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“I will forever live at the scene of a crime. For my body is that of a survivor’s. A fact I cannot ignore, but one that I now control.”

- Jovi Hurst
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A harsh wheezing sound erupted from within the walls of her chest. Her breath was seeping laboriously through her throat. Swirls and eddies danced around her face in the cool air like flowers as she expelled the last of the breath from her lungs. 

With a heavy heart, he’d known that it had been time to let her go. She will never know how much he actually cared about her. How much he had actually grown attached to her.

For several moments, he allowed himself to be lost in her beauty. His eyes scanned her face. Just above her lip was a small beauty mark - Barely noticeable without really looking for it. He’d noticed almost instantly. He was fixated on it. Every time he was with her, his eyes had been drawn to it.

Forcing himself to look away, he glanced around and took in their surroundings. 

The early morning drops of dew were collecting on the blades of emerald green grass. Mist sat heavy along the edge of the trees like a blanket protectively covering shrubs in winter. The sun was creeping out of the horizon in the distance. He could hear the sound of birds chirping surrounding the clearing around them. 

It quickly became apparent to him that the right spot had been chosen. Sitting here with her at this time of day was serene. It felt as though nothing could disturb them here. 

This location had been chosen with care and purpose. Always with purpose. Never had they been placed where they couldn’t be appreciated. Forever surrounded in beauty. 

He had made sure that their bodies would be found in short order. Not right away, of course, but soon. Making sure they were taken care of before animals or the forces of nature could defile their bodies was the least he could do. 

After all, he knew, their deaths had not been in vain.  

Glancing sideways, he looked at her chest, no longer rising and falling. He momentarily allowed his face to crumple. A silent tear streamed down his cheek. 

He’d taken the time to lay upon the ground with her in her final minutes. It had been important to him to share this moment with her. 

A heaviness seeped down deep into his soul.  

His spirits were dwindling. He had yet to find the answers he was searching for when he was with them. He still could not understand.

He was slowly losing faith that he would ever know after all this time. After all he had done. He wasn’t sure that he would find his answers. 

Rising into a semi-sitting position, he leaned forward and swiped the hair away from her brow. Even in death, she was beautiful. He had enjoyed his time with her the most. Reflecting back, he realized that if anything had come out of his time with her, it was that he saw her beauty. 

The others hadn’t captivated him nearly as much as she had. And not for nearly as long.

Thinking of his time with her, he wondered why she had been more special than the rest. What did she have that the others had lacked? She hadn’t stood out when he chose her.

They never did. 

It was always a matter of convenience for him. The easiest ones to collect without being caught were the ones he chose. So far, it has been working. 

He had no fear of being caught. 

Although he knew getting caught would not be ideal. He believed he had been careful enough. He had chosen the right opportunities in the past. 

Leaning forward, he gently placed a kiss upon her cheek. “Rest now,” he said gently to her as he rose to his feet. 

He stood several moments looking down at her. He’d placed her well. Facing the rising sun. He’d wrapped her in white gauze linen. Then laid her upon a bed of Baby’s Breath. 

Like the others. 

It was his gesture of gratitude to them for having sacrificed everything for him. 

Tilting his head to the side, a thought came to him. A smile broadened his face and shone through his eyes. He knew why she had been special. 

There had been an almost instant connection. 

She had never fought him. 

No, that wasn’t quite right, he thought. She had fought back when he took her. She had clawed and screamed. She had been like the others in that respect. But she had never fought his explanation. 

He prided himself on knowing that he’d always been completely honest with them. Each of them knew the role they were to play for him from the very beginning. 

But she had been the only one not to fight his words. She listened when he spoke. He believed her eyes held compassion for him - unlike the others. He believed deep down that she understood his words.

That was why he was having a hard time leaving her. 

Yet, he knew he had stayed too long as it was. It was secluded here, but he could never guarantee that no one would come around. He could not get caught. Not until he found what he was looking for. 

Sadly, he slowly turned away from her and strode out of the clearing toward his jeep. 

Perhaps, he thought to himself as he strolled along, next time he needed to choose more carefully. Maybe he needed to find another like her. It would make his plans more difficult, he knew. But maybe that was what had been missing all along. 

Maybe he’d lacked the necessary connection with the others as he'd had with her. 

Thinking back on the past, he once again wondered what he needed to do to make this all right. If she had given him more of a connection, how was he going to grow on that for the next one? What should he be looking for? Who would be able to help him?

Stopping in his tracks, he glanced back once more at her prone body before he lost sight of her. None of them had even come close to what she had achieved for him. 

