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			Dedication

			To my niece, Venesa.

			Thanks for being a source of inspiration, 
particularly in times of fatigue and indecision. 

			Everything seems to smile in your presence, 
so continue to burn beautiful and bright.

		


		
			Epigraph

			God blessed my heart so love would find me, 
and life would embrace me. 

			He smiled upon my presence so peace would 
comfort me and the universe would cradle me.

			His everlasting light shines radiantly 
while the heavens watch over me.

			-Robert Young
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			Chapter One

			The rain poured down from the chilly night sky like an endless gush of tumbling teardrops. Tony McLeod laid comfortably in bed watching an episode from his favorite old television show. He shouted with laughter and wild hysterics though he were watching it for the first time; notwithstanding the countless times he’d seen it before and each occasion yielded the same response. The room would be completely dark were it not for light from the television and a tiny nightlight plugged in beside the bed. He turned to the sound of footsteps. One gaze at the shadowy figure of the man standing in the doorway was more than enough to immediately shift his animated mood to the still terror of silence. 

			McLeod blinked a few times, hoping the man would simply vanish, but that was not to be. “Who goes there?” he shouted. “I’m going to shoot you dead, so you best speak quickly while you still breathe.” 

			McLeod gripped the revolver from the drawer next to him and pointed it at the motionless man gazing at him. The daring imposter seemed undaunted by the threats and took two limping steps forward instead. He hopped and bopped forward like a drunken bum.

			“Go ahead, old man. Shoot that six-gun and see where it gets you.”

			Click, click, click, followed by three more clicks as McLeod squeezed the trigger repeatedly, all without a single shot being fired. Two more limping steps forward, and the imposter stood over the shaking retiree, who by then braced his back up against the head of the bed. His glaring brown eyes carried no semblance of the loving side of humanity; all they reflected was a painful twisted maze of crazy. The man spoke again with his soft playful voice; almost like a mischievous child, but make no mistake, this man was no child.

			“Looking for this, old man?” he asked, dropping the six rounds he’d removed from McLeod’s revolver days before. “Tony McLeod, how many kids have you shamefully sold? Did you ever wonder what they would have to endure? Let’s get one thing straight; I’m going to punish you tonight. You will beg for mercy, but you will only find hurt. Plenty of hurt.”

			“Who are you? Is that why you’re in my house in the middle of the night? I left that job a long time ago. What’s done is done, and I made peace with it. Maybe you should do the same. At least I made many families happy. Tell me, what good have you done for anyone?”

			“Tonight, I’ll make you happy, Mr. McLeod. I guarantee you’ll be a satisfied customer when I’m through with you.”

			McLeod’s words didn’t appear to earn him any favors and may have only angered the intruder, whose brown eyes tightened and blazed with quiet fury. He pulled the carving knife from his waistband and zip ties from his pocket. He waved the curved blade over McLeod’s face until it rested on the softness of his throat, then used the zip ties to bind his hands and feet. McLeod gasped and choked on the rush of saliva bottled up in his throat while his eyes watered and tears slowly trickled down his shivering chin. The man stripped a pillow of its case, rolled the case into a ball, and stuffed it into McLeod’s mouth. The stranger came prepared, wearing gloves and a plastic coat. 

			“Are you comfortable, Mr. McLeod? Are you having a good time? Ooh, I think I know what’s missing.” 

			He started humming some kind of old tune; his animated eyes sparkled with ruthless excitement as the melodies of his bizarre humming flowed. He swayed his head and waved the blade to the music while perspiration flowed profusely from McLeod’s forehead. The intruder nodded to McLeod that the time for his long and final goodnight was at hand.

			“Okay, old man, you never told me how many kids you sent to their misery, so I will just guess it’s a hundred. I’m going to carve you up real nice. I will try and give you a cut for each kid, though I doubt you can stay alive that long.”

			McLeod’s muffled screams merged with the music as he twisted and wailed for mercy, but the man paid little attention to his pain except when he stopped to gaze at him with his chilling psychotic smile. After a while and plenty of carving, he seemed to have had enough. He paused for a while peering down at McLeod as he groaned and gasped. He glared at the dying man with flaming eyes before delivering the fatal strike. The hardhearted interloper sank his blade deep in McLeod’s chest, leaving the lifeless body behind as he exited the house.

			* * *

			The year 2020 inched toward its end. At the beginning of November, many homes were still expertly decorated and glowing in the Halloween spirit. Scary creatures lit up front lawns while others hung from trees and porches. 

