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  For my grandmother, Bonnie Faye. Every story I pen is dedicated to you.




And for my grandmother, Marylee.
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  Chapter 1

  
  




“WHO IS SHE?”

“We don’t know. She’s not saying anything.”

“Where did she come from?”

“She was found outside of Bayview Park. No one’s claimed her either. She’s so young, she must have family, right?”

“What happened?”

“It’s hard to say. But looking at her, she’s terrified. But she won’t tell us anything—”

A knock on her cubicle wall pulled her out of her thoughts. Toni Lee looked up to see Lieutenant Jack Owens, their shift commander for the day, looking down at her with concern.

“You alright, Lee?” Owens said, eyebrows furrowed.

Toni rubbed her temples with her fingers then continued to type on her computer. “I’m good, sir, thank you.” She admired his gold shoulder boards that displayed his rank; her goal was to become a lieutenant one day, maybe even captain or chief. But until then, she had to work her way up, and pay her dues as a detective.

Owens nodded. “I’ve got orders from Sandstone. He got a call to a scene, and he assigned you to it. He wants you there ASAP.”

Barry Sandstone was the captain of their department’s detectives bureau, and one of their bosses. He was underneath the chief of police, but nonetheless ran their division smoothly and made sure the Chief’s orders were being carried out in an efficient manner. Toni nodded and signed out of her desktop computer. She was fairly new to the homicide unit, and was eager to be the first assigned to this new case. “Of course. Do they have a report?” She slid on her peacoat and grabbed the key to the unmarked cruiser she usually drove while on duty.

“Female, late twenties, estimated to be missing for about two weeks and reported ten days ago. She was found in the woodlands near the county line just an hour ago. No criminal history or known criminal relations, she comes from a high-up family. No outer marks but there are signs of struggle. That’s all I’ve got from the report. Sergeant Maxwell will assist you when you get there. I just texted you the location.”

“Who else got assigned to it?”

“Just you.”

She paused. “Just me?”

Owens nodded.

“But . . .” Am I ready for this? “I’ve only been working in homicide for about a year. We’re a small borough, our department shouldn’t be overloaded with cases. I don’t have a secondary officer on this one?”

The lieutenant shrugged. “You’ll have to take that up with Sandstone. But you’re right, everyone in the bureau right now is more than able to take on another case with their current workload. This sounds like a pretty rough case, in my opinion.”

Toni knew she had to stay confident if she wanted to prove herself to her superiors, so she tried to shake the uneasy feeling she had as she headed out of the office, thanking the lieutenant on her way out.

* * *

Vaughn Black had a feeling that there was going to be more entailed to this job than Bex was letting on.

But nonetheless, he went with it.

“So, let me get this straight . . .” he rubbed his face with his hand, his other hand holding his cell phone up to his ear. “All I have to do is accompany a detective with a homicide? Not run the investigation or make any decisions, just be an assistant? Taking up space?”

“Precisely!” Assistant Special Agent-in-Charge Bex Chapman’s enthusiastic voice didn’t sway him, but he let her continue. “As usual, you’ll have access to all of our resources and databases, and whenever she or her department needs them, they’ll have you to access them. You will be relieved of your duties when they make an arrest.”

He pondered for a moment. It was an easy enough job, and at the moment he didn’t feel as if he was ready to jump straight into profiling work or fieldwork again. Playing assistant to a detective in a small town wouldn’t cause any harm, would it?

“What department did you say? Casper?”

“Yes. Their unit is small but recently renovated, but they’ve informed me that they’d feel better if they had backup from federal on this; they haven’t dealt with a murder case in a long time.” Casper was a quaint lake beach town that was identified as a borough, just forty-five minutes away from Ruxlor City. From what Vaughn knew, the little town’s police department had an impressive budget and was backed by the sheriff’s department for certain issues, so why did they request Bex and her FBI team for just one case?

“Tell them I accept. When do I start?”

“Actually, they need you on the scene now.”

* * *

He was back in the line of fire. Not right now, but he would be soon enough.

Now, Vaughn wore his faded but cherished navy blue windbreaker that displayed the letters FBI on the back in bold yellow letters, khaki pants and muddied boots, trekking through dark woodlands as he made his way to the location Bex had sent him.

He had resigned from the FBI two years ago, down to the very day. And now he was back. A moment later, he came upon a clearing in the woods, and from the spectacle that he saw before him, he knew he had arrived at the scene.

He looked around. It was early afternoon but the leaves of the hundreds of red oaks around him blocked the sunlight, making it look like dusk. The dimness gave off an uncanny feeling, but he ignored his paranoia as his boss, Bex Chapman, appeared alongside her right-hand woman, Supervisory Special Agent Leigh Crenshaw, who was also a criminal psychologist by trade. With Vaughn, there was one more criminal profiler on their team, Roscoe Hall, and one profiler-in-training, Rayne Winters. They had two detectives, Jonah Davenport and Diana Reeves, one forensics specialist, Sawyer Blackridge, and two technical liaisons, Anisa Ray and Keon Toussaint. Together they made up what was now called the Joint Operations Task Force.

