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			Chapter 1

			V

			FBI agent Laura Sellers took a couple of deep breaths before stepping out of her Ford Crown Victoria when she arrived at the Brownsin National Forest parking lot in Burnsville, North Carolina. It was a small and rather rocky lot that was already flocked with police and other emergency responders. The entrance to the middle trail was marked off with crime scene tape. A news reporter stood in front of a camera nearby as they rambled on about the scene. Laura shuddered slightly and adjusted the collar of her black dress suit while checking how her face looked in the side mirror. Her coffee bean brown eyes were red from sleep deprivation and stress. She dabbed in a splotch of honey-toned foundation with the pad of her middle finger and took out her bun to help give her scalp relief in an effort to look somewhat professional. She ignored the reporter, ducked under the tape, and made her way down the trail.

			The twisting trail was just wide enough for a single hiker, flanked by towering pines, and long enough to let her settle her thoughts. Although she had been working for the Bureau for only four years now, it felt like a decade. It wasn’t the long, unusual work hours or the lack of sleep that was making her feel this way. It wasn’t the constant teasing from some of her male colleagues about her not being able to handle this field of work as a woman. It was the vulnerability towards those who, in her words, symbolized the true embodiment of pure evil. This was a case that revolved around someone who was just that, and Laura was going out of her way to figure out two important things.

			

			Who is doing this?

			Why are they doing it?

			The scene was worse than what Laura had imagined it to be. She couldn’t even take another step after she entered the clearing. It was almost like she and everything else around her had become frozen. Time itself had stopped in that very moment. The detective took note of every single thing that she could see. A young girl, either in her late teens or early twenties, was hanging by the neck from a branch on the center pine tree about twenty feet off the ground. She was completely naked, and she had been cut open straight down the center of her belly. Her intestines, organs, and even the lower parts of her rib cage had been removed. It wasn’t necessarily seeing the state that the girl’s body was left that was making Laura this disturbed. It was the strange carving in her forehead that was the cherry on top.

			The letter V had been carved into the center with precision. It had become infected slightly after being exposed for quite some time, puckered and gray where nature was taking hold. It was definitely meant as a warning. But what the hell could the V stand for? Laura finally snapped out of her paralysis-like daze when she suddenly felt a hand on her shoulder. She turned to see that it was Daren Smith, her partner. He had been working with the FBI for about eleven years now. His former career as a police officer had already prepared him enough for cases such as this one. His attire was no different from Laura’s, a dark gray suit with a pair of black walnut dress shoes. Oddly, Daren wore a rather calm-and-collected-looking expression on his face rather than a disturbed or concerned one like some of the crime scene investigators were.

			

			“Sellers,” he greeted her with a heavy inhale. When she caught his look, he raised a curious eyebrow. Laura returned with a puzzled expression. “I’ve just never seen you with your hair down is all,” he said as a soft breeze blew through her dark chocolate brown hair. Laura hid a smirk behind her hand and gestured for him to follow her as they entered the crime scene. They held up their FBI badges to the rookie officer, who promptly held up the yellow tape so that they could duck under it and make their way closer to the horrific scene. A crime scene officer approached them with a disturbed look on his face. He shook his head and seemed to struggle to get the right words out.

			“Officer, I’m Special Agent Laura Sellers. This is my partner, Special Agent Daren Smith. We’re with the FBI. What information do you have so far about this case?” Laura initiated the questioning with a monotone-sounding voice. Daren scratched the side of his thick brown mustache that covered his upper lip before fishing out his notebook and pen from his blazer pocket. The crime scene tech, obviously new to the job and not prepared for this kind of work at all, was bent over with his hands on his knees. He held up one finger to them and retched but didn’t vomit. Laura scoffed and shook her head. This wasn’t much compared to some of the other cases she had worked on in the past. However, this one was definitely bizarre. She walked off to get a closer look at the victim’s hanging body while Daren stayed behind with the queasy tech.

			

			The rope she was hanging from creaked as the occasional breeze came through. Laura focused her attention mainly on the V carved in the center of the victim’s forehead. She took out a small black recording device from one of the little compartments on her belt and held it to her lips. “This is Detective Laura Sellers. I am at Brownsin National Forest, standing under the body of what looks to be victim number three of the still unknown V killer.” She cleared her throat before continuing and stepped back a few steps to get a better angle of the girl’s face before continuing.