			Ryan Goodman twisted and turned in his sleep as he had many nights over the past months, but something about this night seemed different. Everything about this experience was real to him—more so than he could ever imagine. In an animated and confused state, Ryan awoke suddenly drenched in perspiration and screaming like his life depended on it. 

			“He killed him; he killed that man. I saw the killer carve him up like a Halloween pumpkin, and when I looked at his face, I saw myself. I saw me. Chrissy, I saw me.”

			“Babe, calm down. It’s just a bad dream. That’s all it is, a real bad dream,” Chrissy said as she flicked on the light next to the bed. 

			“You don’t understand. This time, everything was so real. What’s happening to me? Why am I having these awful nightmares? Three months ago, I never dreamed about anything at all. Now all this madness is driving me crazy.”

			“I promise you all of this will pass, but if you feel that strongly about it then you should call Doctor Gregory and set an appointment first thing in the morning.”

			* * *

			The first Tuesday in November in the small town of Osbourne, on the outskirts of Nashville, brought with it the ghastly discovery of Tony McLeod’s body. Detective Corporal Sylvia Ross and her partner Detective Ramone Wilson were the first detectives on scene from the Osbourne homicide unit. 

			The entire block was abuzz with police activity; flashing lights emitted from the various parked units while officers canvased the area for witnesses. Crime scene investigators were already processing the scene, and a large outfit of uniforms held a tight cordon. A small gathering of onlookers tried to get a glimpse of what was happening in their usually quiet middle-income neighborhood. 

			As Sylvia and Ramone approached the cordon, a sergeant in uniform raised the caution tape for them and gave a short briefing.

			“Detective Ross, this is going to be a new one, even for you. The housekeeper turned up for work this morning and found the front door open. She went inside and saw her employer Tony McLeod all sliced and diced in his bed. If you want to talk to her, she is being treated for some kind of breakdown in the ambulance over there in front of your vehicle. Take it from me, Detectives, it is not a pretty sight inside.”

			“Sergeant, good job as usual buttoning up the block. Make sure those reporters don’t get any closer,” Sylvia said.

			Both detectives entered the house as crime scene operatives snapped photographs and collected evidence. 

			Sylvia looked long and hard at the butchered retiree then gazed at Ramone, who was standing next to her and sighed aloud. “This is not a random murder. This is deeply painful and personal to the killer. That means there must be a connection hidden somewhere. We just need to find it. We must dive deep into his life, turn over every rock. As soon as forensics clear out, we have to come back here and go over everything and try to get a glimpse of who hated him this much. We must find out who this guy is, where he has been, and whatever he has done to provoke the ruthless monster who did this to him.”

			Ramone pinned her with a steady gaze. “I recognize that look on your face, and it scares the hell out of me. Something tells me things are about to get really bad before we get this perp. Ross, whatever buried skeleton got him butchered, we will dig it up. We will find it, and we will get that deranged slasher off the street.” 

			* * *

			Ryan secured an appointment with his psychologist Doctor Winston Gregory for three o’clock in the afternoon. He had been seeing the doctor since June when his sleep disorder became too difficult and unpredictable for him to manage by himself. Not only did he have problems sleeping, but when he slept, his dreams were impossible for him to decipher. 

			One night, he’d gone to bed and woke in the wee hours of the morning parked on a back road without the faintest recollection of how he got there or how long he’d lingered under the moon. Recent months had seen better management of his whereabouts, especially since he’d begun shacking up with his longtime girlfriend Chrissy Adams.

			Ryan had just turned twenty-eight on October 15th and held a supervisory position at the Department of Motor Vehicles. He was relatively tall at six feet even and walked with a weird goofy slope, kind of like he was tipping over forward. Chrissy was a paralegal at the County Clerk’s office. They complemented each other quite well and had recently been flirting with the thought of tying the knot and starting a family of their own.

			“Doc, you got to help me. I am one hundred percent certain I didn’t kill anyone, because I was at home with Chrissy the whole time. The weird thing is, I think I may have witnessed an awful murder and it’s scaring the daylights out of me. I felt alive, like I was actually there in the room while the killer knifed the old guy to death.”

			“Tell me, this man you saw being murdered, did you know him?”

			“No. He was old, probably over sixty. He gazed up at the killer with tears in his eyes, pleading desperately for his life. The killer smiled back at him and just kept on slashing him over and over again without any sense of being human. When he was done, he sank his blade deep in the old guy’s chest. When it was over, the maniac just walked away. On his way out, he looked into the mirror and I saw his face. I saw myself in him. I saw me, Doc. The killer was me. Nothing about it makes any sense to me. Please, you have to help me figure this out.”