“It’s good to have you back, Black.” Relief flooded Leigh’s voice as she firmly shook Vaughn’s hand.

Vaughn nodded his appreciation. His team had been practically pleading for him to return over the last two years, but their pleas had fallen on deaf ears. Well, until Bex called him with a “special” job that was really meant to coax him back into his job.

“Don’t worry, we’ll throw you a nice welcome-back party for coming back on such short notice.” Bex patted his shoulder, but her short stature had trouble reaching up to his six-foot-four frame.

Leigh got right to it. “We know you’re not leading this one, but take a look around and see if you spot anything out of the ordinary. Both our people and the borough’s swept the perimeter from top to bottom, but there’s no signs of anyone else being here. You, however, may think otherwise.”

Vaughn started to walk slowly, his boots crunching on twigs and crisp leaves on the ground. He still wondered how the bureau got dragged into a potentially open-and-shut case?

Well, he would have to ask the detective in charge that question.

“Where is the detective I’ll be assisting?” he asked, still surveying the grim scene.

“There.” Bex motioned over to the crime scene technicians who were doing their best to collect any traces of evidence they could find. “Over there talking to CSI, in the knit sweater.”

Vaughn caught sight of the detective and quickly trekked to the other end of the clearing. But as soon as he got close enough to see her . . .

“Toni?”

The detective looked up from her notepad, and their gazes locked.

“Vaughn?”

“This is your case?” He stopped just a few inches away from her. “You’re a detective now.”

The corners of her doe-brown eyes crinkled when she gave a small smile. “I am, actually. And you are . . . ?”

“Apparently I’m your new liaison.”

“Hm.” she hummed, looking him up and down. She spotted his badge. “You’re FBI?”

“My sixth year. I’m with the field office in the city, in a task force for Violent Crimes. My boss and your boss put this partnership together, and I’m here until you make an arrest.”

“I see.” Toni Lee quickly broke their gaze and glanced toward the white sheet that covered the body.

He hadn’t seen her in what felt like an eternity. Her surprise was mutual; the last time they saw one another, it was at the end of their police academy training. It seems they both had achieved their goals and more . . . but, would everything that they left in the past be brought into the present?

Neither of them could think about that now. Not with a dead woman just mere feet away from them.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




“I KNOW THE SIGNIFICANCE OF our UNSUB of leaving the victim here.” Toni Lee stated, handing Vaughn copies of notes and profiles from her department regarding the UNSUB—the unknown subject.

“And you guys are one hundred percent sure these cases are related?” Vaughn skimmed through the notes, not yet convinced just from the papers alone.

“I’m sure.” she said, confidence in her voice. “This is the final place the search party for Jane Blystone, the victim, was looking before she turned up here today. To him, this is a game.”

“This definitely is a sick version of a game.” Vaughn said as he browsed through the profiles of all of the victims and closed the manila folder. He was eager to get back into his cubicle and do a deep dive into the cases. “He does this for fun. This woman doesn’t have any visible connections to the previous victims? But your department is absolutely certain this is by the same person?”

Toni shook her head. “No similarities except for age, gender and body type. And he knew that we would be here—he left a note written to my department beside her body, like he did for his previous victims. One of the techs is swabbing it for fingerprints now. The motive? We have no idea, yet.”

Vaughn took in all of this information, jotting it down in his notebook. He would make more in-depth notes when he was back at headquarters, then accompany Toni in creating a game plan on how they were going to catch the UNSUB for good.

Toni gave the crime scene techs permission to release the scene, that way they could get everything processed down at the laboratory as soon as possible. The techs began to take down the yellow crime scene tape, and everyone was on the same page as to what needed to be done next. As she gave out orders, Vaughn couldn’t help but take in her presence. She looked exactly the same, just slightly older, and the academy seemed to have successfully broken her out of her shell. At least that he knew of. Her long, curly auburn hair was now cut into a short pixie cut but still complimented her oval-shaped face and striking hazel eyes. A shining gold badge was clipped to her blue turtleneck, and she wore black dress pants and ballet flats, which were already dirtied from the sloshy grass. He could tell by her outfit that she was a Casper resident, not accustomed to the woodlands that surrounded the rest of the county. She was dressed for the lake or the beach or the boardwalk. But even Casper, and its beach Casper Bay, wasn’t perfect. Crime was everywhere, but it appeared Toni Lee meant business.

Bex and Leigh walked up to the duo.

“I just got off the phone with Casper’s mayor.” Bex informed them. “He wants a press conference Sunday morning at nine a.m. for the morning news.”

“Sunday morning? That’s tomorrow.” Toni said. Vaughn could tell by her voice that she was nervous. Was this her first case? Or was something else rattling her nerves? “We didn’t even have time to confirm that Jane Blystone’s murder is related to the others. Our evidence may not even be done processing until Monday afternoon, if not even a few days later. My department’s lab is small, and we have other cases that are still taking precedence right now.”

