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To my boyfriend, José.

Thank you for always believing in me, for your endless support through my educational journey, and for buying me my first laptop to get my Legal Studies diploma. Your encouragement has carried me through every challenge, and now, as I continue my forensic science studies, I owe so much of this to you. This book is for you.

“The dead cannot speak for themselves. Someone must be their voice.”

— Dr. Henry Lee

Prologue: The Hanging Woman

Tampa, Florida — August 1999

The house smelled like rotting fruit, sweat, and cheap whiskey. The scent of death hadn’t fully settled yet, but it was coming.

Twelve-year-old Elias Mercer walked through the front door, his school bag slipping from his shoulder. His sneakers scuffed against the peeling wooden floorboards; the sound sharp in the too-quiet house.

“Mom?” His voice barely carried.

The air was stale, suffocating—as if the walls were holding their breath. He took another step forward, passing the dent in the drywall where his father had punched through it last week—the overturned coffee table. The broken bottle of vodka staining the carpet.

Then he saw her. Anna Mercer. His mother. Hanging from the ceiling.

Her head lulled to the side, a deep, purple-red bruise spreading across her jaw. Her once beautiful green eyes, now glassy and empty, stared at nothing. A rope, the cheap kind his father used to tie down the boat, was wrapped tightly around her neck.

A note sat on the coffee table beneath her—one sentence, scrawled in her shaking handwriting. “I’m so sorry, Eli. I couldn't take it anymore." His knees buckled. "Mom..."

He didn’t hear the front door open. He didn’t hear the heavy boots stomping in, reeking of alcohol and stale cigarettes. But he felt the shadow fall over him.

A low chuckle. "Well, look at that. Guess the bitch finally did something useful."

His father. Ronald Mercer. Elias didn’t move. He couldn’t. His body was frozen, his hands trembling as he reached out toward his mother’s lifeless fingers.

A sharp yank on his collar pulled him back. His father’s thick hands wrapped around his throat, dragging him away.

"Don’t just sit there cryin’, you little shit. Clean this up." Elias didn't cry. He just stared at his father’s smirking face, his pulse pounding so hard it felt like his skull would crack.

Something inside him snapped. It wasn’t fear. It wasn’t sadness. It was pure, burning hatred.

His father’s grip loosened just enough for Elias to twist free. Then Elias ran. Straight to the kitchen drawer. Straight to the sharpest knife he could find. He turned just as his father lunged for him. The knife plunged deep into his father’s eye socket.

A scream ripped through the house. His father fell back, clutching his face, blood pouring between his fingers.

"You bastard! You little—" Elias didn’t stop. Didn’t hesitate. He lunged again. And again. Each stab sent hot, sticky blood spraying against his arms, his face, the kitchen tiles. By the time his father’s body hit the floor, Elias was panting, shaking, drenched in red. 

The house was silent. Except for the faint, gurgling breath of a dying man. His father’s last words were barely a whisper. "You're not my real son.” 

The knife slipped from Elias’ fingers. And for the first time, he felt nothing.
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Chapter One: The First Scar
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Tampa’s relentless August heat pressed against the glass of the police department’s crime lab, turning the floor-to-ceiling windows into shimmering walls of distortion. Inside, the air was cool, sterile, humming with the faint buzz of fluorescent lights and the quiet hum of high-tech forensic equipment. Elias Mercer sat at his workstation, gloved hands carefully handling a vial of clear liquid. The substance inside was ordinary to most—just another chemical, just another case—but to Elias, it was a whisper of death, a tool as sharp as any blade.

He examined the report in front of him, breaking down the toxicology results of a fresh homicide case. The victim, a 42-year-old male, had been found collapsed in his waterfront condo, his lips tinged blue, foam dried at the corners of his mouth. Cause of death? At first glance, a heart attack. But Elias knew better. He always did. A few drops of reagent swirled into the liquid sample, reacting instantly—the clear substance darkened, deepened, revealing traces of Succinylcholine.