All of them before her had been lost causes. 

No, he chided himself once more and shook his head. Every one of them had served their purpose. With each new one, he’d evolved. Grown more confident in his choosing. 

Puffing out his chest, this gave him hope. 

Raising his hand slightly, he gave her a small wave. He took a leveling breath and leant forward, placing his hand on a nearby tree. Shaking his head, he then turned back toward the trail he’d been walking and continued on. 

He allowed his mind to wander. To find her replacement wasn’t going to be easy. He’d have to really concentrate on what the next moves would be. 

Who would be the best to take next? 

He knew that he had several places to find the right person. The underprivileged swamp residents were prime candidates. Often, the lost weren’t even searched for here. The vast expanse of watery, desolate land between neighbors made his job easier. 

Shaking his head, he also realized that this reason alone would make the selection of another that much more difficult. Having concluded that he needed to choose wisely from now on, he understood the implications of it. 

This would mean he would also have to be more cautious. He’d have to plan harder. Moving forward, there wouldn’t be any more ‘snatch and grabs’ out of convenience. He needed to find the right one to match his situation. 

A heaviness lifted from his shoulders. 

It made perfect sense now. That was what had been missing. He knew now that the right person had to match the situation better. 

He had been such an idiot all this time. 

He understood now that his last one had been compassionate because she had better fit the situation. She had been naive and young. There had been hope in the back of her eyes when she’d looked at him as he spoke to her. 

A hope that if she only listened harder or did as she was told, she would make it out. She had tried to please him. Without knowing what he’d wanted, she’d tried to fulfill it for him. 

Maybe she, too, like him, had hoped that she would find answers. What was the purpose? The endgame?

Reaching his jeep, he glanced around for any disturbances. 

Relief washed through him when he realized that nothing had changed. He was still just as alone as he had been when he’d brought her into her resting place. 

Once again, he’d succeeded. 

Climbing into his jeep, he slammed the door behind him and sat behind the wheel for several moments, soaking in the silence. He ran his fingers through his unruly hair. Stretching his neck from side to side helped to relieve the tension. 

Reaching forward, he turned the key in the ignition and placed the jeep in drive.  

Several minutes later, as he drove along the old secluded path toward his home, he thought up a plan. He knew he’d have to lay low for a while. He’d have to wait for her body to be discovered and the investigation to wind down before he could find another. 

A twinkle filled his eyes. He took a deep, calming breath. It was ok. This would give him time to finish his work with the others. Just because they didn’t have the connection he now knew was necessary to find the right answers didn’t mean they didn’t still serve him a purpose. 

He knew it was all a process. 

After all, he thought, all good things come to those who wait. 
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Entering the clearing, she felt like she was walking into a fairytale. The canopy of trees ascended high into the sky. The branches shaking hands with the crisp blue above them. Sunbeams angled down toward the forest bed, surrounded by moss and wild flowers. Sunlight glistened off the remaining beads of dew on the blades of grass.

In the middle, facing the sun, a woman lay upon a bed of tiny white flowers. It reminded her of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. The only thing missing was the glass coffin. 

Although the body was clearly wrapped in white cloth of some sort, it was easy to tell it was a woman. The curves were prominent. Arms folded gracefully on her chest. Her face was almost out of sight from this angle. 

Standing with a stack of files perched on one hip, she shifted her stance from side to side for several seconds to relieve the ache she could feel building in her left leg. Due to old injuries, the leg didn’t do well in the heat. 

The heavy linen of her slacks stuck to her legs from the humid air. Her light blue blouse might have been a terrible fashion choice, she realized now, with the sweat she could feel pooling between her shoulder blades. Reaching upward with her empty hand, she steadied the aviator sunglasses protecting her rare purple eyes and brushed a stray lock of dark hair behind her ear. 

Thirty-five-year-old Special Agent Jovi Hurst of the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit tore her eyes away from the victim in the clearing. This case was one of several she had taken on since her acceptance into the Bureau just over a year ago. She was making a name for herself with her peers. 

Having solved several high-profile cases when she was a Homicide Detective had caught the attention of the FBI. She’d been invited into the BAU for her investigative skills and natural behavior analyst abilities. 

She felt she was now where she belonged. 

Taking in her surroundings, Jovi’s eyebrows furrowed. Several people milled about the clearing. Twisting her mouth slightly in disappointment, Jovi took a look at the foliage. This many people walking around would obscure any footprints or tracks the killer would have left. 

Shaking her head, she sighed. Remote small-town crime scenes often made her cringe. It wasn’t that the officers were incompetent. She knew and respected several rural law enforcement officers who she felt were top-notch in their fields.  

