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




And in loving memory of my uncle, Rupert West. A fellow writer, editor, and a staple in the Black literary industry, your legacy continues to inspire me as a novelist.




~ B.S.
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  Preface



The FBI’s Violent Crimes Unit is real. However, I created my own fictional team—the Criminal Profiling Unit—that works within the VCU for the sake of the story.




~ B.S.






I

PART ONE







  
  
  Prologue

  
  




1 Year Before




THE ROOM SEEMED TO SWAY beneath her feet, even though she was sitting down. She gripped the arms of her chair as the edges of her vision darkened and everything began to blur, and all the noise in the room faded. It felt as if she was being transported back to that fateful night—a night she never thought she would have to relive again. She couldn’t stop her mind from taking her back…

It was raining. No, pouring. It was the kind of rain that came down in large merciless drops, blurring the world around you, stinging your eyes and burning your skin. Roaring thunder from the storm raged loudly outside of the windowpane, making the inside of the building appear darker than it usually was in the night.

She was running, trying unsuccessfully to find an escape somewhere in the darkness. She stopped to catch her breath, her body shaking after the end of a sudden rush of adrenaline, her heart beating in her ears, and she turned around to see a tall, menacing shadow emerge and move slowly down the hall, coming toward her. It was too dark to see much of anything, but she knew that he was after her. She also knew that she probably looked like a wreck; her clothes were wrinkled, her perfect ballet bun now messied and uneven, the dark red blood stains on her shirt showing obvious signs of being in a struggle.

She tried to load the last bullet she had with clammy hands into the long, skinny gun her father had given to her and that she didn’t know the name of, but she forgot a step. She fumbled with the gun as she walked backward down the empty corridor, mentally racking her brain to remember how to load it. A few moments later it made a faint clicking sound, the two pieces snapping together into place. Yes! The figure was creeping closer, but she was ready now. Slowing down her breathing and doing her best to control the new wave of adrenaline that coursed through her body, she aimed directly in front of her and squinted into the dimness.

She waited another moment, then pulled the trigger.

She missed.

The distress of having missed the shot jolted her back into where she was now, back to the present and the reality. The memory had faded just as quickly as it came, and everything reappeared. Neevah Alistair-Winters looked around the small, outdated conference room to see that everyone was still listening to the producer’s ramblings. No one realized that she was no longer paying attention to what he was saying. She shifted in her chair to sit up straighter and rubbed her now sweaty palms along her pants, being sure to maintain her poise.

“…Just think about it.” Barry Hayes, an openly money-hungry film producer from a state that was far from Pennsylvania, pressed his stubby pointer finger down into the glass table, emphasizing whatever point he was trying to make. “This is what the people want. True crime and documentary ratings have both skyrocketed over the last decade, and this is the time to tell your family’s story the way you want it: unedited, unfiltered, real. This can be huge for everyone involved. You guys wanted this case reopened, right? With this kind of spotlight on the city, they won’t make the mistake of ignoring you this time. And Neevah, I have to say, we’ve all seen the rave reviews on your books. You’re the hottest true crime writer out there; the people can’t get enough of the stories you’re helping shed a light on. Now is your time to be heard. The world wants to know your story…”

When Neevah didn’t respond, her husband Owen Winters placed a gentle hand on her leg, letting her know that he was here for her. She drew in a deep breath. “But…what about my sister, and my parents? What do they have to say about this?”

Barry Hayes leaned forward in his seat. “Actually, everybody’s already on board.” he said with a grin. “We’re just waiting for you.”




• • •




Present Day




Neevah’s hand shook as she lifted the styrofoam cup to her lips and took a long sip of the steaming hot espresso. She needed to pull herself together; no one else was trembling like she was, and she mentally kicked herself for looking so weak. She had agreed to do this, and now she had to go through with it.

“Take five, everyone.” Hayes announced, and Neevah hurriedly snatched up her car keys, grabbed her peacoat, and exited the production studio before anyone would realize that she’d left. She made a few short strides over to her car, a late-model silver Porsche 718 Boxster, and gratefully climbed in and closed the door, embracing her own personal space. She gulped down the rest of her coffee and dialed her husband’s phone number. After one ring, he picked up.

“Is everything alright?” he said. Owen Winters was a journalist with a highly impressive career in not only reporting on unraveling criminal investigations, jury trials, arrests, and breaking news, but also reporting stories that dealt with crime, politics, and civil unrest within their city. His career was almost as exciting as his wife’s; Neevah was a highly accoladed and bestselling true crime novelist, making a living writing about other people’s nightmares and traveling across the globe, sometimes even visiting her clients one-on-one to hear their stories in person and turn them into books, attending exclusive writers’ conferences, award ceremonies, and speaking engagements. They were both highly passionate about their work and supported each other in everything they did.