			“Are you certain you were home all night and not off sleepwalking, howling at the moon somewhere?”

			“Absolutely, but you don’t have to take my words for it. Chrissy was there too. You remember the time I left the house in my sleep? Well, we have since installed security cameras all over the house, so I have proof I was home. Please, feel free to verify if you like.”

			“Okay, that’s what I needed to hear. If what I am pondering is correct, then life is about to take you for a deadly ride through the devious lens of a coldblooded killer. I believe you maybe actually witnessing these events through the eyes of the murderer. Whatever he sees, you see as well. Right now it remains nothing more than wild speculation, untested and unverified. We can’t know for certain until we have an opportunity to study your case much deeper. If my gut counts for anything; then you’re treading down a tricky and treacherous trail.”

		


		
			Chapter Two

			The first morning after the awful discovery and news relating to the horrific slaying of Tony McLeod hit the airways, both the print media and television networks were headlining the story. The police did a remarkable job keeping certain pertinent details of the murder out of the public domain. They believed this would safeguard against compromising any aspects of the ongoing investigation. 

			The callous nature of the killing was uncommon in the quiet neighborhood; hence it was no surprise the kind of hysteria it provoked, particularly among women, kids, and older folks. One local newspaper had already labeled the killer “The Halloween Butcher.” Needless to say, such a title did absolutely nothing to quell the anxiety coursing through their veins of the residents, but only achieved the opposite. 

			Sylvia Ross was rapidly closing in on seven years as a detective with the Osbourne Homicide Department. Though she was only five feet seven inches tall and barely tilted the scale at 120 pounds, her proven ability to untangle even the most difficult cases quickly earned her respect. She was by no means a towering figure, but out in the field, she was as tough as nails. Her physical dexterity had demonstrated time and again that she was equal or even superior to many of her male counterparts. The seriousness with which she took her physical training in the gym really gave her the edge and exhibited a kind of poetic neutrality of gender. Her tactfulness and smarts were priceless traits that allowed her to think on her feet, which was particularly critical when operating within the shifting environment of ruthless criminals. 

			Detectives Ross and Wilson returned to the crime scene and went over everything at McLeod’s home. On the face of it, nothing untoward was identified until Sylvia pulled down the ladder that led up into the dark sleepy attic. She flicked the light switch but the darkness was not impacted at all. Sylvia pointed her tiny flashlight upward and saw that the bulb had been removed from the receptacle. 

			Ramone hurriedly unscrewed the bulb in the kitchen and fitted it in the attic, and on this occasion, there was light. The abundance of dust and the skeletal remains of the unfortunate rat in the corner aside, the attic appeared to have been used as a secret office of sorts. 

			Ramone corralled a stack of files from the desk and scanned briefly through them. “This will definitely give some insight into whatever he was playing with. Pick your pile and dig in. Let’s unmask this dead guy.”

			“It wreaks terribly of rats. Open that window and air this dungeon out. Okay, Wilson, let’s dive in and see what our victim has been up to.” 

			“Holy shit. Ross, this guy worked for The Family Pride Health Center over on Broadway Terrace. You were probably still suckling breastmilk when it all went down, so this is what happened. Several years ago, while the center was being investigated for running some shady adoption program, the building suddenly caught fire and went up in flames. All their records were allegedly destroyed, so the authorities had no way of examining their files. Even the server went up in the fire. By the way, the fire department concluded that arsonist was responsible, and from what I recall, everybody believed the fire was an inside job designed to destroy evidence.” 

			“Well, most of these are clients’ files from that center. We need to get all of them to the office and examine them thoroughly. It’s quite possible some connection to the killer may exist here,” Sylvia replied.

			“Sure thing. Leave it to me; I’ll get them to the car.”

			Sylvia watched as her partner gathered the folders. “We need to understand what they were really doing at that center. Whatever it was, it must have been really bad for them to actually burn the place down to keep it hidden. What about the other people who worked there? Where are they now? We also have to talk to the housekeeper and find this guy’s family. He must have some relative somewhere. I’m pretty sure he didn’t just fall from the sky.”

			“Over time, the people who worked there seemed to have faded away into the shadows of public scrutiny and interest. Many of them may still be around just as McLeod was. However, I think it may be a wise thing to first have an idea of what we have here before we go searching for them.”