What irked her was that smaller departments often lacked the education and necessary funding to operate adequate investigative units. They did what they could with the resources they had, she reminded herself. 

Glancing through the brown files she held in her arm, she came up with a rudimentary discovery. The unsub was not biased or prejudiced about who his victims were. Which, she knew, made their job that much more difficult. 

His victims had been male and female alike. Ranging in age from twenty to fifty years of age. Caucasian and African American are the dominant ethnicities. 

There had been four victims thus far. The young woman before her was the fourth and youngest victim. The BAU was contacted for help when her body was found early this morning. With this victim, he had crossed state lines from Virginia into North Carolina. Which, by default, turned this into a federal investigation. Whether by accident or on purpose, the unsub had made himself known to the FBI.

He had been crisscrossing The Great Dismal Swamp, leaving his victims in various locations within the swamp lands. This particular swamp crossed the Coastal Plain Region of southeastern Virginia and northeastern North Carolina.

Closing the files once more, Jovi rolled her shoulders to relieve some of the tension building there. Taking a deep breath, she felt the misty air coat her lungs. Closing her eyes, she allowed the sun to seep into the pores of her face. The heavy, hot air clung to her skin. 

Glancing around, she mused that this would be a beautiful spot had it not been for a body dump. Which meant they had a job to do. 

Darting her eyes around the clearing, she sought out her Forensic Analyst, Andy. 

At twenty years her junior, Andrew Tackert was the youngest FBI BAU Forensic Analyst. He was intelligent and ambitious. Andy had been with Jovi since her time as a Homicide Detective - almost three years now. 

When Jovi joined the FBI, Andy had been her package deal bargaining chip. From then on, wherever she went, he went. She trusted him with her life. In actuality, Andy had saved her during their last homicide case before they became agents. The two of them had been nearly inseparable ever since. 

During that same case, in a twist of fate, Jovi learned that Andy was her biological son. 

When she was fourteen years old, she had been kidnapped and held captive by a sadistic sexual predator for almost a year. After unspeakable abuse on many levels, she had escaped barely alive and broken. 

Andy had been a result of the hardships she’d faced during that time. He’d been found in the lap of her almost lifeless body, premature and holding on for dear life himself. She had been told, what they thought at the time as a way to unburden her, was that he had died. She was grateful to learn later that he had been taken in and raised by a wonderful couple that loved and cherished him. 

Smiling to herself, she saw him stooped over a mound of dirt in the distance of the clearing. She can only imagine what he found interesting enough to be nearly nose to the ground. 

Leaving him to it, she brought her attention back to the victim. She walked toward the body, surveying the ground with each step. Making sure not to disturb evidence more than it had already been. 

She sighed in frustration. “Alright, let’s clear the area, folks,” she said loud enough for her voice to echo slightly within the walls of the clearing. 

Voices and movement were her only reply. Within moments, the clearing was empty except for her, Andy and the body. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Andy slowly making his way over to her. 

Jovi now stood near the victim’s feet, looking down at her peaceful body. Peaceful was the best word to describe her. 

Upon a lush, thick bed of Baby’s Breath flowers, she lay facing the sun. Her body was tightly wound in white gauze linen - mummy style. Unlike a mummy, her head was left unbound. Her beautiful, long auburn locks were brushed out to shining perfection around her almond-shaped face. 

From her vantage point, she could see that the young girl's skin was washed clean. Her petal pink lips held a slight blue tinge around the edges. This made them stand out with her slightly caramel colored skin to perfection. The unsub most likely took the time to apply a light coat of makeup, she mused. 

From the placement of the body and the extra time spent to present it, she believed he cared for her in some capacity. 

She rummaged through the files quickly. This seemed to be their unsubs' signature technique. Each of the victims were presented in much the same fashion.

The soft, sweet smell of the flowers under the body assaulted her nostrils as it drifted through the wind, causing her to inhale deeply. 

She felt the movement behind her before she heard it. Jovi held her stance. She could still see Andy heading her way from the edge of the clearing. She knew who it was. Without turning, she said, “he loves them, but this isn’t sexual.”

A gruff voice behind her replied, “What makes you think that?”

Turning her head slightly to the right, Jovi met the dark brown eyes of her partner, Special Agent Clay Cartier. They had been partners for just over a year since her last homicide case. With his help, they were able to stop a serial killer who happened to be the police captain of her previous unit. 

Clay had also been the reason she applied to the Bureau in the first place. They had met at a course for behavioral analysis and hit it off instantly. Although their relationship remains professional, she was not too naive to know that they cared for each other on some level. 