“Yeah, everything’s fine. We’re just taking a break.” Neevah didn’t feel like talking that much, she just wanted to hear him talk instead. “How’s your first day back on the job?”

“Honestly? It feels like I never left.” Owen replied. Just four months ago, he’d decided to take time off of work to travel alongside Neevah for her latest worldwide book tour, and this was their first week back at home. Everything already felt so foreign even though they had both spent most of their adult lives in Ruxlor City. “Everything is go-go-go as usual, but I like it. And I got a couple of interns from the community college that I’m going to mentor as well.”

“That’s great, honey…” Her voice drifted off as she peered past the parking lot and into the wooded area beyond it. She could have swore she saw something out of the corner of her eye, but she dismissed it.

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

Neevah shook her head. I’m probably just seeing things. Being paranoid. “Me? Of course, yeah. Just tired, is all. I’ll see you at home.”

“Great. I’ll have dinner waiting.”

They said their goodbyes, and Neevah pocketed her cell phone. She took a deep breath, mentally preparing herself to walk back into the studio. She exited her car and looked around the parking lot, but the only person there was her. She sighed and made her way back inside.

Whatever she thought she’d seen, it was gone.




• • •




The figure was crouched behind the dying bush in the thick woodlands, studying Neevah as she got out of her car and walked back into the studio, hugging her arms around herself to brace against the bitter cold. He could easily tell by her body language that she was tired, frazzled, and clearly uncomfortable.

She had the right to be. If only she knew what was to come.

They should have left it all alone.

He jotted down her license plate number in a small, worn leather notepad, gathered up his supplies, and stood. He turned and began his trek back through the woods, headed for the ever-bustling city.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




HE SMELLED THE AWFUL SCENT of singed wood before he saw it.

Officer Hunter’s face twisted up and he glanced over at his partner. “What is that?”

“Don’t know…” Officer Williams, Hunter’s usual night shift patrol partner, shifted in the passenger seat and squinted around. She pointed out of the open window into the distance. “Looks like something down Mills Run Road. we should check it out.”

Flynn obliged, turning the police cruiser down the dark road. It mainly consisted of older and outdated commercial properties, some that hadn’t been occupied in years, others still fairly successful. The street lights had died long ago, and the only thing that illuminated the road were the headlights from the car.

And an orange glow in the distance.

Neither officer said anything as they ventured down the road in silence. As they crept closer to the source of the glow, they quickly realized that it was a fire. And it was spreading. Fast.

Hunter parked on the side of the road just a few yards away and quickly retrieved his walkie-talkie, watching thin trails of smoke come from the windows. “Dispatch, this is twenty-four.” he spoke into it.

“Got something, Hunter?” Eve, the overnight dispatcher, responded.

“We got a building fire on Mills Run Road, right by—”

“—Wait, someone’s in there.” Officer Williams said to Officer Hunter, and she scrambled to get out of the car.

“Williams, wait for…” Hunter started, but she had already gotten out and closed the passenger side door, leaving him behind.

She could hear a voice coming from the burning building. It sounded like a male voice, a distressed one, at that. Whoever he was, he was screaming out in agony, pleading for help. The air was permeated gray and growing thicker by now, causing her eyes to water and to cough lightly, but that didn’t stop the young officer from walking closer to the fire, trying to locate the unfortunate person.

There, the oxygen escaped the officer’s lungs as her eyes fell upon the source of the screams: a man sat tied to a chair inside, duct tape strapped across his mouth, burning alive.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




IT WAS AN UNUSUALLY BRIGHT and sunny October afternoon when Jonah Davenport visited the memorial grounds with his father, Senior Detective Samuel Davenport.

Jonah walked down the invisible trail he knew by heart, passing large stones crafted from glistening granite and marble, and stopped at a smaller and more simpler memorial: a small white quartz rectangle with flying doves in each corner. He knelt down on one knee, pushed away the brown, orange, and yellow leaves that had collected in piles from the oak trees above them, and placed the handpicked bouquet of orchids he’d brought against the stone, sighing noiselessly. Orchids had been his mother’s favorite kind of flower. He stayed kneeling in silence for a few seconds, the flowers rustling against each other from the strong autumn wind that coursed through the air.

“Your mother would be very proud of you, son.” Sam Davenport said softly in his deep baritone voice. “You’ve landed your first job in the very same department where your mother and I launched our own careers, and where we first met. It feels like it was just yesterday when we were assigned our first case together…”

His son nodded. He didn’t want to say what was really on his mind, so he let him continue.

“My one and only son: rookie investigator for the FBI. And soon maybe even director!” Sam boasted. He turned to face him. “We need to celebrate.”

Jonah stood, shaking his head. “I’m not in the mood.” he said, peering down at his mother’s memorial. “I’m just gonna go home and get ready for my first day tomorrow.”

