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PROLOGUE

	 

	 

	Erin's heart pounded in her chest as she sprinted through the empty park, her breath coming in shallow gasps. The cold night air burned her lungs, but she couldn't afford to slow down. With each step, she cast panicked glances over her shoulder, convinced that someone was following her. She cursed herself for leaving her phone in her friend's purse—she'd never felt so vulnerable and alone.

	The park was shrouded in darkness, illuminated only by the faint glow of distant streetlights. Shadows danced across the damp grass, playing tricks on Erin's frazzled mind. Tall trees loomed overhead, their gnarled branches reaching out like twisted arms, ready to snatch her up. The once-familiar playground now took on a sinister quality, with the swings swaying gently in the breeze, their chains creaking eerily.

	This can't be happening, she thought, her eyes scanning the landscape for any sign of movement.

	A sudden gust of wind sent leaves skittering across the path in front of her, making her jump. She stumbled but quickly regained her footing, pushing herself to run faster. The bench where she'd spent countless afternoons reading seemed to sneer at her now, mocking her fear.

	"Get it together, Erin," she muttered under her breath, trying to calm her racing thoughts. "You're just scaring yourself."

	As much as she wanted to believe it was all in her head, however, she knew better. Earlier in the evening, she had gone to the bar with some friends to celebrate her new job at a local law firm. After years of hard work and determination, she'd finally landed a position as a paralegal. Her first day on the job had gone smoothly, aside from the normal first-day nerves. She was excited about this new chapter in her life, and her friends were eager to share in her enthusiasm. A sense of accomplishment and pride had filled her heart, making the celebration feel well-deserved.

	As the night wore on and her friends began to disperse, however, Erin found herself alone at the bar. That's when she noticed him—a man with a scruffy beard and piercing eyes that seemed to bore into her very soul. He wolf-whistled at her from across the room, drawing the attention of other patrons. She could feel her cheeks burning with embarrassment and anger. How dare he make her feel so uncomfortable?

	"Hey, sweetheart!" the man called out to her. "Looking awfully lonely over there all by yourself. Need some company?"

	Erin ignored him, hoping he would lose interest and move on to someone else. But as she left the bar, she noticed him following her. At first, she tried to rationalize his behavior. Maybe he was just trying to scare her, or maybe it was just a coincidence that they were both walking in the same direction. But as the man continued to follow her, his predatory grin never wavering, Erin knew she'd better take this creep seriously.

	Now, as she sped through the park, her legs aching and lungs burning, all she could think about was escaping this nightmare. Every shadow that crossed her path seemed to morph into the outline of the man who had been stalking her, fueling her fear even more.

	Please, let me get out of this alive, she thought, desperately praying for the strength to keep running. I just want to go home.

	Seeing no sign of him behind her, she decided to slow down. She didn't dare stop completely, but her legs begged for a moment's reprieve. The soft glow of the streetlights illuminated the park around her, casting eerie shadows through the trees and over the benches. A lone swing set creaked softly in the breeze, the rusted chains scraping against the metal frame.

	"Maybe I lost him," she whispered to herself, eyeing the empty paths that crisscrossed through the grass. She tried to convince herself that the man was just trying to scare her, that he never intended to follow through on his lustful intentions. But deep down, she knew she couldn't afford to let her guard down. Not until she was safely behind locked doors.

	She took a deep breath, trying to calm her racing thoughts. "Okay, Erin, you've got this. Just get home and forget about that creep." She forced herself to take slow, measured steps, scanning her surroundings for any sign of her pursuer. Her fingers itched with the desire to call someone – anyone – for help, but her phone remained trapped in her friend's purse, miles away from her shaking hands.

	As she rounded a bend in the path, she glanced over her shoulder one more time. And there he was, the man from the bar, standing under a dim streetlight. He was closer now, close enough that she could see the cruel smirk on his face and the glint of excitement in his eyes.

	"Leave me alone!" Erin cried, her panic overwhelming her newfound courage. She broke into a sprint once more, her chest tightening as she pushed her body to its limits.

	"Come on, sweetheart," he said, his voice reverberating through the night. "Don't you want to have some fun?"

	Desperation fueled Erin's flight, her mind a whirlwind of terror and despair. She ran like her life depended on it—because it very well might have.

	Then, as her muscles were beginning to ache with exertion, she spotted the wrought-iron gates of a graveyard up ahead. A cold mist clung to the ground, obscuring the eerie silhouettes of tombstones and gnarled trees. She hesitated for a moment, torn between fear and desperation. But with the sound of her pursuer's footsteps drawing closer, she made her decision. Darting through the gates, she plunged into the spectral world of the dead, praying that it would be her salvation.