She gave him a small smile. “You can’t tell me you don’t see it.”

Clay’s eyebrows furrowed as he looked down on the victim. 

She shook her head. “You’re slipping, old man.”

Clay let out a chortle and looked her in the eye. “Who are you calling old? I’ve only got a year on you, young lady.”

She swatted at him. “Alright, but seriously,” she glanced down at the victim, once again focusing on the task at hand. “All of the victims were placed upon a bed of Baby’s Breath, wrapped in linen and displayed like idols.” 

Jovi turned back toward Clay. “Baby’s Breath flowers are a symbol of everlasting love, purity and innocence. And the white linen he so carefully wraps them in also shows purity and innocence. Given that he takes extra care with their appearance, combined with the flowers and linen, not to mention the fact that he places each victim in beautiful surroundings, I’d say, in his own way, that he worships them.”

She shook her head sadly. “Of course, we’ll have to wait for the coroner's report to rule out sexual assault, but I believe they have become deities in his eyes. He's worshipping them. The care he shows them after death is honoring them for something.” Looking into Clay’s eyes, she said, “Now we just have to figure out what it is he’s honoring them for.”
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Jovi stood off to the side with Clay as the two of them observed Andy taking photos of the young woman laid out before them. 

“I agree with you. There can be several reasons to idolize a victim. Unfortunately, finding the connection could prove difficult when the victimology is all over the map.” Clay’s deep voice reverberated beside her. She could feel it rumble slightly in her chest. 

She thought it was sexy. 

Nodding her head, she replied, “Once we reach the office, we can lay all these files out and get a better look. Right now, we need to see what she tells us.” Glancing down at Andy, she asked, “What are your thoughts, A?”

“I’ve got the photos done, Boss. I’m going to cut away the fabric now.”

Jovi rolled her eyes. They had been over this time and time again. She couldn’t stand him calling her Boss anymore now that she knew he was her son. He’d started calling her that when they had first been working together, as a sign of respect, he’d told her. But now, she would prefer he drop it. 

Old habits die hard, she supposed. 

Placing the files on the ground near the body, she leant forward to assist Andy with the removal of the cloth. The scissors slid easily from the breastbone to the toes. The material was a light, see-through cotton linen. There were several layers. 

“Careful now, Jovi.” Andy almost whispered at her.

Together, they moved the gauze to either side of the victim's body from shoulder to foot. Clean, unblemished skin shone bright caramel in the midday sun. In fact, the only markings readily noticeable on the soft pearlized skin that was apparent from the top side of the body were multiple contusions along her rib cage. 

Scrunching her eyebrows together, Jovi leaned in closer. Once she was within a few inches of the skin, it was apparent there was bruising along the upper half of her chest, along the sternum and across the lower ribs. 

“Andy, does it look to you like our unsub tried to revive the victim?” She looked over to see Andy’s reaction. 

His brow was creased, and he was snapping pictures as he explained, “Yeah. I can agree with that statement. Of course, I’ll need to do a full autopsy, but the location of these bruises are consistent with CPR.”

Pulling back, she observed the rest of the body. She didn’t see anything out of place. Nothing stood out as of yet. “Well, I think we’ll leave her in your capable hands and head out to their offices. See if we can’t sift through these files and come up with a connection.”

“You’ve got it, Boss.” Andy was absentmindedly observing the tissue surrounding her rib cage. 

Jovi let out a small growl. “Andy.”

A look of pure apology crossed the young man’s face as he caught her eye. “Sorry, Jovi, I have a hard time stopping myself sometimes.” 

She nodded her head at him. Using his shoulder as a brace, she stood beside him. “I know. Call me if you need us for anything. And let me know when you make it to the morgue, please.”

“Sure thing,” the tech replied, but she could tell he was already engrossed in his work and had mentally dismissed them. 

Shaking his head, Clay gave her a light chuckle. “You two are adorable.”

She swatted at him. But she allowed herself a moment to stand and watch Andy from her vantage point. She had such pride in this young man. He had been raised to be an amazing person. She had many things to be thankful for his adoptive parents. 

A slight sadness engulfed her. She just wished she’d had the opportunity to be a part of his upbringing. 

An arm wrapped around her shoulder and eased her away from the scene. Together, she and Clay headed out of the clearing. 

“Don’t do that to yourself, Jovi,” Clay said softly beside her. “You're here with him now. He has never held anything against you. That boy loves you.”