Sam sensed his son’s dismal mood but chose not to address it directly, although he did want him to feel as eager as he was. “Alright. But, at least let Lacey bake a cake, and maybe stop by the store and grab some champagne.” he insisted, putting a firm hand on Jonah’s shoulder. “You’re in the big leagues now, son. Working in law enforcement in Ruxlor is no joke. Once you’ve experienced the career milestones your mother and I have endured for ourselves and what it took to earn them, maybe then you’ll start celebrating.”

Sam was a highly decorated senior detective for the Ruxlor City Police Department, but worked alongside the FBI and sometimes collaborated on cases with them if needed. He started out as an investigator just like his son, then accepted a job offer at the police department a few years later, and quickly moved up the ranks to the high title that he held now. He had his own fair share of insane occurrences and near-death experiences. He knew that as an agent working tough and gritty cases, his son would no doubt come face to face with ruthless criminals—most of them seasoned killers and convicts—and would need to do whatever it took to hunt them down, just like his late wife Serena. She’d worked on the frontlines and in the shadows as an undercover cop, and Jonah grew up awestruck, hearing high-octane and action-packed stories from her work that sounded like grand adventures to his young mind’s overactive imagin- ation—high-speed car chases, county-wide manhunts, search and rescues, shootouts, drug busts, hostage situations. She suddenly and tragically lost her life during an undercover assignment busting a weapons-smuggling ring four years ago.

Jonah sighed. “Fine. Tell Lacey she can make a cake. But that’s it.”

Lacey was Sam’s new wife. Jonah didn’t have anything against her, she was nice and all and seemed to make Sam very happy, but the love and support she’d tried to give to him would never match the kind of love Serena had given him. He didn’t have the warm feeling of unconditional love and emotional security as he’d felt with the woman that birthed him. Also, he just couldn’t see how his father was able to jumpstart his grieving process and move on from Serena so quickly, even though a few years passed since they had lost her.

Jonah wished he knew how he did it; it still felt like it was just yesterday when he got the call…Didn’t Sam still feel the same way? Wasn’t his heart permanently bruised like his son’s was? He didn’t like the change, but lately that was what his life entailed. Change, change, and more change. He didn’t appreciate it, but he knew that was how life worked and so he had to deal with it.

“Great.” Sam smiled. “Just know that we’re all proud of you, son. Not just Lacey and I, but the whole community. We just want to celebrate your success with you. You got a bright career ahead of you. Let’s go.”

They took their time walking back to Sam’s black on black Cadillac Escalade, soaking up as much of the warm October sun as they could. When they climbed in and prepared to leave, Jonah’s brand new work phone vibrated in his side pocket. He retrieved it, puzzled. The caller ID displayed his new boss’s name: Bex Chapman. She was the director of the Criminal Profilers Unit within Ruxlor City’s FBI Field Office. He answered the call.

“Davenport, am I interrupting anything?” Bex said urgently, omitting a formal greeting.

“No, ma’am.” Jonah replied. “Not at all.”

“Good. Then you’ve got your first job a day early. I’m sending the address now. We’re thinking homicide. Be there ASAP.”

She hung up without any further explanation. Jonah pocketed his phone.

“I’m guessing that was Chapman?” Sam said as he cruised away from the memorial grounds and turned onto the main road. He’d worked in a unit with her for a few months before he had gotten his offer to work for the police department.

“Yeah. I actually just got my first case.” Jonah said, relieved to have an excuse not to go home with Sam and Lacey. It still felt like there was a missing puzzle piece in the home, and that was his mother’s presence. It would probably always feel that way, it seemed. He was grateful for the distraction of his new job, and for the new lease he’d signed on the tiny but still functional bachelor pad in the heart of downtown.

“See? That’s great news, son. The celebration can hold off until tomorrow. Now it’s time to put in that work and get the job done.”




• • •




Rayne Winters felt indifferent as the cab driver left the Pittsburgh International Airport and made the one-hour trip into the ever-bustling Ruxlor City. Although she had been hundreds of miles away at college for the last four years (and at FBI special agent training in Quantico, Virginia for five months after that), her feelings for the town hadn’t changed at all.

She wasn’t happy to be back, but she wasn’t disappointed either; she was going to build a solid career here, and who knew? Maybe relocate to New York City or Los Angeles or Miami—she’d heard of some insane yet fascinating cases in those places—to move up the ranks and earn new titles and reach new career milestones…Or even go back to Quantico. She knew she wanted in on the excitement and action one day soon. But this was where it would have to start: the isolated but prosperous town where she’d grown up.