"Sloppy work," he thought. Succinylcholine was detectable, even in minute amounts, when tested by someone who knew what they were looking for. The average coroner might have overlooked it, but Elias was not average. He had spent his life studying poisons, unraveling the mysteries of chemical compounds, understanding how to mimic natural deaths while leaving no forensic evidence behind.

He removed his gloves, tossing them into the hazardous waste bin beside him, and leaned back in his chair. His reflection in the polished metal of the fume hood stared back at him—green-hazel eyes sharp, calculating, the shadow of stubble lining his jaw. He looked like a man who belonged here, a respected forensic toxicologist in one of Tampa’s top crime labs. But that was only half the truth.

Beneath the surface, Elias Mercer was something else entirely.



The first scar on his body had come at the age of six.

He hadn’t even seen the glass bottle coming, just felt the impact split the skin above his left eyebrow, sending a warm rush of blood down his face. The sharp smell of whiskey had mixed with the copper tang of his own blood as he lay curled on the kitchen floor, his father towering over him.

"Goddamn little brat—always getting in my way."

His mother, Anna, had been there too, a trembling figure standing in the doorway, her hands clutching at the fabric of her nightgown like it could somehow shield her. She didn’t scream. She never did. That was the worst part.

Silence.

Even as her son bled onto the linoleum, even as her husband’s rage echoed off the walls, she said nothing.

That was when Elias learned his first lesson in pain: it wasn’t just about the damage inflicted. It was about the absence of intervention, the realization that no one would save him.

By the time he was ten, he had stopped expecting anyone to.



Elias moved efficiently through the lab, preparing the finalized toxicology report. Victim’s cause of death: homicide via Succinylcholine poisoning. That was the official conclusion. It wasn’t his case to solve, just another puzzle to pass on to the detectives. But he already knew how this would play out.

Someone had made a mistake—left a trace, been careless. That was the difference between the kind of killers he studied and the kind of killer he had become. He didn’t leave traces. He didn’t make mistakes.

He sealed the report, signed off on his findings, and exited the lab, his footsteps echoing down the sterile hallway. The humidity hit him like a wall as he stepped into the Florida afternoon, his shirt sticking slightly to his back. Tampa was a city of contradictions—glitzy yachts and back-alley drug deals, high-rise condos and run-down motels that housed the kind of people no one missed. The perfect hunting ground.

His phone vibrated in his pocket. A message from his roommate and best friend, Detective Ryan Calloway.

Ryan: Drinks tonight? Or are you too busy solving the universe’s chemical mysteries?

Elias: I suppose I can lower myself to your level of intellect for a few hours.

Ryan: You’re a dick. Meet me at Dante’s at 9.

Elias smirked, pocketing his phone.

Ryan didn’t know. He had no idea that the very criminals he hunted were sometimes sitting across from him at their favorite bar, sharing a drink with Elias before vanishing into the night, never to be seen again.

Ryan was sharp, a damn good detective, but even he had blind spots. Even he couldn’t see the predator hiding in plain sight.

Elias would meet him for drinks tonight. He would laugh, talk, pretend to be just another man in a city full of men.

And later, when the city grew quiet, when the streets emptied and the world was left to its shadows—he would hunt.
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Chapter Two: The Foster Home
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The Rahim estate sat on the outskirts of Tampa, a sprawling fifteen-acre property lined with tall cypress trees and hidden behind wrought-iron gates. It was the kind of house Elias had only seen in magazines—all glass walls and clean angles, a place where money softened the edges of reality. It was so different from the rotting wood of his childhood home that for the first few nights, he couldn’t sleep. It felt too quiet.

His first day there, he had stood in the foyer, his small duffel bag clenched in his fingers, watching as Isabelle Rahim walked barefoot across the cool marble floor, her wavy brown hair falling over her shoulders. She was younger than he expected—only thirty, with striking blue eyes and an energy that was warm but reserved, like she didn’t want to startle him.