			“The identity of the victim is still unknown. Her naked body was found hanging from a high branch of a tree off Dellwood Trail. Age is also unknown. However, if I had to guess, it would have to be either in the late teens or early twenties. The victim had been gutted with long, precise cuts. An incision had been made down the center of her belly, and her internals and viscera were removed. It also appears that about three of her lower ribs have been removed. The thing that I am fixated on the most is the large carving of the letter V in the center of her forehead. It is definitely meant to be some kind of warning. I—” Something else caught the detective’s eye as she pressed the pause button on her recording device.

			Sticking out from underneath a patch of dirt and pine straw was what looked to be a small, crumbled piece of paper. “Daren, get over here!” she called out to her partner and pointed to the paper. Daren hustled over with one of the crime scene investigators. “It seems to be a note of some kind,” Laura said as she pulled a glove from her belt. Sliding the tight plastic glove on her hand, she bent over and picked it up. Taking out an evidence bag from a pouch on her belt, Laura gently uncurled and slid the paper in it without even taking a second to read it.

			

			“Well, aren’t you gonna read the damn thing or just leave us in suspense?” Daren asked with a confused tone in his voice.

			Laura ignored her partner and just held up the bag so that she could read it without contaminating the evidence. She squinted to read the hastily scribbled words through the creases in the bag. “They’re just like cattle,” she slowly read, turning the bag over to follow the words on the paper. “They beg and plead, but that won’t stop me from fulfilling my needs. We’re down to number three now. How long will it take you to find the next dead cow?”

			Daren and the crime scene tech exchanged a concerned look with each other. “That’s . . . a hell of a poem,” said the crime scene tech. Laura handed him the evidence bag with a stressed sigh.

			“Make sure this makes it into evidence, test it for fingerprints, and see if there is anything else that note can tell us. It might be our only lead on this case.” Turning her attention to her partner and putting her hands on her hips, she added, “Let’s get some photos of this scene and head back to the Burnsville Sheriff’s Station. I’ll get back in touch with Sheriff Williams about everything we have so far,” Laura said with the authority of the lead detective. “I also want the medical examiner to do a full body analysis. Fingerprints, dental records, DNA tests—the full workup. I want this poor girl identified as soon as possible. Also, check for any potential cross-contaminations that could help us get a better idea of who this freak exactly is,” she demanded.

			Daren nodded as they walked side by side towards the parking lot, allowing Laura to take the lead. After their last case together, he’d told her she’d be the lead on the next one. Of course, he had no way of knowing this would be their next case. He took out a pack of cigarettes and a lighter from the pocket of his suit pants. “You mind if I catch a ride? I carpooled with another detective on the way here from the station.” Laura rolled her eyes and gestured for him to get in.

			

			“You know, I’m honestly surprised that you are taking this case with this much determination. Are you sure that you are up for all of this? If you want to—”

			“No, I got this,” Laura assured Daren, perturbed that he’d even mention recusing her as the lead on this case.

			Daren shrugged, blowing smoke out the passenger seat window. Laura remained quiet for a moment as she started the ignition. She pressed her lips together for a moment and tightened her grip on the steering wheel.

			“Three women are dead, Daren,” she finally began in a hushed tone, “and it’s up to us to bring this killer to justice. This guy is serious. He’s displaying these women like some sort of morbid art show all around town, meaning he wants us to know who he is. He’s putting on a fucking show and he’s not going to stop until we stop him.”

			“C’mon, Laura. We treat this like any other case. Work the evidence, learn the facts, and make a profile. That’s our job.”

			“It feels different this time.” Daren raised that curious eyebrow again. “There is just something about these victims. Something urgent. I don’t know,” Laura sighed, twisting her hands on the steering wheel. “It’s more this time, Daren. It’s up to us to do everything that we can to solve this case.”

		

		

		
		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			A New Agent in Town

			The detectives arrived back at the station just as dusk settled over the sleepy town. It was a squat block of a sheriff’s station, but Burnsville had always been known for being lower-class. Cool fluorescent lights peeked out through the cracks in the blinds from inside the large windows, and the parking lot was mostly empty except for a few squad cars. The brown exterior paint had been engulfed with dark shadows as night fell upon the land.