He stopped them midway down the path to the vehicles. They were alone. Turning her so that they were standing in front of each other, he crouched down and looked her in the eyes. He reached forward and gently brushed away the lone tear that was escaping her eye under her sunglasses. 

“It was never your fault, Sprite.”

Clearing her throat, she slowly nodded her head and said, “I know. Sometimes it doesn’t make it hurt any less, though.” She glanced back at what she could still see of Andy going about his task. 

“He knows too. Just remember, you gave him life against all odds.” Clay gently shook her and gave her his biggest, award-winning smile. 

She returned the smile. “You’re right.”

“Holy hell, folks!” Clay muttered a little too loudly for her liking, making her cringe and her cheeks burn. “Someone write that down! Give me a pen!”

She laughed and gave him a light punch in the bicep. A mark on a tree behind his head caught her eye briefly. Her eyes squinted. Looking back at Andy for the last time, she shook her head. “Alright, partner, let’s head out of here.” 

She was still laughing slightly at something Clay said when they cleared the bush. One of the deputies approached them from the sheriff's Bronco. Several officers milled about surrounding the vehicle's hood. What looked to be maps and papers were strung across the surface. 

The deputy had been the first to see their approach. Nodding his head and clasping the brim of his hat between his fingers and thumb, he gave them a welcome. “We are sure happy to have you folks along on this with us.”

Extending his hand, he introduced himself. “Deputy David Chisholm.” He shook Clay’s hand and then hers. 

“Deputy,” Clay replied. “Special Agent Clay Cartier, and this is my partner, Special Agent Jovi Hurst.”

Upon hearing her name, the deputy gave Jovi a bit of an odd expression, but otherwise didn’t respond. 

Jovi glanced over at the group of officers standing around. “What is this all about?”

Shaking his head, he waved off her comment. Gesturing behind him, the deputy explained, “Sheriff Anderson is just finishing up the debrief, and then we’ll be heading out. If you’d like, I can escort you both to the detachment now. We have set up an office space for you and your team to utilize.” 

Taking in the scene before her for a few seconds more, Jovi nodded her head at him. She turned to look him in the eye. With a firm and steady voice, she replied, “That would be great, Deputy Chisholm, thank you.” 

Nodding, he turned and gestured for them to follow. 

She took him in as they walked toward their rented Blazer. There was something about him she couldn’t place. 

He was in his mid-fifties. His hair was cut short in an old army-style buzz. His shoulders were broad. She could see the hint of long unused muscle along his arms under his deputy shirt. He had been physically fit in his prime, she would wager.

Curiosity about him won her over, and she asked, “How long have you been around the area, Deputy?”

He let out a small laugh but continued walking. “I imagine you’re wondering why I am not sporting the famous Virginian accent.”

Preceptive, she thought. She nodded, “among other things.” 

They reached the Blazer parked along the tree line. Turning in so that they all faced each other, she was given another opportunity to size him up. 

He stood slightly apart from her and Clay. His stance was wide with his feet shoulder-width apart. He tucked his open hands crisscross under his armpits. 

His eyes slightly sparkled at her. “To answer your question, I have been down in the swamp for going on fifteen years now.” He momentarily looked away and took in his surroundings before looking back at them. “It has a way of seeping down deep into your bones. Things are slowing down here. A man doesn’t carry the stress of city life.” 

She slightly narrowed her eyes at him and tilted her head to the side. “And so, it sucked you in.”

He laughed out loud at this and gestured toward his cruiser. “Y’all can follow me.” With that, he strode off toward his unit and disappeared behind the wheel. 

“You know him?” Came Clay’s remark once they were alone. 

Something tugged at the recesses of her mind. “I’m not exactly sure.” 

Clay’s gaze darted back toward the deputy’s car. “Well, we'd better get a move on, or he’ll likely leave us behind.” 

Deep down, Jovi had the inclination that he wouldn’t. He wasn’t that kind of person. There was just something about him that she couldn’t put her finger on. Something just on the edge of her memory. 

Shaking it off, she turned toward the passenger side of the Blazer. She tucked the files into a box in the back seat, then sat in the front and fixed her seatbelt. 

Clay shifted the truck into drive, and they set off on the trail behind the deputy’s cruiser. 

Rubbing her hands along her legs, Jovi tried to ease a feeling of worry away. Something was off. She could feel it. Her anxiety was tugging at the fabric that held her together. 

Clay's larger hand engulfed her own and squeezed. “Hey, we’ll figure it out together, Jo.”

She gave him a small smile, but then turned in on herself. She wasn’t exactly sure if she wanted to figure it out at all.  
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