	The damp grass whispered against her shoes, her heart pounding in sync with each step. The fog swallowed her whole, reducing her vision to mere inches before her face. Erin shuddered at the chill that seeped into her bones, but she couldn't stop now—not when the alternative was so much worse.

	"Where are you going, sweetheart?" the man's voice called from behind her, his shape lost in the swirling mists. "You can't run forever!"

	"Please, just leave me alone," Erin whispered as tears threatened to spill from her eyes. Panic clawed at her chest, leaving her gasping for breath as she stumbled deeper into the graveyard.

	A large tombstone loomed out of the fog, its weathered surface etched with the names of the long-dead. Erin crouched behind it, her body shaking uncontrollably. She pressed her hands against her mouth, desperate to stifle the sobs that bubbled up in her throat.

	"Come on, don't be shy!" the man said, his tone dripping with malice. "I just want to get to know you."

	Erin's mind raced, searching for any way out of this nightmare. Maybe if she stayed hidden, he would grow bored and leave. Or maybe he would find her, and she would be forced to face him, alone and defenseless. The fear was a living thing, gnawing at her insides and rendering her incapable of coherent thought.

	She tried to steady her breathing, fearing that any sound might give away her hiding spot. Her mind raced with possibilities, desperately seeking some kind of reassurance.

	"Come out, come out, wherever you are," the man sang mockingly.

	Erin pressed her trembling hands against her mouth, willing herself not to cry out. She prayed silently, begging for salvation from this nightmare. The wind sighed through the trees above, rustling the leaves and creating eerie shadows that danced across the ground. Time seemed to stretch on endlessly as Erin waited, her body tense with anticipation.

	Gradually, the graveyard grew quiet. No more taunts filled the air—there was only the occasional distant howl of the wind. Cautiously, Erin dared to hope that the man had given up his pursuit.

	"Please let him be gone," she whispered to herself, her voice shaky with fear.

	She heard footsteps pass by her hiding place, and she held her breath, frozen in terror. The footsteps faded, growing more distant, and Erin slowly released her grip on her own hands, trying to force her fingers to stop shaking. With agonizing slowness, she crept forward, her eyes straining to see through the misty haze.

	The road was barely visible in the gloom, but there, making his way down the middle of it, was the man. He seemed to have given up his search, walking away from her with a casual swagger. Relief washed over Erin like a tidal wave, leaving her weak-kneed and gasping for breath.

	She'd lost him. For now, at least, she was safe.

	"Thank you," she whispered, tears of gratitude streaming down her face. But the danger was not yet over—she still needed to get home and avoid crossing paths with the man again.

	Backing away from the road, Erin's thoughts raced as she tried to plan the safest route home. The concern for her roommate weighed heavily on her mind, as she would undoubtedly be worried by now.

	"Kenzie's probably pacing the apartment like a madwoman," she muttered to herself, feeling a pang of guilt for breaking her promise to be home sooner.

	As she took another backward step, reluctant to turn her gaze away from the man lest he vanish before she laid eyes on him again, her head collided with something solid. Startled, Erin reached up and felt what seemed like a tree branch, but the texture was off—it felt like leather. She turned around, curiosity mingling with a faint sense of dread, and found herself staring at a shoe.

	"Wh-what the hell?" she stammered, her eyes following the shoe to the leg, the body, and finally the gruesome sight of the body hanging lifelessly from the tree towering above her, a noose around the young man's throat.

	She was still in shock, desperately trying to process this, when the wind picked up and the tree began to shift. The body swayed…and so did three other shapes, all of them swinging in unison.

	Then Erin finally found her voice as she screamed for all she was worth.

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	 

	 

	The cold steel of the security checkpoint bars sent shivers down Sheila's spine as she stepped into the entrance of Blackridge Penitentiary. She could feel her heart pounding in her chest, a mix of anxiety and anticipation coursing through her veins. The sterile smell of the prison hung in the air, reminding her just how far she was from the familiar comfort of her apartment downtown. 

	Sheila couldn't shake the image of Rayland Bax from her mind—his mugshot staring back at her from the countless articles she had researched about him. This man, currently locked away for armed robbery, might be the key to unlocking the truth about her mother's murder. The thought terrified her as much as it excited her, but she knew she had to find answers. Henrietta Stone deserved justice.