			Streetlamps all around began to flicker with life as their dim yellow hues cast familiar shadows in some places. Laura didn’t speak another word to her partner as she collected her belongings in an angry rush. She slammed the driver’s side door on her way out, leaving Daren in the dust. Her heels clicked rapidly on the concrete as she made her way into the sheriff’s station. Her temper had always been hard to control, but it had gotten the best of her after the unpleasant argument that had unfolded during the thirty-minute drive back from the national forest.

			

			She tried to control her emotions as best as she could before she met with the sheriff about the recent findings. Laura felt herself get hot for a moment and fanned herself with a manila file in her hand as she entered through the double doors of the sheriff’s station.

			“Special Agent Sellers, this is my partner—Special Agent Smith. We are here to meet with Sheriff Williams.” The rookie cop sitting behind the plexiglass window was clearly taken aback by the formality of Laura’s introduction and even jumped when she clicked her badge against the window. Daren just nodded at the guy, apparently familiar. No need to wave his badge around to make sure of it.

			The body language Laura had was enough to send the message that her last straw had been broken. It had been a drive down to Brownsin from their home office in Asheville. Daren had driven while Laura reviewed the case files, learning that the Burnsville Police Department, made up of one sheriff, four detectives, and only ten cops, had little to no evidence or clue as to what they were dealing with this killer.

			It was going to be a rough night for the two agents trying to combine the overall case evidence with the small amount of evidence they had from the scene at the Brownsin National Forest. There was no need for more tension between them. They were about to spend the whole night working together.

			Laura still avoided eye contact with her partner and wished she could tune out his bad attempt at apologizing for his previous behavior on the way to the station. She heard him let out a long sigh and comb his fingers through his slicked-back chestnut brown hair. There was a noticeable heaviness that hung in the air above their heads. It pressed onto Laura’s ears with its unbearable heaviness. Finally, she let her coffee brown eyes snap towards his. More irritation stung her like a hornet, but she held back the urge to snap at him again. Daren held up his hands in a ‘take it easy’ sort of gesture.

			

			“I’m not saying that I don’t think that you have the skills to do this job. I think you are a great agent. All I’m saying is that this is not one of those typical walk-in-the-park kinds of cases that you are used to doing. When I said you could take the lead on the next case, well, I didn’t know it would be like this. This guy obviously has a target and—”

			“You can go through now,” the cop behind the glass wall told them. They heard the buzz and knew his apology would have to be tabled. They had a job to do.

			Sheriff Williams greeted them as the cop buzzed them through the steel door. Before Laura could start with the formal introductions, he waved her off and said, “I know who you are, and I thank you for coming down here to help us out on this case.” Sheriff Williams pulled at the belt that was tucked under his belly. “Follow me.” He escorted them to the back of the station, and through a door with a frosted glass window labeled: Sheriff Monte Williams.

			From her research before their arrival, Laura learned that Sheriff Monte Williams had been protecting the citizens of Burnsville for almost a decade. Before that, he served in the army, likely seeing the horrors of the Vietnam War firsthand. Having been a pleasant man before they shipped him off, he came home completely different. The charming and warm demeanor he’d once possessed had been crushed by the traumas. He’d never intended to be sheriff when returning to his hometown, having wanted to distance himself from things like this, but it just sort of fell into his lap—and he couldn’t say no.

			

			“I appreciate you sending up the files,” Laura offered as they took their seats in the small office. There were various file cabinets that lined the walls, making it feel smaller than it actually was, as well as stacks of manila folders towering on the sides of his desk. Laura noted the man’s lack of organization, a deep pet peeve of hers.

			“No problem at all,” the sheriff finally replied in a quiet but welcoming tone.

			Laura glanced around at the plain white walls decorated with US army relics and some pictures of the whole Burnsville Sheriff’s Department gathered outside the building, and to add a personal touch, a framed picture of his family on the desk. The overhead lights were dim but not so much that it was hard to read anything. A black ceiling fan spun slowly in the center, the slight flow of air nice against Laura’s hot skin. Sheriff Williams stepped over to his chair behind the large desk. The sheriff took off his hat and set it down on the table beside him, revealing his buzz cut and the scar on the right side of his forehead.