The cab driver slowed to a stop in front of a gray and white, modernly designed gated apartment community on the edge of the city. Rayne handed him a generous tip and stepped out of the SUV as he gathered her luggage for her. She thanked him and headed into the leasing office. After getting a shiny new key and a copy of the paperwork she had read over online just before her graduation day from FBI training, she made her way up to the tenth floor to what was going to be her new home.

The one-bedroom condominium she signed a lease on felt homey and inviting since the landlord let her keep all of the staging and furniture, and she switched on all of the lights and turned up the heat on the fancy touchscreen thermostat. The only thing that was missing was a TV, so she’d have to unpack in silence, which she wasn’t too fond of. To her, silence was loud—deafening, even—and it only heightened her senses and made her paranoia worse. She couldn’t understand how some people enjoyed complete silence at all.

As she unpacked, she was on a video call with her mother Neevah, a popular writer, and her father Owen, a journalist, who actually very conveniently lived down the street in a townhome in the same complex.

“We’ll stop by tomorrow evening to help you.” her father was saying. “I’m excited to see the place you picked out. Then we can start planning your graduation party.”

“I appreciate it, Dad. It’s actually pretty nice here.” Rayne said. “How is work—?”

Suddenly, her cell phone buzzed in with an incoming call, and the caller ID replaced the video footage of her parents. It was Bex Chapman, director of the Criminal Profilers Unit, or CPU—her new boss. Rayne was her newest rookie agent, starting a career as a criminal profiler.

“Sorry, Dad, but I have to call you guys back. It’s my boss.”

“No worries, we’ll talk to you later. We love you.”

“Love you too.”

She then answered Bex’s call and lifted her cell phone up to her ear. “Hello?”

“Are you in the city yet?” Bex Chapman said hastily.

“Hi, uh, yeah. I actually just got in town about an hour ago. I’m just getting settled in.” Rayne replied as she sat on a metal barstool and took a gulp of water from a condensating bottle.

“Don’t. You’ve got your first job.”








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




BEX CHAPMAN HAD TEXTED AN address to Rayne’s phone, and she followed her car’s GPS to the unknown destination. She drove an old silver BMW sedan that was formerly her father’s, the motor humming and rattling in protest from not being driven in the years she was away at school. Her father kept it in the garage of their previous home and would start it up every week or so to keep it alive, but it still sounded like it was on the brink of collapse. When she arrived at the location, Rayne looked around to what appeared to be a small local radio station’s headquarters, the parking lot dead empty except for one black convertible with a government license plate, which she assumed was Bex’s. It was a small red building that was slightly rundown but still looked habitable for the most part, at least from the outside.

Rayne, now dressed in jeans, black boots, and a navy blue windbreaker jacket with the words FBI on the back in yellow text with her long, coily hair tucked under a matching FBI cap, stepped out of her car and made her way into the building.

She peered down a corridor to see Bex Chapman standing in front of an open doorway that was blocked off by yellow caution tape, and Rayne walked over to stand at her side. She smelled something burnt in the air.

“Be careful when you go in, Winters. Smoke’s still permeating the air.” Bex said. “They already took the body.”

Rayne slipped on a pair of white latex gloves and held her breath for just a moment as she lifted the do-not-cross tape and stepped into the room that now reeked of burnt wood, singed paper, and thick smoke, and she immediately knew that something was off. Her vision of how this alleged homicide possibly could have taken place began to play in her head like a film as she envisioned several potential scenarios and outcomes. Bex stayed put in the hallway, watching her work in silence, knowing she’d picked the right person for this job; she’d been briefed on Rayne’s stellar potential down at Quantico, and Rayne could pick up on things that even Bex’s most seasoned agents couldn’t, and she had an innate sense for reading suspects and the scenes of the crimes they’d fled from.

After a few more moments, Bex spoke first, crossing her arms over her chest. “Accident?”

Rayne shook her head. “No. Look.” She pointed a gloved finger to seemingly randomized spots in the room that had been burned to ashes. “If this ‘fire’ was an accident, the flames would have spread around the room faster than the person would have been able to control. The flames would have eventually engulfed everything. Probably even the entire building, depending on what time the firemen would have arrived. The station itself is still completely intact and usable from what I’ve seen. Also, the only things in this room that were lost were a few file cabinets, some tech equipment, and the victim himself. These were controlled fires. The suspect had a bigger purpose than to just burn the entire place down.”

“So, we can confirm to the police that this wasn’t accidental?”

“I would say in this case, yes. They wouldn’t have called us over here otherwise. It seems the suspect came in with all of the tools needed to accomplish his task, got to the victim first, then proceeded to destroy things that he or she didn’t want us to see.”

“We may have a skilled arsonist on our hands, then.” Bex said.

“I think we might…Did we identity the victim?”

“The only person that was clocked in at the time of the crime was a middle-aged male named Evan Brentwood who hosts a local daytime radio show and produces here and there.
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