	"Next," called one of the security guards in a gruff voice, snapping Sheila's attention back to the present. She approached the X-ray machine, placing her belongings in a plastic bin as the guards eyed her with disinterest. They had seen countless visitors come and go, and apparently she was no different in their eyes.

	The hum of the X-ray machine filled the air as Sheila's bag and jacket disappeared behind a heavy curtain. She glanced around, observing the other equipment scattered throughout the room. There were metal detectors, pat-down stations where guards examined visitors for contraband, and even a drug-sniffing dog sitting obediently by its handler.

	"Arms out, please," instructed a guard, waving a handheld metal detector over Sheila's body. She complied, trying to keep her anxiety in check as the device beeped and whirred around her. She needed to keep her composure if she was going to face Rayland Bax and get the information she needed.

	The security guards at Blackridge Penitentiary were an intimidating bunch—tall, broad-shouldered, and clad in dark uniforms. Their faces remained stoic as they scrutinized each visitor, ensuring that no threats made their way into the maximum-security facility. As one of the guards inspected Sheila's belongings, he suddenly paused and held up a small pocket knife.

	"Miss, you can't bring this inside," he said gruffly, his voice betraying a hint of annoyance.

	Sheila's cheeks flushed with embarrassment. "I'm so sorry. I didn't realize... This is my first time visiting a prison, you see." She stopped, hoping for a bit of understanding.

	The guard raised an eyebrow but said nothing, tossing the knife into a nearby bin designated for confiscated items. Sheila felt her face growing even warmer under his gaze.

	Trying to salvage the situation, she attempted to make conversation. "You know, I just started training to be a police officer a few weeks ago," she said, her voice wavering slightly. "So, I guess you could say I'm still learning the ropes."

	The guards exchanged unimpressed glances, remaining silent and focused on their duties. It was clear that they had little interest in engaging with Sheila or hearing about her aspirations. She swallowed hard, feeling increasingly isolated within the cold, sterile walls of the penitentiary.

	Tough crowd, she thought. I just hope Rayland is a bit more talkative.

	Her footsteps were loud in the empty corridor, making her feel even more alone than she already was. She couldn't help but wish her dad could be there with her. He'd always been her rock, and his presence would've provided her with a sense of comfort that she desperately needed at that moment. Unfortunately, he was recovering from knee surgery, leaving Sheila to face this daunting task on her own. She knew she had to rely on her own wits, strength, and determination—qualities she'd honed throughout her years as an Olympic kickboxer.

	Sheila soon found herself inside the visiting room. Its stark, barren walls were painted a dull gray, devoid of any warmth or welcoming atmosphere. The prison guards had taken care to remove anything that might be used as a weapon, leaving nothing but a few bolted-down chairs and tables scattered around the room.

	Taking a seat at one of these tables, Sheila exhaled slowly, trying to calm her nerves. She looked around the room, doing her best to memorize every detail in case it proved useful later. Meanwhile, she went over the questions she planned to ask Rayland Bax, wondering if he held the key to solving her mother's murder.

	"Did you know my mother, Henrietta Stone?" she whispered under her breath, practicing her opening line. "Were you involved in her death?"

	No, that was too abrupt—she couldn't just ambush him with a question like that and expect him to stick around to talk. She had to coax the answers out of him, find something he wanted, and dangle it in front of him like a carrot. But what could she offer?

	Her heart skipped a beat as the door behind her opened with a heavy groan. The same guard who had led her to the visiting room entered, his face unreadable. "Miss Stone, you need to come with me," he said gruffly, gesturing toward the door.

	"Wait, what's going on?" Sheila asked, her confusion evident. "I thought I was supposed to meet Rayland Bax."

	"Change of plans. Just follow me," he insisted, offering no further explanation.

	With a mixture of curiosity and reluctance, Sheila rose from her seat and followed the guard through the maze-like corridors of Blackridge Penitentiary. Her mind raced with questions and concerns, but she didn't dare voice them out loud. What could have possibly changed? Was Rayland refusing to see her? Or was there something more sinister at play?

	As they arrived at the warden's office, Sheila couldn't help but notice the contrast between this room and the rest of the prison. It was well-furnished, with plush carpeting and polished wooden furniture. A small collection of books lined one wall, while an array of framed certificates hung above the warden's desk.

	"Wait here," the guard ordered, leaving Sheila alone in the room.

	The warden, a middle-aged man with a neatly trimmed beard, appeared to be on the phone, engaged in a jovial conversation with someone who sounded like an old friend. Laughter filled the room as he exchanged pleasantries, completely oblivious to Sheila's presence.