			“Sheriff, we have just come from the Brownsin National Forest. I’m sure that you are aware of the body that was found just a few hours ago by some hikers?” Laura began while she unzipped her leather briefcase, a gift from her father when she made the agency and took out a manila folder. Sheriff Williams nodded slowly as he watched her take out a couple of pictures that were paperclipped to the file. He’d already seen them, but not as many times as Laura had.

			The first one was a close-up of the victim’s forehead, the notable V carved deep into the skin, just like the other three women. Laura had already ascertained that the blade had to be sharp, pointed, and that the killer was skilled in using it. There didn’t appear to be any hesitation marks on the cuts, and they were smooth. This guy was a pro. This victim was found in the same woods, deep on an overgrown trail. If the hikers hadn’t gotten lost, the body might’ve never been found.

			

			“I believe this is the first victim you found,” Laura pointed to the picture. Sheriff Williams nodded without really looking at it. He didn’t want to see that ever again.

			She handed over another photo of the second victim to him, pressing her finger against the woman’s face so he’d have to look. “This V looks to be his calling card.” This victim was found in a more public place, an alleyway just outside a popular bar, and the third hanging on a very popular trail in the national forest. “He wants us to know he’s out there.”

			Sheriff Williams sighed, dragging his hand over the top of his head. “I figured that, which is why I called ya.”

			 Daren cleared his throat and pointed at one of the pictures in the folder. It was a close-up of the V that had been carved into the second victim’s forehead.

			“Have you also noticed a pattern here with the V symbols?” he asked, but he refused to fully look at the pictures. It wasn’t uncommon. In fact, there was only a ten percent chance a local officer would experience a murder investigation, even lower of experiencing a serial killer. This was mainly because of how small a town Burnsville was. The fact that nobody in the town knew who this killer was or how he was able to get away without being seen only added to the shock of the case.

			Laura looked over at her partner before looking back at the sheriff. “Every victim we’ve seen so far had a V carved into their forehead. This is the third time in almost two weeks, Sheriff,” she added, as if he wasn’t already blatantly aware of this situation. Laura was attempting to nudge the sheriff to the obvious answer. She paused, waiting to see if he’d say the words, but he didn’t. “Serial killers leave calling cards,” Laura answered for him.

			

			It was the bomb that Daren had cautioned her against dropping. He’d argued that they should wait and gather more information, but Laura was sure of it after reviewing all the files.

			Sheriff Williams sighed and rubbed his face in his hands as he did his best to take in everything. “So, what do you both plan to do here?”

			“We will need a place to set up, and we will get started on our profile. Once that is established, we can share that with all your officers, and hopefully, something will pop up. He’s local, living amongst this tight-knit community. Someone has got to know this guy,” Daren revealed. 

			“There is another thing that I have noticed about these photos,” Daren added, leaning forward, pulling a pen from his shirt pocket.

			Laura glanced at Daren again and pressed her lips for a moment. He was taking over her case. She tried to hide her indignation, but his condescending words from their argument earlier continued to buzz around in her head like a swarm of angry wasps. Daren didn’t seem to notice, keeping his focus on the sheriff as he ran the pen over the photo.

			He pointed the closed pen at one of the photos of the first victim from two weeks ago. It was of a young woman’s lifeless body sprawled out in a ditch deep in the woods. Her clothes had been removed except for her underwear, which was completely red with blood. She had been gutted the exact same way as victims number two and three. It looked like whoever had done this to her had very little time. Her arms were missing below the elbows, and her throat had been slit to a horrifically deep extent. The woman’s blonde hair was stained red at the roots slightly, and her face had been beaten to the point where she looked almost unrecognizable.

			

			He used the tip of the unopened pen to circle around her exposed and partially empty stomach cavity. “Delilah Stevens,” Sheriff Williams interjected. “She was a twenty-four-year-old fourth-grade teacher at Burnsville Elementary. Her body was found two days after she was reported missing, just a couple miles south of the national forest,” Sheriff Williams explained. “That was the first time we saw it.” He pointed at it. “That V.” He seemed to shudder, which surprised Laura.

			Daren nodded his head slowly while maintaining strong eye contact with him as his demeanor became more serious. “I believe this guy has experience working in a slaughterhouse or butcher shop.”

			“How do ya figure?”

			“All the victims look like they went through the same step-by-step method of how someone would process a pig or cow. There were a couple of big slaughterhouses in my hometown back up in Ohio, and my father was one of the workers,” he added.