Kamal Rahim entered the room moments later, his presence filling the space in an instant. Where Isabelle was soft edges, Kamal was sharp lines and power. He was tall, lean, his mixed Arabic features giving him an effortlessly commanding presence. The expensive gray suit, the polished leather shoes, the crispness of his shirt—everything about him spoke of a man who thrived in control.

“Elias,” Kamal said, his deep voice smooth, unreadable. He extended a hand, and after a brief hesitation, Elias took it. Kamal’s grip was firm, measured, as if testing something in him.

“He’ll need space,” Isabelle said, giving her husband a small glance before turning to Elias. “Your room is upstairs, third door on the left. If you need anything, just ask.”

He nodded, shifting his bag over his shoulder. But when he reached the staircase, Kamal spoke again.

“I have rules,” he said, and Elias froze, feeling a cold sliver of tension crawl down his spine. Rules. He had spent his entire life under rules—the unspoken kind, the kind that left bruises when broken.

Kamal’s dark eyes met his. “You’ll find that I don’t tolerate lying. If I ask you something, I expect the truth. I don’t care where you came from, I don’t care what happened before you arrived in my house, but while you live under my roof, you’ll learn discipline.”

Elias’ throat felt tight. He nodded.

Kamal studied him for another long moment before finally saying, “Go on.”

Elias climbed the stairs, every step feeling heavier than the last.

His new bedroom was enormous compared to what he was used to—a sleek, modern space with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the lake behind the house. There was a desk, a bookshelf, a walk-in closet. Everything was neat, expensive, untouched.

He sat on the bed, the mattress soft beneath him. He hadn’t slept in a real bed in years.

But the silence pressed against him, unfamiliar, suffocating. No screaming. No breaking glass. No heavy boots stomping toward him.

The quiet was supposed to be a good thing. But for Elias, it felt like standing in the eye of a hurricane—calm, but knowing the storm was still there, just waiting to swallow him whole.



It didn’t take him long to learn that Kamal Rahim was both a father and a strategist. He was a man who operated on two levels—the face the public saw, and the mind that worked tirelessly beneath it. His name carried weight in the Florida legal system, feared and respected in equal measure.

At dinner, Kamal would talk about his latest case while Isabelle sipped her wine, listening as he described a high-profile client—a man accused of murder, but who Kamal assured the jury was innocent, despite overwhelming evidence.

“They had him dead to rights,” Kamal said one evening, cutting into his steak with surgical precision. “Blood on his clothes, security footage placing him at the scene. But not enough to convict.”

Elias stared at him, gripping his fork. “But... he did it?”

Kamal’s lips curved in something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Of course he did.”

Isabelle sighed. “Kamal.”

“What?” he said, taking a sip of his whiskey. “The system isn’t about truth, it’s about argument. Innocence is whatever I can convince a jury it is.”

Elias barely touched his food for the rest of the night.

He wasn’t afraid of Kamal. He wasn’t even disgusted.

He was fascinated.

He had spent years in fear of a man who acted on impulse, a man who didn’t know how to hide his monstrosity. But Kamal? He was something else entirely. He wasn’t just a wolf among sheep—he was a wolf wearing a custom-tailored suit, shaking hands with senators and dining with judges.

That was when Elias realized something.

There were men who killed with their hands. And there were men who killed with their words.

Kamal Rahim was the latter.

And Elias would be both.



The first time he heard Josefina, the housemaid, whisper about him, he was fourteen.

He had been standing in the kitchen, drinking a glass of water, when he heard her speaking in Spanish under her breath, fingers brushing the cross on her necklace.

"Él tiene la sombra del diablo sobre él."

He has the devil’s shadow over him.

Elias turned his head slightly, watching her from the corner of his eye. Josefina was old—mid-fifties, her dark hair streaked with silver, her face lined with the weight of years. She had worked for the Rahims for more than a decade, and she was the only person in the house who looked at Elias like she saw what was lurking inside him.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
JJUSTICE I§ ASMURKY AS THE TIDE<

A NOVEL BY: DANIELLE TURNER-OTERO





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