“That’s exactly what I tried to explain to him, but he’s adamant on making a statement and us being there. Apparently Jane was a local celebrity of sorts.”

“She wasn’t that much of a celebrity.” Toni scoffed. “Her father owns quite a few commercial properties in our area, but he’s just a businessman who happened to get rich.”

“But that could point us in the direction of a motive.” Vaughn stated. “I’m not sure about the others, but I have a feeling that once I fully dive into these cases, something will come up that can show us what direction we need to take.”

“If you’re not comfortable speaking at the press conference, our team will handle it.” Leigh said to Toni. “This isn’t fair to you that you were just assigned this case today and they want you to put yourself in front of a potentially very angry public in just mere hours. Our team is more experienced and prepared for anything. I’ll call everyone in and we can swap notes and be ready to take this thing head on by morning.”

“Thank you.” Toni shook her head in disbelief. “You all are lifesavers. Now I see why my boss called you in to help me. Your team must do amazing work.”

“Eh, we have a few tricks up our sleeves.” Bex grinned. “But I do have a superbly talented squad that does everything in their power to get justice. Whatever you need, Detective Lee, please don’t hesitate to ask Agent Black. He will be your in-between for your guys and the JOTF.”

“I appreciate that very much.”

During their conversation, the sun had begun to dip below the horizon; their source of light was almost completely gone, and the trees certainly didn’t help the remaining amount of sunlight that tried to shine through their leaves.

“It’s getting dark. I’ll call the rest of the team in.” Leigh said. “Let’s meet at headquarters at eight a.m. sharp. Everyone okay with that?”

“Good idea. I don’t want to be out here any longer than necessary.” Toni replied, in which Vaughn thought was odd for a detective of her caliber.

He had his own reason for feeling uneasy in the dark woods.

What was hers?

* * *

Vaughn helped Toni avoid puddles of mud and wet grass as they trekked back toward the entrance of the woods. They moved at a snail’s pace, and Bex and Leigh were already way ahead of them.

“So, how long have you been in the police force?” he asked as they walked at a slow pace. He held out his arm for her just in case she tripped or slipped.

“Not long.” Toni answered. “After graduating from the academy, I spent five years as an officer before I was finally promoted to detective. I spent my first year in our missing persons unit, but not a lot goes on over there. This past year I transferred to homicide. How long have you been doing this for?”

“After the academy and college, I went straight to Quantico for FBI training. I applied to work for the Ruxlor City field office, and I’ve been here ever since as a special agent. During all those years I’ve been working towards becoming a profiler, and three years ago I finally got the promotion I wanted. And now, here I am.”

“Impressive.”

Soon enough, they arrived at the dead-end dirt road that led back to the main entrance of the woods and then into town, where their cars were parked in a line. Bex and Leigh usually drove to scenes together, and their agency-issued vehicle was already gone. They had to assemble the Joint Operations Task Force and collect every file pertaining to the cases that were believed to be linked to this one in less than two hours, thanks to one mayor’s impatience.

Vaughn was about to cross the street over to the other side of the wide road, but stayed put when he noticed there were three cars parked instead of two. The CSI van and the coroner’s van had left way before them, and no one else was in the woodlands now. Or was there?

A battered, dark colored SUV was parked further down the road. With the depleting sunlight he couldn’t tell what color it was, he guessed dark blue or black, nor whether or not a driver was occupying it. Maybe it’s just a hiker’s or volunteer’s, he thought to himself. But who would be hiking or picking up litter this late in the day? His own red Tahoe sat behind a polished, cream colored Chrysler 300, which he made the easy guess that it belonged to Toni. She retrieved her key fob, which displayed the Chrysler logo, and began walking to her car. Was he just being paranoid?

When Toni was halfway across, the SUV’s blinding high beams came on, and it suddenly sprang forward. It seemed to accelerate at lightning speed, barreling towards her.

“Toni!”

He didn’t waste any time as he jumped into action, running out into the middle of the road and tackling her, and they both rolled into the grass.

The SUV came to a screeching halt upon realizing that it had missed its target, but when Vaughn sprang back up, now aiming his Max-9 pistol at the truck, it made a harsh U-turn, almost flipping itself over, and sped away. He fired two shots, trying to take out the back tires, but it was no use.

The SUV was gone.

Toni coughed as dust and debris from the road swirled around her, and she wiped the dirt off of her pants and the sleeves of her sweater, even though she knew her outfit was ruined. Her thin knit sweater had ripped, and she now had a bloody scrape on her right elbow.

She made an attempt to stand on her own, but Vaughn immediately stepped in. “No, allow me to help. I’m the one that pushed you.” He took hold of her waist and easily lifted her up onto her feet. “Are you alright?”

“I think so, but . . . W-Who was that?”

“I don’t know.” He answered as he looked into the distance, still holding onto her. Their gazes locked. “But why did they come after you?”

Toni quickly broke their gaze. “I don’t know.”
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