“That I can’t answer. Non-disclosure agreement.”

“We’re here because of the phone call my client received this morning regarding one of her poems.”

I slid a photograph across the table. “Did you write this?”

She leaned over the desk and stared at the picture. “Yes, that’s my poem.” Her eyebrows knitted as she examined the image. “What exactly am I looking at here?”
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