			* * *

			Sylvia and Ramone strode into the main office at Homicide with the two boxes of files from McLeod’s attic. Sylvia immediately found the serious face of Sergeant Lance Boyd gazing back at her. He stood in the open doorway of his office, leaning up against the door jamb with his hand in his pocket. Boyd was the man in charge of the homicide office and the team of eight detectives. Though he demanded high performance from the team and pushed them to their limits at times, they loved and respected him for it. He was a strong and experienced supervisor with twenty-eight years under his belt. His repertoire of valuable connections extended up and down the organization and far and wide across partnering agencies. Sylvia recognized the sense of urgency about him and knew he was ready to drop something on her.

			“Ross, where are we on this case? We have to solve this one quickly. The entire town is on edge about it. Nobody likes the killing of an old man, especially the gruesome way this one went down,” Boyd said. 

			She brought him up to speed on everything they’d found up to that point and showed him the boxes of files to be reviewed. She also advised him that the housekeeper who found the body was expected to come in later to give her statement. No witness to the crime had been identified and no motive had yet been established. Boyd suggested they shake up all known bad actors and see if anybody cracked. 

			Sylvia and Ramone got busy at their desk perusing the files when the office clerk called out to Ross. Brenda Tingle had transferred over from the general office a year earlier and fitted right in at homicide. Today she was fielding an unusually high volume of phone calls, most of which were crazy tips coming from all over the neighborhood. Some caller claimed to have seen the slasher running around with a butcher knife but deep in the mix of the madness, one caller got her attention.

			“Detective Ross, are you the one handling the so-called Halloween Butcher case?” Brenda asked.

			“Yes. I can’t believe they gave the killer a name before the body was even cold. That’s only going to bolster his prominence and add to this crippling anxiety.”

			“Detective, there is a man on line two who only wants to talk to you. He said he is a witness to the butcher killing.”

			Sylvia nodded and picked up the phone. “Hello, this is Detective Corporal Sylvia Ross. I understand you have information about the murder.”

			“Yes, Detective, that’s right. I saw the whole thing. I watched as the old guy sucked in his last breath,” the caller said.

			Every part of her went for a long probing pause; the only sign of life was her throbbing pulse as her heartbeat revved up like a pounding conga drum. She studied his voice, how slow and calm he sounded, maybe a little scared but calm. Her mind drifted off for a split second and for the first time, the weight and gravity of the case dawned on her. She was dealing with a shrewd vindictive killer with a plan, a killer who created gripping chaos then skillfully rode the tides of fear to manipulate the efforts of law enforcement. Could this caller be a part of that plan of diversion or was he the actual killer playing a tricky twisted mind game?

			“Is this some kind of joke or crazy prank? This little chat would work a lot better if we could sit down and talk about this in person. Don’t you agree?”

			“I agree, Detective, one hundred percent, and that’s the reason I am already here. My name is Ryan Goodman, and I’m sitting in your parking lot downstairs. The green Camry near the entrance.”

			“Okay, Ryan, stay put. I’ll be right down.”

			Sylvia hung up the phone and shouted to Ramone. Within seconds, they were scampering down to the car park. They understood each other pretty well, which was one of the benefits of working together for the past three years. This made Sylvia’s caution quickly acknowledged and acted on by Ramone, who unbuttoned his jacket and made ready the pistol on his side. 

			Ryan cracked the door and let it hang a few seconds then swung it open all the way and got out slowly. He strode toward the detectives who stood in defensive postures gazing at him.  “Detective Ross, it’s me, Ryan. You must be thinking I am some con. A simple pretentious charlatan trying to get my sixty seconds of attention hitchhiking on the coattail of the Halloween Butcher? Well, Detective, here I am.”

			He advanced farther with his sloping steps, much like a struggling penguin limping on a slab of melting ice. A brief introduction preceded the short trek up to the office into the interview room. 

			Throughout most of the interaction, Ramone said very little. He made himself purposefully invisible, like a fly on the wall, observing Ryan’s every move. He was mindful that Ryan only wanted to speak with Sylvia and needed to allow him every opportunity to establish some kind of connection with her. He understood that building some semblance of trust between the witness and interviewer was critical in ferreting out everything he knew, even things he may be reluctant to share. 

			Sylvia took the chair across from Ryan while Ramone sat at the far end of the long rectangular table. She offered Ryan water and made sure he was comfortable, her steady gaze planted on his face when she asked the first question. “Ryan, are you ready to tell us what you know about Mr. Tony McLeod’s killing?”

			“Yes, I am. I’m going to need a moment to explain what’s going on with me. I don’t know why it
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