			“Well, shit.” The sheriff looked wildly impressed. Laura was surprised that she didn’t notice the pattern either.

			Sheriff Williams crinkled his face in deep thought. He put his elbows on the table and folded his hands against his chin. “These events are starting to coordinate into a pattern now, and we need to figure out why.” Laura could not agree more.

			“We will do all we can to give your officers the support and information they need to catch this guy,” Daren stated, relinquishing them of the responsibility the sheriff was attempting to place on their shoulders. But what Daren didn’t realize is that Laura had already put that on her own shoulders.

			“My officers have never seen anything like this before—”

			

			“I know, which is why we will be here to ensure this killer is caught,” Laura interjected.

			Daren clenched his teeth together, giving Laura a stern, direct look that silently said: You can’t tell him that. Rule number one—never make promises you can’t keep.

			“Anything you need, just let me know. These other guys might not be glad you are here, but I am. So anything, anything at all, just let me know.” Sheriff Williams stood, offering them his hand, a sort of pact forming between them, an unspoken understanding that Daren and Laura were going to solve this case, much to Daren’s chagrin.

			Laura pulled the heavy briefcase over her shoulder, but she couldn’t let it go. She had to say one more thing that had been gnawing at her since she first saw the photos. “Sheriff, I’d be remiss if I didn’t tell you this, but I don’t think these three victims are the first ones. In fact, I think this guy has been doing this for a while.” Another jaw-clenched look from Daren that Laura ignored. “It might be best to close down the national parks, just for now.”

			“I’m not sure I can do that. Not really my jurisdiction.”

			“Well, at least tell your people to avoid the trails, just for now.”

			“What do I tell them? I don’t want a panic on my hands here. If we go around saying there is a serial killer, people will—” Laura scoffed. The man had a psychopath on his hands. The panic was inevitable.

			“I don’t care. Maybe just say there is an animal up there attacking people.” It wasn’t far from the truth, only that the animal was a man. “But eventually, you will need to tell people about this guy. Because he’s just getting started.”

			Sheriff Williams let out a stressed sigh as he rubbed his face with his hands, but he nodded in agreement all the same. “Yep, okay.”

			

			“We need to get started on this profile right away and get it to your officers as soon as possible.” Sheriff Williams was nodding along with Laura’s words. “Where can we do that?” She felt as if she was having to lead a pig to the trough with this guy.

			“Follow me.” Sheriff Williams led Laura, who was followed closely by Daren, down to the end of the back hallway into an open conference room. “Will here do?”

			“This’ll be just fine.”

			“Yep, well.” He started to say. Laura could sense that he was unsure of how to express his feelings to the new special agents on the case. How to ensure they understood all that was at stake with finding this serial killer. “Just, uh, let me know if you need anything.” He waited a moment longer as they just stared at him. He clicked his tongue against his mouth, rocking back on his heels before finally announcing his departure. “See you later then.”

			Once the sheriff was gone, Laura was left with that same bubbling tension that she felt when she and Daren were alone. She ignored his slowly approaching footsteps and went on with pulling out all three manila files, one for each girl, and setting them out on the table. Daren’s footsteps circled around the conference table to where she was. She could feel his eyes prying at her to at least acknowledge that he was standing there.

			“Laura.” She didn’t look up at him. “Laura, look, I’m sorry. I never should’ve said those things in the car.”

			“You’re right.” That was all she was going to give him. Sucking in a deep breath, he allowed it to slowly release over the tension that had nestled in between them.

			“But you need to be careful.”

			

			“You know what, Daren,” Laura cut him off. “This is not my first rodeo. I’ve investigated serial killers before, many times over.”

			“But have you ever done it in the field?” Laura felt the hit directly in the center of her chest. She’d studied serial killers, given profiles from the office, but he was right. She’d never been out in the field chasing one down. But Daren had, in multiple cases. “Look, that was too far. I’m sorry. I’m just trying to make sure you are okay working the lead on this case.”

			“Like I said in the car, I am fine.” Laura slapped open the manila folders and started to lay them out over the table, taking in every picture from the first two crime scenes. “How long until we get those photos developed?”

			“I’ll do it tonight.” Daren sighed.

			Laura could tell that Daren was going to accept the fact that she was going to run this case no matter what. Even if it meant that her life would be put on the line.
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