	"Absolutely, we'll catch up soon!" the warden exclaimed, still chuckling. "Give my regards to your family!"

	As Sheila stood there, she felt her impatience growing. She had been so close to getting the answers she sought, and now she found herself stuck in the warden's office with no idea why. She clenched her fists, trying to maintain her composure and focus on the task at hand.

	The warden hung up the phone, his laughter dissipating as he finally acknowledged Sheila's presence. He was a tall man with graying hair that looked like it had once been dark and thick. His eyes were cold, almost icy, set above a thin-lipped mouth and a square jaw that gave him an air of authority.

	"My name is Owen Abbott," he said, offering a smile utterly devoid of warmth. "I'm the…head honcho, you might say, here at Blackridge."

	"Sheila Stone. Nice to meet you."

	"I understand you're here to see Rayland Bax." He cocked his head, studying her as if she were an exotic insect. "What is your business with him?"

	Sheila hesitated for a moment, trying to gauge the warden's intentions. "I have some questions for him," she replied carefully, not wanting to reveal too much.

	"Questions?" Abbott raised an eyebrow, clearly unimpressed. "About what?"

	"I believe he might have been involved in my mother's murder," Sheila admitted, her voice wavering slightly as she spoke the words out loud. It felt as though a heavy weight had just settled on her chest, one that only grew heavier with each passing moment.

	The warden studied her for a moment, his expression unreadable. Sheila couldn't help but feel exposed under his gaze, like a small animal caught in a predator's sights. She shifted uncomfortably, suddenly feeling very aware of her vulnerability in this unfamiliar and dangerous environment.

	"Your mother's murder?" he repeated slowly, as if testing the words. "That's quite the accusation. What makes you think Rayland Bax has anything to do with it?"

	"His car was seen leaving my parents' house."

	"Interesting," the warden mused, leaning back in his chair and steepling his fingers. "But it doesn't necessarily mean he was involved, does it? It could be nothing more than a coincidence."

	"It's not definitive proof, no," Sheila conceded, her tone firm. "But it's certainly very suspicious. Either way, I need to speak with him. It's the only way I can get closure and move on from my mother's death."

	The warden's eyes narrowed as he scrutinized Sheila, making her feel like a specimen under a microscope. He leaned forward in his chair, the leather creaking under his weight.

	"Tell me, Miss Stone, have you ever been to a prison before?" he asked.

	Sheila shook her head, her eyes never leaving his. "No, I haven't."

	"Blackridge Penitentiary is not like any other place," Abbott said, his voice low and foreboding. "It houses some of the most dangerous criminals in this state. Trust me when I say that there are things that go on here that you can't even begin to imagine."

	Despite the chill running down her spine, Sheila refused to let the warden's words intimidate her. She had spent countless hours training her body and mind to handle difficult situations. This was just another challenge she had to overcome.

	"I can handle myself," she insisted, her jaw set with determination. "I've faced adversity my entire life, and I won't back down now, not when I'm so close to finding out the truth about my mother's murder."

	"Adversity?" The warden scoffed, leaning back in his chair once more. "I assure you, you've never faced anything as dangerous as the animals here. People get hurt in places like this, especially if they don't know what they're doing. Just because you've started going to the academy doesn't make you ready for Blackridge."

	Sheila's cheeks burned with embarrassment. She shouldn't have mentioned her training to the guard.

	"You rookies," Abbott said condescendingly, raising an eyebrow. "Let me tell you something: Joining the force doesn't automatically make you an expert in handling dangerous criminals. You'll need a lot of field experience before you're ready to sit down with someone like Rayland Bax. I'm saying that for your own good, mind."

	Sheila clenched her fists, trying to keep her anger in check. She knew she had a lot to learn, but she also knew that time was of the essence. Every day that passed without answers about her mother's death was another day of unbearable uncertainty.

	"Look," she said, forcing herself to remain calm, "I've come too far to turn back now. I just need to ask Rayland a few questions. That's all."

	The warden's expression darkened, his patience wearing thin. "You listen here, Ms. Stone. You're not going to talk to Rayland Bax now—or ever. He's off-limits."

	"Off-limits?" Sheila's brow furrowed, her confusion turning to suspicion. "Why? What are you trying to hide?"

	"Nothing," the warden replied sharply. "But you're not entitled to know the reasons behind my decisions. This is a prison, not a playground, and I have to protect its security and that of the inmates."

	"I thought this was about my inexperience? Now it's about his 'security'? Do you think I'm going to try to kill him, get revenge for what he might have done?"
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